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The paper argues that for political reasons elected politicians are more likely to be engaged in targeted redistri-
bution than appointed bureaucrats. It uses the example of patronage jobs in theU.S. local governments to provide
empirical support for this claim. It shows that the number of public employees is higher for elected chief execu-
tives. This difference is stronger in public services with bigger private–public wage differential and it increases
during election years. It also finds that the number of public employees increases with the age of bureaucrats
while there is no such relationship in the case of politicians, which is consistent with younger bureaucrats having
stronger career concerns.

© 2014 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

One of the central issues in political economy is how different insti-
tutional arrangements affect public officials' incentives and policies they
pursue. There is a strong theoretical argument that themethod of selec-
tion of public officials, and, in particular, whether they are elected or
appointed, should play an important role.1 However, empirical evidence
on the policies pursued by appointed versus elected public officials
remains scarce. In this paper I provide empirical evidence that
appointed bureaucrats are less likely to be engaged in targeted redistri-
bution than elected politicians and that this difference is in part driven
by stronger career concerns of the bureaucrats.

Politically motivated targeted redistribution is an example of a poli-
cy that bring short-term political benefits at the expense of long-term
costs. Diversion of resources from useful public projects to targeted re-
distribution andpork-barrel projects is awidely recognized source of in-
efficiency caused by the political process (e.g. Buchanan and Tullock,

1962; Lizzeri and Persico, 2001; Persson and Tabellini, 2000). Public
officials choosing the level of targeted redistribution face the following
trade-off: on the one hand, vote-buying through targeted redistribution
increases their chances of staying in office.2 On the other hand, targeted
redistribution results in inefficient provision of public goods and harms
their reputation as efficient publicmanagers,whichhas a negative effect
on their job prospects if they lose office.3
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1 E.g. Besley and Coate (2003), Maskin and Tirole (2004), Alesina and Tabellini (2007a,
2007b), Coate and Knight (2011).

2 The optimal amount of targeted redistribution is determinedby equatingmarginal de-
crease in votes because of the inefficient provision of public goods to marginal increase in
votes from the recipients of transfers. Note that by providing concentrated benefits to a
narrow group of swing voters at the expense of widely shared costs of inefficient public
goods provision, targeted redistribution allows increasing chances of reelection even for
the case of fully rational voters (Lizzeri and Persico, 2001; Persson and Tabellini, 2000).
For elected public official targeted redistribution improves chances of getting reelected
by increasing the number of votes she receives during elections. For appointed public of-
ficials it improves chances of getting reappointed by increasing electoral support of the in-
cumbent politicians who are responsible for her appointment.

3 Potential future employers are likely to focus on the track record in provision of public
goods, since they are not benefiting from the transfers. This prediction holds if potential
future employers are maximizing social welfare, since targeted redistribution decreases
social welfare (Lizzeri and Persico, 2001). However, it will hold even if they follow the
preferences of the majority of voters, as long as the voters do not know ex antewho will
become the recipients of transfers. Targeted redistribution benefits a small number of
swing voters, so that behind the veil of ignorance, i.e. without knowing whowill be swing
voters, the voters would prefer to minimize targeted redistribution. Similar effects will
take place if appointed public officials care more about the assessment of their perfor-
mance by professional peers (Wilson, 1989: Chapter 9) or try to secure their own auton-
omy and independence (Carpenter, 2001).
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Reputational costs are likely to be higher for bureaucrats because of
stronger career concerns. Ever since Weber (1978 [1904–1911]) strong
career-building considerations have been viewed as an important factor
in bureaucratic efficiency. Recent theoretical works by Alesina and
Tabellini (2007a,b) assume that politicians care only about reelection,
whereas bureaucrats care only about the perception of their talent by
outside observers, who represent their relevant “labor market”. As a
result, for bureaucrats it is relatively more important to maintain
reputation of efficient public managers, which increases their costs of
using targeted redistribution.4 In addition, reelection of public officials
responsible for bureaucrats' reappointment does not necessarily
guarantee that they stay in office. Thus, bureaucrats cannot fully reap
electoral benefits of targeted redistribution. Overall, both lower benefits
and higher costs are likely to make bureaucrats more reluctant to use
targeted redistribution.

This paper uses data on public employment in U.S. local govern-
ments to provide empirical support for the claim that appointed
bureaucrats are less likely to be engaged in targeted redistribution
than elected politicians. Public employment at the margin can serve as
an example of targeted redistribution, since public employees receive
a wage premium over private employees (Ehrenberg and Schwarz,
1987; Gregory and Borland, 1999).5 Excessive public employment is a
convenient formof increasing electoral support. First, it allows targeting
of transfers to specific voters. Second, it permits public officials to
disguise transfers and to avoid opposition to explicit tax-transfer
schemes (Alesina et al., 2000; Alesina et al., 2001). Finally, it helps to
solve the double commitment problem prevalent in vote buying —

politicians might want to renege on the promises after the elections,
but as long as firing public employees is costly, public employment
can serve as a credible way to promise a stream of benefits (Robinson
and Verdier, 2013).

Historically, U.S. local governments have been notorious for wide-
spread use of patronage (Freedman, 1994; Riordon, 1994; Tolchin and
Tolchin, 1971). Distributing public jobs was a cornerstone of political
machines in charge of city politics for many years.6 Although civil
reforms implemented throughout the 20th century have dramatically
decreased the extent of patronage (Folke et al., 2011; Ujhelyi, 2014a),
there is evidence that public employment policies at the local level is
still influenced by political considerations (Alesina et al., 2000;
Lopez-de-Silanes et al., 1997; Nye et al., forthcoming).7 Thus, patronage
can serve as an example of targeted redistribution in the context of con-
temporary U.S. local governments.

I provide several empirical results to support the claim that
appointed chief executives of local governments are more likely to use
public employment for redistribution, as compared with their elected
counterparts. First, I show that elected chief executives on average
hire more public employees. These results hold both with and without
community fixed effects and are robust to nonparametric estimation.
However, the results can still be driven by endogenous choice of the
formof government (Trebbi et al., 2007). Toprovide additional evidence

that the results reflect the difference in the extent of patronage, I show
that the differences in the level of public employment are stronger in
services, in which public employees receive larger wage premium
over private employees, controlling for their skills. I also show that
there are noticeable political cycles in the number of public employees
in communities headed by elected chief executives, whereas this is
not the case for communities with appointed chief executives. Thus,
the difference in the level of public employment is at least partially driv-
en by political considerations, rather than differences in skills or prefer-
ences of appointed and elected chief executives.

I also show that the differences between elected and appointed ex-
ecutives are affected by career concerns. To provide evidence that career
concerns are indeed stronger for bureaucrats, I show that for almost all
appointed chief executives their next job is closely related to their work
while in office, while this is not the case for elected chief executives. This
evidence suggests that for appointed chief executives reputation of effi-
cient publicmanagers is relativelymore important, as it ismore likely to
affect the quality of their future job. Next, I examine the relationship
between the age of executives and public employment in a difference-
in-differences specification. Consistent with the career concerns expla-
nation, I find that the younger the appointed chief executive, the
lower the number of employees, while such relationship is absent for
elected public officials.

Overall, the empirical evidence provides support for the claim that
appointed bureaucrats are less likely to use targeted redistribution
than elected politicians and that this difference is, at least in part, driven
by the difference in their career concerns.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: the next section
discusses the related literature. Section 3 describes the empirical
hypotheses. Section 4 presents results, and Section 5 concludes.

2. Related literature

Earlier literature suggests that themethod of selection of public offi-
cials should have no effect on policy outcomes, since bureaucrats are
themselves appointed by elected politicians and, thus, should also im-
plement policies preferred by the median voter (Baron, 1988; Laffont,
1996). In particular, there should be no systematic differences between
cities with different forms of government (Deno and Mehay, 1987).

More recent literature, however, argues that themethod of selection
does play a role. According to Besley and Coate (2003) direct elections
allow voters to unbundle policy issues and thus reduce the influence
of special interests. Maskin and Tirole (2004) argue that politicians fol-
low more closely the preferences of the general population compared
with their appointed counterparts, but aremore likely to pander to pub-
lic opinion and choose popular actions evenwhen they know that those
actions are not in the general interest of the society. A similar argument
is developed in Vlaicu and Whalley (2013).

A number of empirical studies provide evidence that the difference
in the method of selection of public officials does affect the policies
they pursue. Fields et al. (1997) demonstrate that elected commis-
sioners from the insurance industry followmore pro-consumer policies
than their appointed counterparts. Besley and Coate (2003) find a sim-
ilar effect in electricity regulation. There is also evidence that stateswith
appointed judges have higher litigation rates (Hanssen, 1999) and
lower levels of discrimination charges (Besley and Payne, 2013), as
compared with states with elected judges. Whalley 2013 shows that
appointed city treasurers reduce cost of borrowing.8 In terms of mone-
tary renumeration, there is evidence that both appointed (Enikolopov,
2012) and elected (DiTella and Fisman, 2004) public officials are
rewarded with higher wages for better performance.

Empirical works comparing performance of local governments
headed by appointed and elected executives with respect to the level

4 I provide some evidence to back up this assumption by showing that for bureaucrats
(unlike elected politicians) the next job is closely related to their current occupation,
which make reputation as efficient public managers more relevant for the quality of the
next job. In addition, Enikolopov (2012) shows that current performance of appointed lo-
cal chief executives has a strong effect on their wage at their subsequent job.

5 Gittleman and Pierce (2011) show that this difference is especially strong for public
employees in local government, who earn 10–19% more than private sector workers after
accounting for skill differences and benefit packages, and that this difference is driven by
low-paid workers.

6 Evenpoliticians themselves have admitted the use of patronage. At a press conference,
Mayor Richard J. Daley of Chicago, told journalists: “The governor in hismessage last week
said 36% of city employees were patronage, and that is inaccurate, untrue and false. There
is less than 8%.” Chicago Tribune, April 2, 1969.

7 Ujhelyi (2014a) argues that civil service reform at the state level in the second half of
the 20th century were partially offset by reallocating funds to local governments, which
were typically not constrained by state-level merit system and had more patronage
opportunities.

8 Empirical literature is almost exclusively using data from the U.S. Martinez-Bravo
(2014) is a notable exception that examines the case of Indonesia.
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