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Abstract

In this article we evaluate the relationship between political control and bureaucratic performance 
using information requested by researchers via Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests and 
Congress via congressional committee requests. The information requested was the same, and the 
timing of requests was similar. We find modest evidence of a relationship between agency politi-
cization and a lack of responsiveness to requests for information from the public and Congress. 
Politicized agencies are slower to respond to requests even when controlling for agency size and 
workload. There is little evidence, however, that these agencies are more likely to respond poorly 
when they do respond. The difficulties in responding appear to be due to poor performance of 
the FOIA offices, either because political actors focus more on other agency activities or because 
of poorer management agency-wide. We conclude that efforts to make agencies responsive to 
elected officials may hurt management performance.

Questions of agency design are central to research on 
political accountability. From the moment they are cre-
ated, agencies have different levels of political insulation 
that determine their level of responsiveness to elected 
officials (see, e.g., Lewis 2003; Moe 1989; Seidman 
1998; Wood and Bohte 2004). Independent regula-
tory commissions, like the Federal Trade Commission 
or Nuclear Regulatory Commission, are designed for 
insulation from political control. Other agencies, such 
as executive departments, are not designed with politi-
cal insulation as a primary goal and are therefore much 
more vulnerable to pressures from elected politicians.

Institutional design, however, involves tradeoffs 
(Moe 1989). Agency designs that facilitate politi-
cal accountability to elected officials may help align 
agency policies with those of elected officials but 
allow politicization of agency tasks. Politicization, or 
the injection of politics into administration, can dam-
age the ability of the agency to implement policy (see, 
e.g., Gailmard and Patty 2007; Light 1995; McCarty 
2004). Designs that facilitate political accountability 
may introduce new layers of political review that hurt 

bureaucratic performance (Light 1995). Such designs 
may also accentuate the prioritization of political and 
immediate tasks, effectively crowding out attention 
and resources for other tasks (DeShazo and Freeman 
2005; Dixit 2002; Holmstrom and Milgrom 1991; 
Wilson 1989). Finally, politicized agency designs 
may influence management quality by systematically 
increasing management turnover, emphasizing shorter 
time-horizons in planning, or altering worker incen-
tives in the labor market in which agencies operate 
(see, e.g., Derlien 1996; Gailmard and Patty 2007; 
Lewis 2008; Suleiman 2003).

Of course, some scholars suggest that fully politi-
cized structures (i.e., those that allow political influence 
into administrative operations) or at-will personnel 
systems are best for performance. Others suggest that 
a proper balance between political control and bureau-
cratic autonomy is optimal for performance (Bok 2003; 
Dunn 1997; Golden 2000; Krause, Lewis, and Douglas 
2006; Maranto 1998). Unfortunately, the relationship 
between politicization and bureaucratic performance 
is difficult to evaluate because scholars disagree about 
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its effects and comparative measures of bureaucratic 
performance are hard to find (see, e.g., Boyne 2003; 
Brewer and Selden 2000; Gilmour 2006; Moynihan 
et al. 2011; Radin 2006). Many existing measures of 
bureaucratic performance emphasize performance on 
policy-oriented tasks that further the agency’s mis-
sion, despite scholarly calls to reintroduce democratic 
values, like transparency, into performance evaluation 
(see, e.g., Piotrowski and Rosenbloom 2002).

In this article we evaluate the relationship between 
political control and bureaucratic performance using 
Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests. Our 
design exploits the FOIA process itself to compare 
agency performance on a non-mission, procedural task. 
We sent federal agencies identical FOIA requests and 
compared their responses to each other and to data pro-
vided by Rep. Darrell Issa (R-CA), former Chair of the 
House Government Oversight and Reform Committee. 
Since all federal agencies are subject to FOIA require-
ments, we measure agency performance by recording 
features of agency responses to our requests and a set 
of nearly-identical committee requests about FOIA 
sent by Rep. Issa to 107 agencies. Rep. Issa sent his 
request shortly before our requests, and his requests 
included the same information we requested. The 
cooperation of the House Government Oversight and 
Reform Committee provides a unique opportunity to 
measure performance and to compare responsiveness 
to political principals vis-à-vis the public.

We find modest evidence of a relationship between 
politicization and a lack of responsiveness to FOIA 
requests. Politicized agencies are slower to respond 
to requests even when controlling for agency size and 
workload. There is little evidence, however, that these 
agencies are more likely to respond poorly when they 
do respond. The difficulties in responding appear to be 
due to poor performance of the FOIA offices, either 
because political actors focus more on other agency 
activities or because of poorer management agency-
wide, rather than intentional efforts to hide informa-
tion or delay due to extra review. We conclude that 
efforts to make agencies responsive to elected officials 
may hurt management performance.

Politicization and Performance

Scholars have long discussed politically “responsive 
competence” and “neutral competence” as two ideals 
for bureaucratic performance (Aberbach and Rockman 
1994, Heclo 1975, Moe 1985). Politicization is the 
injection of politics into otherwise neutral administra-
tion. Important research shows the strategies presi-
dents and Congress employ to control the bureaucracy 
and how such efforts have changed policy outputs 
(see, e.g., Moe 1982, 1985; Randall 1979; Stewart and 

Cromartie 1982; Weingast and Moran 1983; Wood 
and Waterman 1994). A  separate literature describes 
how the politicization of the civil service in the United 
States and other countries creates performance prob-
lems (Cohen 1998; Dunn 1997; Durant 1992; Heclo 
1975, 1977; Kaufman 1965; National Commission on 
the Public Service 1989, 2003; Newland 1983; Rosen 
1983). In the United States the increased “presidential-
ization” of the administrative state is generally viewed 
in a negative light because of its effects on agency per-
formance and “neutral competence” (Aberbach and 
Rockman 1994; Heclo 1975, 1977; Suleiman 2003; 
see, however, Moe 1985). Presidents have increased 
the number and penetration of appointees into the 
bureaucracy (Lewis 2008; National Commission on 
the Public Service 1989, 2003), extended their con-
trol of the selection of appointees to even those at the 
lowest levels and increasingly focused on loyalty as a 
criteria for selection of appointees (see, e.g., Edwards 
2001; Mackenzie 1981; Moe 1985; Pfiffner 1996; 
Weko 1995). Presidents have also gained greater con-
trol over budgets and regulation through the reorgani-
zation of the Bureau of the Budget into the Office of 
Management and Budget and the centralization of 
regulatory review under the Office of Information 
and Regulatory Affairs (Heclo 1975; Lewis and Moe 
2009).

Agencies also respond to political principals in 
the legislature, who create and oversee most agen-
cies (see e.g., Aberbach 1990; Dodd and Schott 1979; 
McCubbins and Schwartz 1984; Weingast and Moran 
1983). Legislative committees can hold agencies 
accountable by calling agency executives to hearings 
where they can be publicly chastised for activities that 
the people disagree with. The legislature controls the 
power of the purse and thereby appropriations, which 
allows it to reduce agency funding in response to pub-
lic dissatisfaction with agency performance. The leg-
islature can also threaten new legislation, threaten to 
grant or withhold authorization or appropriations, 
and otherwise creatively sanction executive officials 
through public sanction or elimination of agencies or 
programs valued by executives (Aberbach 1990; Dodd 
and Schott 1979; McCubbins and Schwartz 1984). 
All combined, the legislature enjoys tremendous lev-
erage to influence the behavior of agency appointees, 
another avenue for political accountability of agencies.

When examining the relationship between politi-
cization and performance some scholars argue that 
performance problems stem from too little rather than 
too much political control of the bureaucracy.1 One 

1	 One aspect of this debate is changes in civil service rules at the state 
level. Many states have gone to more at-will systems but the effects of 
such changes are not yet clear (Condrey and Battaglio 2007).
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strand of this research focuses on the virtues of politi-
cal appointees for performance, arguing that appoin-
tees are more capable than their careerist counterparts 
and bring necessary energy, risk-taking, and respon-
sive competence to federal management (Bok 2003; 
Krause, Lewis, and Douglas 2006; Maranto 1998; 
Moe 1985). Another strand focuses on how removing 
civil service protections can improve performance. In 
this view, a personnel system with fewer civil service 
protections would more easily allow political lead-
ers to recruit, promote, and retain employees on the 
basis of merit (Bilmes and Neal 2003; Maranto 1998). 
Leaders would be able to incentivize high performance 
with greater control over pay. If political leaders could 
hire, remove and reward more easily, they would be 
able to energize the public service and improve perfor-
mance, attracting to the public sector high perform-
ing employees who are now choosing the private or 
not-for-profit sectors over government work (National 
Commission on the Public Service 1989).

Although scholars have illustrated the means of 
political control and resultant changes on policy, they 
have been less successful evaluating the effect of such 
actions on agency competence and performance. This 
is largely due to difficulties measuring government 
performance across agencies and contexts. The most 
common methods of comparing agency performance 
include the use of surveys of employee attitudes or gov-
ernment-wide program management scores, such as 
the Bush Administration’s Program Assessment Rating 
Tool (PART) scores (see, e.g., Brewer and Selden 2000; 
Lewis 2008). Each of these measures has limitations. 
Scholars have sought alternative measures of perfor-
mance, measuring agency performance on non-mis-
sion and procedural tasks that many agencies must 
complete, such as budget forecasting.2 FOIA requests 
and congressional requests about FOIA are also non-
mission tasks, and studying them allows us to include 
a larger number of agencies than analyses examining 
budget forecasting performance. Although politiciza-
tion may affect performance on mission tasks, here, 
we limit our generalization to performance on non-
mission tasks.

Even though FOIA is a non-mission, procedural 
endeavor, responding to a FOIA request requires four 
discrete tasks, some of which are more procedural 

than others. First, bureaucrats must confirm receipt of 
the request and assign a case number, a purely proce-
dural task. Second, they must decide whether records 
exist that are responsive to the request, which can be 
procedural or more substantive in nature, depend-
ing on the content of the request. Our requests were 
highly procedural, which allowed us to make the same 
request across agencies. Nevertheless, responding even 
to a highly procedural request like ours is a more sub-
stantive endeavor than simply confirming the request. 
The third and fourth tasks require the bureaurcrat to 
make legal determinations about whether to claim 
exemptions and whether to charge fees. Criteria for 
both of these decisions are clearly laid out in the 
Administrative Procedure Act. The substance of the 
exemptions and fees decisions are not policy related, 
but nor are they rote, like confirming the request. The 
decision of whether to charge fees is more procedural 
than the decision of whether to claim exemptions, 
because fees are assessed depending on the nature, tim-
ing, and extent of the request. The exemption decision 
can be substantive, in that it requires legal determina-
tions about the nature of the information at issue. The 
four measures we evaluate here—time to confirm, time 
to respond, number of exemptions, and whether the 
agency charged fees—therefore shed light on different 
aspects of performance on non-mission, procedural 
tasks.

How Can Politicization Hurt Responsiveness?

In order to understand whether politicization helps or 
hurts performance it is important to specify the mech-
anisms by which politicization alters agency decisions 
and processes. The politicized structures and actions 
intended to increase agency responsiveness to the 
president and Congress may also have damaged agen-
cies’ abilities to carry out important tasks. Among the 
possible mechanisms by which politicization hurts 
performance, three stand out in the case of political 
responsiveness. First, politicized agencies may add 
more political review to agency action. Additional 
political review can influence both the process and 
the objective quality of decisions. For example, pres-
idents and political appointees may prefer to more 
frequently review agency decisions. The extra review 
for every agency decision can make more “political” 
agencies less nimble and less responsive. Giving a 
greater number of stakeholders access to agency deci-
sions can generate internal agency friction and disa-
greement. Political review also provides opportunities 
for political actors to insert electoral calculations into 
agency policymaking. One motivation for the creation 
of insulated agencies is to limit politicians’ ability to 
manipulate monetary policy, shade budget forecasts, 
bias regulatory policies, or otherwise direct agency 

2	 Surveys of federal employees rely on subjective assessments of 
performance by employees that may or may not be equipped to 
effectively evaluate agency performance. Critics charge that PART 
scores applied unevenly across programs and influenced by factors 
unrelated to performance such as partisanship or skill in the PART 
process itself (Gilmour 2006; Metzenbaum 2009; Moynihan 2006, 2008; 
Radin 2006; U.S. Government Accountability Office 2004, 2005, 2008). 
Budget forecasting is a mission task for some agencies but not for 
others.
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decisions in ways that help party electoral fortunes 
but not social welfare (see, e.g., Cukierman, Webb, 
and Neyapti 1992; Krause, Lewis, and Douglas 2013; 
McCarty 2004). More political intervention into 
administration could influence both the process (e.g., 
speed of decisions) and content of decisions (e.g., 
more political considerations).

Second, increased political influence in agencies 
could influence internal agency resource allocation in 
ways that could crowd out other activities. Because 
FOIA is a non-mission task, we already expect that the 
task will be starved for resources (Simon et al. 1991 
; Lee 2016; Wilson 1989). Politicization can make it 
worse by accentuating new administration priorities 
and augmenting the reordering of agency priorities 
away from non-mission tasks. If political appointees 
prioritize policy work, like rulemaking, over non-mis-
sion tasks, like FOIA, the allocation of time, personnel 
and resources across tasks will be influenced in predict-
able ways.3 Agency leadership is less likely to assign the 
agency’s best personnel to tasks that are not monitored 
by political officials or on the political agenda. Over 
time, the accumulation of choices to prioritize policy 
work shapes the internal labor market and the struggle 
for internal resources. Non-mission tasks can be seen 
as not-career enhancing (Wilson 1989). Parts of the 
agency gain reputations as “turkey farms” and have 
a hard time recruiting and retaining the best person-
nel from both inside and outside the agency. The poor 
reputations and second-best employees of the affected 
units can inhibit performance.4 The resulting shift is 
task-focused: once internal infrastructure develops 
around policy responsiveness over non-policy respon-
siveness, even elected officials will see less responsive-
ness to non-mission requests, like FOIA requests, in 
highly politicized agencies.

Third, more politicized agencies can suffer from 
generic management problems across agency tasks, mis-
sion or non-mission. Aggressive micromanagement can 

reduce incentives for agents to spend time and effort 
developing expertise and procedures that will ben-
efit the agency and the public (see, e.g., Gailmard and 
Patty 2007; Lewis 2008; Richardson 2016; Stephenson 
2011). High management turnover among executives 
reduces organizational memory, making it difficult for 
useful collected knowledge about agency politics, folk-
ways, and processes to be transferred across admin-
istrations. This turnover and loss of organizational 
memory, combined with lower levels of executive com-
petence, can compound management problems. Politics 
trumps competence for promotion considerations in 
highly politicized agencies, where top management 
positions are reserved for co-partisans, and civil serv-
ant pay is limited by federal pay guidelines (Suleiman 
2003). All of these features combine to make it hard 
for highly-politicized agencies to recruit and retain the 
most expert career employees. Generic management 
problems will result in reduced performance.

Data and Analytic Strategy

To evaluate the performance of agencies, we examine 
citizen requests for information. Specifically, we con-
duct an original study, sending two FOIA requests 
to 132 agencies and evaluating the quality of the 
responses. We analyze confirmation and response 
times and the quality of responses. We also incorporate 
data from R-CA, who sent an almost-identical request 
to one of our requests a few months before our study.

An examination of the timing and quality of 
responses to identical FOIA requests provides a unique 
and comparable measure of agencies’ performance. 
FOIA requests are not the most important task agen-
cies perform, but they are important and have the 
virtue of comparability across agencies and with data 
requested by Congress. FOIA has been instrumental 
in uncovering otherwise-hidden government informa-
tion, like the Bush-era torture memos, documenta-
tion of the Iran-Contra affair, and the use of drones 
domestically. The FOIA provides clear benchmarks for 
performance. Under FOIA any person can request any 
agency record not covered by one of nine exemptions.5 
Once the agency receives a request, FOIA requires that 
it confirm receipt within 10 business days and issue a 
determination within 20 business days. This determi-
nation can be to fill the request, fill it in part, decline 
the request, or indicate that the agency has no records 
responsive to the request. Agencies may ask for exten-
sions to the statutory time frame or stop working on 
a request until the requester provides fees or clarifying 

3	 One plausible concern is that careerists themselves may prioritize 
policy work and leave FOIA work to less qualified appointees. In a 
recent survey of federal executives, however, there was no evidence 
that careerists valued policy work more than information transparency. 
On the contrary, appointees reported that work on policymaking was 
both more important and more useful to bright young employees 
seeking to advance their careers (http://www.princeton.edu/~psrc/
SFGS/).

4	 This is not to suggest that all employees working on FOIA are poorly 
qualified. On the contrary, there are many incredibly skilled employees 
doing this work, particularly in agencies where FOIA is closely 
connected to an agency’s mission (e.g., processing information 
requests). In general, however, political dynamics can influence labor 
markets. In a recent survey of federal executives, respondents reported 
that work on information transparency (e.g., FOIA, data availability) was 
less useful for advancing the careers of bright young employees than 
many other sources of knowledge and experience such as inter-agency 
collaboration and rulemaking (http://www.princeton.edu/~psrc/SFGS/).

5	 Exemptions cover personal information, trade secrets, privileged 
interagency communications, national security, law enforcement 
investigations, and other sensitive subjects (5 USC §552(b)).

http://www.princeton.edu/~psrc/SFGS/
http://www.princeton.edu/~psrc/SFGS/
http://www.princeton.edu/~psrc/SFGS/
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information. After the agency responds to the request, 
if the requestor disagrees with the determination, she 
may file an appeal with the agency. If the appeal is 
denied or not resolved to the requestor’s satisfaction, 
her next remedy is in the courts.

On May 9, 2011, we submitted two distinct FOIA 
requests to 132 federal agencies, totaling 264 requests 
(132 of each type).6 Our requests, sent by different people 
on the same day, are located in Supplementary Appendix 
B. Each agency received a baseline and sensitive request. 
The baseline request asks agencies to provide “the agen-
cy’s FOIA log from 2010 or equivalent listing the FOIA 
request number, name of requester, and a description of 
the records being requested.” The politically sensitive 
request asks for a list of FOIA requests from 2010 about 
which a political appointee “personally made an inquiry, 
personally reviewed, or personally had a hand in the dis-
position of the request.” Each request was mailed with a 
return address of a private citizen, but the letter notes that 
the request for information is for educational purposes. 
We measure the time it took for the agency to confirm 
our request and respond to our request if they responded. 
We also note the number of exemptions claimed and the 
quality of the response for each request.

As Chair of the House Committee on Oversight and 
Government Reform, Rep. Issa emphasized his interest 
in ensuring agency responsiveness to FOIA requests. 
The most visible of his efforts in this regard was a 
request sent to 107 agencies about FOIA on January 
25, 2011. In his request, Rep. Issa asked agencies for 
copies of agency FOIA logs from 2006 to 2011 and 
set a February 15, 2011 deadline. The content of his 
request is identical to the request for logs that we sent 
4 months later, except that Rep. Issa requested signifi-
cantly more data than we did. This means that by the 
time we sent our requests on May 9, 2011, Rep. Issa 
had already requested the same material from each 
agency (and most agencies had produced the mate-
rial).7 The Committee recorded the responses to these 

requests and generously provided us the data. We 
analyze responsiveness to Rep. Issa separately from 
responsiveness to us.

Agencies confirm by letter or email that they have 
received a request, and they assign the request a unique 
case identifier. As past and present FOIA officers told 
us, after the request arrives to the FOIA office, the 
officer enters it into a spreadsheet and tracks the cus-
tody of the request as it travels between agency offi-
cials for review and response.8

We received the first agency confirmations and 
determinations May 12, 2011. The last data collected 
in response to these requests was received May 9, 
2012, 1 year from the date we sent the letters. Out of 
264 requests, we received confirmation of 219 (83%). 
The average time to confirmation, if we give all of the 
outstanding requests the maximum time of 1 year to 
respond, is 79 days (63 for baseline, 95 for sensitive). 
Out of 264 requests, agencies filled 195 (74%), and the 
average time was 122 days, giving non-responses the 
maximum time of 1 year to respond (96 for baseline, 
147 for sensitive). In some cases, the confirmation and 
determination arrived in the same communication (i.e., 
we received your request and here is the determina-
tion). Supplementary Appendix C provides the list of 
agencies that had not filled either request after 1 year.

We coded poor responses where the response did 
not comply with the law or was not fully responsive. 
The poor responses asked for notarized proof of iden-
tity, which is not required by law, or sent the wrong 
information, including sending only a partial year’s 
logs. We also coded as a poor response any request 
to pay fees. Since the persons sending the requests 
were educational requesters, we did not expect to be 
charged fees unless the response was over 100 pages. 
According to the statute, agencies are prohibited from 
charging educational requesters for document search 
and review but are allowed to charge for duplication 
beyond 100 pages. Fees cannot be charged to public 
requesters if the response takes more than 20  days, 
unless the agency claims “exceptional” or “unusual” 
circumstances. All fees requested of us were either for 
responses that took longer than 20 days, or for agencies 
that provided fewer than 100 pages of documents. The 
only agency to claim exceptional circumstances did 
so for our request for FOIA logs. But the logs request 
did not present an exceptional circumstance, which is 
defined as a response that requires coordination across 

6	 This is almost all federal agencies with a FOIA office (some agencies 
share a FOIA office with other agencies). We got our list from DOJ’s 
list of FOIA contacts at agencies in 2011 (http://www.foia.gov/report-
makerequest.html, last accessed August 15, 2015). We omitted seven 
listed FOIA contacts, due to centralized FOIA processing or core 
mission overlap (Supplementary Appendix A).

7	 There is no statistically discernible difference between the measures 
of politicization of the agencies Issa contacted and the larger set 
of agencies we contacted, with the exception of cabinet agencies. 
Because Rep. Issa did not send to bureaus and we did, 42% of our 
FOIA requests were to cabinet agencies or their bureaus, whereas 20% 
of Rep. Issa’s were to cabinet agencies. When we estimate models 
controlling for Rep. Issa contact, the results are substantively similar 
and suggest agencies that also received Issa’s request were no more 
likely to respond to our request, no more likely to respond quickly, but 
they were more likely to produce low quality response to us—exactly 
the opposite effect we would have expected, since Rep. Issa “pre 
treated” these agencies. They were not more likely to claim exemptions.

8	 Because agencies track the chain of custody of a request, the sensitive 
request should have required checking the list of people who handled 
each request against the list of appointees—not a difficult task. 
The chain of custody must be tracked in order to comply with legal 
requirements to establish a means for requestors to track the status of 
their request and provide an estimated date on which the agency will 
complete action on the request (5 USC §552(a)(7)(B)).

http://www.foia.gov/report-makerequest.html
http://www.foia.gov/report-makerequest.html
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different components of the agency. By definition, the 
request for FOIA logs was handled entirely within the 
agency’s FOIA office itself. Supplementary Appendix 
D contains examples of agencies that provided both 
poor responses and whose responses exceeded statu-
tory time limits.

As is expected and appropriate in a representative 
democracy, agencies were more responsive to Rep. 
Issa than to us. The average time to respond to Rep. 
Issa’s request for information was 29 days (an average 
of 8 days later than the deadline he set), whereas the 
average time to respond to our baseline request was 
96  days. Even though most of the agencies we con-
tacted had already provided Rep. Issa with the infor-
mation we requested, they responded to us (private 
citizens) more slowly.

Measuring Politicization
It is difficult to directly observe and measure political 
influence into agency activities and resource allocation. 
Existing measures are proxies for politicization, meas-
uring agency features that should correlate with the 
amount of political intervention into administration. 
Measures used in the existing literature fall into two 
categories: structural and evolutionary.

Structural measures are of stable differences in 
agency design that vary across agencies but less fre-
quently across time, such as the ease or difficulty 
with which the President can remove appointees. 
Some structural features are mandated at the time 
of the agency’s creation (like fixed terms or removal 
protection) and others might be decided later by the 
agency, like the agency office that is in charge of an 
activity. Our first structural indicator is the agency 
type. Agencies can be loosely grouped into agencies 
in the Executive Office of the President (EOP; 0,1), 
executive departments (0,1), independent adminis-
trations (0,1), and independent commissions (0,1). 
Some agencies are also sub-components of larger 
agencies and others have no layers of bureaucracy 
above them (Bureaus; 0,1). Agency type reflects the 
degree of presidential influence since agencies in the 
EOP and the executive departments are designed to 
be most responsive to the president (although excep-
tions exist, such as the Internal Revenue Service). 
Appointees to independent agencies generally enjoy 
removal protections and are, by design, more pro-
tected from presidential influence (Barron 2008; 
Breyer et al. 2011; Lewis 2003; Lewis and Moe 2009; 
Selin 2015).

The location of the FOIA officer is another struc-
tural feature of agencies that could predict responsive-
ness to political principals in their FOIA activities. 
The location of FOIA officers varies across agencies 
(e.g., general counsel’s office, public affairs office, 

management directorate, etc.) and is unrelated to 
the number of appointees in an agency (Clark 1967; 
Wozencraft 1967; Giannella 1971). About half (54%) 
of the agencies in our sample were created before the 
FOIA was adopted, so the decision on where to place 
the FOIA office was made at a different time than the 
decision of agency type. Including an indicator for 
location of the FOIA office in the executive secretariat 
(e.g., Office of the Secretary, Office of the Chairman) 
allows us to analyze whether proximity to political 
appointees influences FOIA office performance.9 If it 
does, then mechanisms of delay might include micro-
management and other management problems or 
increased layers of review. As agency size and FOIA 
workload increase, the probability that a FOIA office 
is located in the secretariat increases. We control for 
both, as we describe below.

The second type of politicization measure captures 
aspects of the evolution of administration. Here schol-
ars focus on variation over time in the depth and pen-
etration of appointees and variation in backgrounds 
of appointees, particularly the extent to which 
appointees are loyal and committed to extending the 
president’s influence down into the administration. 
Scholars also measure the layers of political review 
that check, cabin, and alter the content of agency deci-
sions. These measures vary not only across agencies 
but also across time with the assumption that more 
appointees, more loyalty, and more political review 
correlate with more political intervention into agency 
policies and practices.

Finally, a limited number of works use survey data 
to measure the reported balance between appointees 
and career professionals in the decision-making pro-
cess (Bertelli and Lewis 2012; Richardson 2016). 
The 2007–2008 Survey on the Future of Government 
Service (SFGS) asked top career federal executives 
“How much influence do the following groups have 
over policy decisions in your agency? [Political appoin-
tees, Senior civil servants].” Theoretically, both stable 
differences in agency structure across the executive 
establishment—the first type of measure—and differ-
ent presidential strategies regarding appointees and 
review—the second type of measure—should predict 
differences in reported appointee influence in agencies, 
particularly in agencies where appointees do not share 
the preferences of career professionals.

We have conducted our main analysis using struc-
tural measures, which have the virtue of being avail-
able for all of our cases. Models using appointee depth 
are more difficult for us, since we asked about appoin-
tees themselves in our FOIA requests. Those models are 

9	 Source: Leadership Directories, Inc., Federal Yellow Book (www.
leadershipdirectories.com, last accessed August 13, 2015).

http://www.leadershipdirectories.com
http://www.leadershipdirectories.com
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in Supplementary Appendix E.10 The overlap between 
the SFGS survey data and our own is sparse, though 
estimates on time to respond and quality of response 
were consistent with our hypotheses. We present those 
models in Supplementary Appendix F.

Other Variables
We include other agency and FOIA-specific variables, 
in order to rule out competing explanations. The size 
of the agency could explain responsiveness because 
large agencies are more likely to have dedicated FOIA 
officers and large staffs. We measure agency employ-
ment as of March 2011. In order to avoid a situation 
in which responses to the sensitive request are delayed 
due to the number of appointees in the agency, we also 
include the number of appointees (i.e., more appointees 
means more potential matches between the request’s 
chain-of-custody list and the list of appointees in the 
agency who might intervene in FOIA responses).11

We also measure the number of FOIA requests 
received in FY2010 since the number of requests could 
improve or hinder agency performance. An agency 
receiving a large number of requests has a lot of experi-
ence handling such requests but also a larger and prob-
ably more bureaucratized FOIA process.12 Finally, we 
include an indicator for politically sensitive requests 

since such a request is less routine. In addition, we 
interact this variable with measures of politicization 
to determine whether more politicized agencies are 
particularly slow with more political requests. Table 1 
summarizes these measures.

There is interesting variation in responsiveness by 
agency structure. The five agencies in the EOP took, on 
average, 13  days longer to confirm our requests and 
26 days longer to respond to our requests than other 
agencies. They took 2 days longer to respond to Rep. 
Issa’s request, which had a tight, 22-day deadline. The 
pattern among the 52 agencies in executive departments 
is similar. Cabinet agencies took 8 extra days to confirm 
our requests and 39  days longer to respond to them 
than agencies outside the cabinet. Executive agencies’ 
responses to Rep. Issa were 9 days slower than non-cab-
inet agencies. Several aspects of FOIA workload might 
explain these tendencies. For example, combined, EOP 
and cabinet agencies received far more FOIA requests 
in the year leading up to our requests than independent 
administrative agencies and commissions (difference of 
11,515, p =  .000), but they have more people tasked 
with filling requests, with a FOIA office staffing dif-
ference of 77 people, on average (p =  .000), resulting 
in a request-per-employee workload difference that is 
indistinguishable from zero (difference = 10, p = .6). So, 
EOP and Cabinet agencies are not disadvantaged, on 
a per-request basis, compared to independent agencies 
and commissions, but they underperform them in both 
confirming and responding to requests. The explana-
tion could be more politicized review.

No EOP agency houses the FOIA officer in the secre-
tariat, and cabinet agencies are no more likely than non-
cabinet agencies to do so (difference = .003, p = .9). When 
we examine the average confirmation and response times 
by location of the FOIA offices themselves a few things 
stand out. Interestingly, agencies with FOIA offices in 
the office of a politically appointed agency head (“sec-
retariat”) were quicker to confirm receipt of our request 
by about 20 days but slower to respond to it by more 
than 40 days on average. They were slower to respond 
to Rep. Issa by about 20 days on average. As with agency 
structure, there are a number of possible explanations 
for this pattern. FOIA offices in the secretariat receive 
more requests, on average, than FOIA offices outside 
of the secretariat (difference of 19,971, p = .000), but 
they have much larger staffs than FOIA offices outside of 
the secretariat (averaging 68 more employees per FOIA 
office, p = .007). So their overall workload is statistically 
indistinguishable from non-secretariat FOIA offices (147 
requests per staff member versus 136, p = .7). The vast 
quantity of requests might mean that FOIA offices in the 
secretariat are best at automating confirmations, a highly 
proceduralized task, yet their location might mean that 
the offices have the most political review of requests.

10	 The appointee-depth measure of politicization captures the percent of 
employees that are appointees ((#Senate confirmed positions + #non-
career SES + #Schedule C)/#employees March 2011) *100. It generally 
predicts delays in responding, but it is mathematically related to our 
measure of agency size (number of employees) and our control for 
the amount of work that the politically sensitive request presents for 
the agency (the number of appointees). We also ran models using 
Jennifer Selin’s (2015) measure of decision-maker independence. We 
could not distinguish the results using the Selin measure from zero. 
Analysis using both measures is in Supplementary Appendix E.

11	 We have also estimated all the models with the natural log of agency 
budgets, omitting the number of employees. We do not include these 
models as our main specification because we lose a large number of 
cases where budget data is not available, and moreover, the missing 
budget data correlates with politicization. Federal budgets do not match 
up neatly with organizational charts. For example, the Department 
of Defense often lists budgets by program (e.g., housing, personnel) 
more than by organizational unit, making it virtually impossible to get 
discrete figures for a large number of agencies. The results of the 
models using budget data are similar to the main results with a few 
notable exceptions. The politicization coefficient estimates are similar 
to the main models for confirmation and smaller in magnitude and less 
frequently significant for models estimating time to fill the requests. 
The coefficient estimate on agency budgets is positive and significant 
in each model, indicating that large agencies are slower to confirm and 
fill requests. The results are included in Supplementary Appendix G.

12	 For example, in a written response to Rep. Issa’s committee the 
Department of Defense wrote, “We are fully engaged in complying 
with your request. However, because the Department processed 
74,790 in Fiscal Year 2010 alone, the volume of requested data makes it 
impossible to comply with your deadline of February 15, 2011.” Letter 
from Assistant Secretary of Defense to Rep. Darrell Issa, February 7, 
2011 (available from the authors upon request).
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Based on the simple, bivariate, descriptive data on 
FOIA responses, the most politicized agencies appear 
slower at responding to citizen requests for informa-
tion than less politicized agencies. As we turn to statis-
tical modeling, we bear in mind this basic relationship 
as well as the three mechanisms that might explain it: 
highly-politicized agencies might have more layers of 
political review, allocate resources in a way that crowds 
out non-mission tasks, and experience generic manage-
ment difficulties, more than less-politicized agencies.

Models of FOIA Response
To account for potential confounders and right-cen-
soring on the agencies that never responded we esti-
mate Accelerated Failure Time (AFT) models with the 
following basic specification:

	

log Y X p R

R p
a a a a

a a

( ) = + + +
+ +
β β β β

β ε
0 1 2 3

4( * ) i 	
(1)

for agency a, where Ya is the number of days it takes 
an agency to fill a FOIA request, Xa includes agency-
specific controls, pa is agency politicization (agency 
structure or FOIA office in secretariat), Ra is request 
type (baseline or sensitive), and εi is the random error 
term modeled to have a density function f(ε), in this 
case assumed to be log-gamma.13 We report robust 
standard errors clustered on agency since each agency 

received two requests and those observations are 
nonindependent.

Results

Do structural features that enhance political account-
ability hinder FOIA performance? In table 2 we model 
the time it took for agencies to confirm receipt of our 
FOIA requests. In table  3 we include models of the 
time it took for agencies to fill FOIA requests to us and 
respond to Rep. Issa. A  positive coefficient indicates 
that it took agencies a longer time to respond to the 
FOIA requests.14 Each table includes basic specifica-
tions and specifications that interact politicization and 

13	 We estimate a generalized gamma model, which allows for a flexible 
hazard rate and had the best fit according to ancillary parameter 

Table 1.  Data Sources and Summary Statistics

Variable Source Obs Min Max Mean SD

Confirm request Audit 264 0 1 0.83 0.38
Respond request Audit 264 0 1 0.74 0.44
Time to confirm Audit 264 3 366 79 132
Time to respond Audit 264 3 366 122 151
Time to respond to Rep. Issa Rep. Issa’s Office 94 7 95 29.6 28.33
Exemptions claimed Audit 195 0 3 0.30 0.61
Bad response Audit 198 0 1 0.22 0.41
FOIA Office in Secretariat Yellow Book 246 0 1 0.08 0.27
EOP Yellow Book, Plum Book 264 0 1 0.04 0.19
Cabinet Yellow Book, Plum Book 264 0 1 0.39 0.49
Ind. agency Yellow Book, Plum Book 264 0 1 0.24 0.43
Ind. commission Yellow Book, Plum Book 264 0 1 0.33 0.47
Bureau Yellow Book, Plum Book 264 0 1 0.27 0.45
Agency employment (3/11) Fedscope 248 10 645,950 26,804 76,451
# Appointees Plum Book, Fedscope 264 0 356 26.69 59.78
Agency with benefits prog. Benefits.gov 264 0 1 0.20 0.40
FOIA Requests FY2010 www.foia.gov 258 0 130,098 6,790 18,200
Politically sensitive request Audit 264 0 1 0.50 0.50

Note: Yellow Book = Federal Yellow Book; Plum Book = United States Government Policy and Supporting Positions, 2008 (“Plum Book”); 
“Fedscope” is the OPM’s Fedscope Web site (http://www.fedscope.opm.gov/, last accessed June 11, 2011). More information available in our 
codebook.

estimates and comparisons of non-nested models via the Akaike 
Information Criterion. We also estimated basic Cox models. The 
coefficient estimates reveal similar patterns but are estimated less 
precisely, particularly in the models of time to confirm a request. In 
these models, agencies in the EOP and Cabinet are estimated to have 
lower hazards (i.e., longer time to confirmation) but we cannot reject 
the null of no difference among agency types. In the models of time 
to fill a request, the estimates indicate that agencies in executive 
departments were slower to respond. However, we could not reject 
the null that agencies in the EOP or agencies with a FOIA office in the 
secretariat were no slower to fill requests than other agencies. These 
models are available upon request from the authors.

14	 We have also estimated logit models of whether or not the agency 
confirmed (0,1) or filled (0,1) our requests. In no cases could we 
reject the null that FOIA office location or agency location in the EOP 
or cabinet had no effect on whether or not an agency confirmed or 
responded (Supplementary Appendix H). The effects appear to be 
limited to the length of time it takes agencies with these characteristics 
to respond.

http://Benefits.gov
http://www.foia.gov
http://www.fedscope.opm.gov/
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the type of request (baseline versus sensitive) to test 
whether more politicized agencies are particularly slow 
at responding to politically sensitive requests (they 
were not). Overall, model estimates suggest that agen-
cies with less structural independence and FOIA offic-
ers in agency secretariats (i.e., more politicized), took 
longer to confirm and fill our FOIA requests. More 
politicized agencies, however, were no more likely to 
produce a bad response if they responded. More politi-
cized agencies also took longer to respond to requests 
from Rep. Issa.

Confirmation of FOIA Requests
The results across models in table 2 indicate that polit-
icization affects responsiveness. If politicized agen-
cies perform less well at non-mission activities like 
FOIA, then agencies with FOIA housed in the office 
of the appointed agency head, such as the Office of the 
Secretary, Director, or Chair (all coded “Secretariat”), 
rather than management offices, general counsels’ 
offices, or public affairs offices, should respond more 
slowly than agencies outside of the Office of the 
Secretary. Indeed, in models with full controls, agen-
cies with FOIA officers in the Office of the Secretary or 

Chair are estimated to respond more slowly. Agencies 
with the FOIA officer in the secretariat were estimated 
to take 38  days to confirm a request compared to 
20 days (i.e., almost twice as long) to confirm in agen-
cies with FOIA officers in another part of the agency. 
This is important evidence that more politicized agen-
cies or politicized FOIA processes lead to worse FOIA 
performance.

Using agency location as a measure of politicization, 
agencies in the EOP are estimated to be significantly 
slower in confirming FOIA requests than the base cat-
egory, independent commissions. Median confirma-
tion times were about 30 days slower for agencies in 
the EOP, even when controlling for the percentage of 
appointees. The slow confirmation times could stem 
from the fact that political oversight from the White 
House slows down response to records requests, or it 
could be that EOP agencies simply do not prioritize 
FOIA relative to other tasks.

Interestingly, the type of request (baseline or sen-
sitive) did not influence confirmation times, even in 
the most politicized agencies. The fact that the most 
politicized agencies treat politically sensitive requests 
like other requests suggests that poor performance by 

Table 2.  Models of FOIA Responses: Politicization and Time to Confirm FOIA Requests

Confirm Time (SE) Confirm Time (SE) Confirm Time (SE)

Politicization
  FOIA office in Secretariat (0,1) 0.73** (0.22) 0.82** (0.20) 0.75** (0.26)
  FOIA office in Secretariat (0,1)*Pol sensitive 

request
−0.18 (0.18)

  EOP (0,1) 0.97** (0.30) 0.97** (0.29) 0.93** (0.41)
  EOP (0,1) * Pol sensitive request 0.12 (0.19)
  Executive Department (0,1) 0.08 (0.29) 0.05 (0.29) 0.03 (0.31)
  Executive Department (0,1)*Pol sensitive request 0.10 (0.15)
  Ind. Admin. (0,1) −0.20 (0.21) −0.21 (0.21) −0.21 (0.28)
  Ind. Admin. (0,1)*Pol sensitive request 0.01 (0.20)
Agency characteristics
  Bureau (0,1) 0.24 (0.27) 0.26 (0.27) 0.24 (0.30)
  ln(Agency Employment) −0.05 (0.06) −0.05 (0.06) −0.05 (0.06)
  Number of Agency Appointees 0.004** (0.001) 0.004** (0.001) 0.004** (0.001)
  Agency has Benefits Prog. (0,1) 0.14 (0.22) 0.14 (0.22) 0.13 (0.23)
FOIA process
  ln(# FOIA Requests FY2010) −0.02 (0.05) −0.02 (0.05) −0.01 (0.04)
  Politically Sensitive Request (0,1) 0.02 (0.06) 0.04 (0.06) 0.05 (0.06)
  Constant 2.27** (0.76) 2.26** (0.46) 2.28** (0.59)
κ −2.72** −2.72** −2.78**
σ 0.70** 0.12** 0.69**
N 224 224 224
# Confirming 186 186 186
X2 (10, 11, 13, df) 66.12** 70.76** 90.79**

Note: Model estimates from Accelerated Failure Time models with a generalized gamma distribution. Dependent variable is days to confir-
mation of FOIA request. Robust SEs, clustered at agency level, reported in parentheses. LR Tests of nested models for Model 1, 2 and Model 
1, 3 (1, 3 df) are 0.23, 0.23. Base category is an independent commission receiving a log request with a FOIA office outside the office of the 
secretariat.

*Significant at the .10 level in two-tailed tests; **Significant at the .05 level.
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politicized agencies has less to do with more layers of 
oversight or efforts to hide information.

Filling FOIA Requests
Ultimately, what is important in FOIA response is how 
long it takes for agencies to fill or make a determina-
tion in a case. That is, how long did it take for the 
agency to give us our FOIA logs in various forms (i.e., 
full log for baseline request or log of appointee-rele-
vant FOIA cases) or determine that our request pro-
duced no records? The results for filling FOIA requests 
mirror those for confirming requests except that the 
coefficients for FOIA officers in the secretariat are 
estimated less precisely. Substantively, response times 
are estimated to be more than twice as long for agen-
cies with FOIA officers in the secretariat, although we 
cannot reject the null that FOIA office location has no 
effect except for the requests from Rep. Issa.

As with confirmation times, agencies in the EOP are 
estimated to be about 34 days slower in filling requests 
than the base category of agencies, independent 

commissions. Estimates also indicate that agen-
cies took 9  days longer with the politically sensitive 
requests. Again, politicization is correlated with slower 
response times.

Responses to Rep. Issa’s Request for FOIA 
Information
The patterns of response to Rep. Issa’s request for 
information about agency FOIA processes are similar 
to those of agency responses to our FOIA requests. 
Agencies with FOIA officers in the secretariat are sig-
nificantly slower than agencies with FOIA officers in 
other parts of the agency. They are estimated to be 
about 10 days slower than other agencies. Given the 
tight timeline requested by Rep. Issa, a 10-day delay 
is substantively significant. Independent administra-
tive agencies and independent commissions responded, 
on average, after 19  days. Agencies in the EOP and 
Cabinet were slower to respond, by 3 and 10  days, 
respectively. Beyond that, large agencies were slower 
to respond to Rep. Issa. The median response time for 

Table 3.  Models of FOIA Responses: Politicization and Time to Fill FOIA Requests

Rep. Issa

Time to Fill (SE) Time to Fill (SE) Time to Fill (SE) Time to Fill (SE)

Politicization
  FOIA office in Secretariat (0,1) 0.39 (0.35) 0.19 (0.43) 0.39 (0.34) 0.29** (0.09)
  FOIA office in Secretariat (0,1)*Pol 

sensitive request
0.56 (0.57)

  EOP (0,1) 0.68** (0.25) 0.69** (0.25) 0.81** (0.24) 0.31** (0.04)
  EOP (0,1) * Pol sensitive request −0.22 (0.21)
  Executive Department (0,1) 1.43** (0.59) 1.29** (0.59) 1.25** (0.59) 0.12** (0.04)
  Executive Department (0,1)*Pol sensitive 

request
0.13 (0.22)

  Ind. Admin. (0,1) −0.35 (0.25) −0.36 (0.25) −0.14 (0.25) −0.06** (0.02)
  Ind. Admin. (0,1)*Pol sensitive request −0.38* (0.23)
Agency characteristics
  Bureau (0,1) −1.41** (0.56) −1.28** (0.58) −1.34** (0.56)
  ln(Agency Employment) −0.08 (0.08) −0.08 (0.08) −0.07 (0.08) 0.03** (0.02)
  Number of Agency Appointees −0.001 (0.002) 0.0008 (0.002) −0.0009 (0.002)
  Agency has Benefits Prog. (0,1) 0.12 (0.29) 0.11 (0.29) 0.12 (0.29) 0.12** (0.03)
FOIA process
  ln(# FOIA Requests FY2010) 0.06 (0.07) −0.06 (0.07) 0.06 (0.07) 0.01 (0.01)
  Politically Sensitive Request (0,1) 0.18** (0.09) 0.15* (0.09) 0.26 (0.16)
  Constant 2.59** (0.29) 2.59** (0.32) 2.49** (0.31) 2.33** (0.06)
κ −2.18** −2.20** −2.18** −1.89**
σ 1.08** 1.08** 1.07** 0.38**
N 224 224 224 87
# Confirming 169 169 169 75
X2 (10, 11, 13 df) 81.02** 95.49** 112.8**

Note: Model estimates from Accelerated Failure Time models with a generalized gamma distribution. Dependent variable is days to fill FOIA 
request. Robust SEs, clustered at agency level, reported in parentheses. LR Tests of nested models for Model 1, 2 and Model 1, 3 (1, 2 df) are 
1.01, 0.34. Base category is an independent commission receiving a log request with a FOIA office outside the office of the secretariat. The 
model of response to Rep. Issa omits variables for politically sensitive requests, appointees, and whether the agency was a bureau because all 
of Rep. Issa’s requests were the same and they were, with one exception (Marine Corps), sent to non-bureaus.

*Significant at the .10 level in two-tailed tests; **Significant at the .05 level.
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smaller agencies (i.e., bottom quartile) is estimated to 
be 17  days compared to 29  days for larger agencies 
(i.e., top quartile).

Scholars usually think that more politicized agen-
cies are designed to be more responsive to elected offi-
cials, but in this case more politicized agencies were 
actually less responsive to an elected official, albeit one 
in Congress. The fact that the same factors that predict 
performance in response to our FOIA request also pre-
dict performance in response to Rep. Issa’s request sug-
gests that politicization has a general effect on federal 
management performance.

In sum, not only did agency politicization reduce 
responsiveness to the public, agency politicization 
reduced responsiveness to Rep. Issa. These findings 
present new evidence that agencies with the features 
of political accountability (i.e., located in EOP, FOIA 
located near the most political part of the agency) are 
less responsive to requests for information. Features of 
administrative agencies that enhance political account-
ability may decrease both direct democratic account-
ability and accountability to a political principal.

Quality of Response
The time it takes an agency to respond to a FOIA 
request is only one measure of performance, although 
arguably the most important one. Table  4 includes 
other estimates of response quality, whether or not 
an agency claimed exemptions in filling the request 
or otherwise produced a poor response to the request. 
These estimates are based upon only cases where we 
actually received a response. This data restriction leads 
to potentially underestimating the effect of politiciza-
tion since the worst performing cases (i.e., those that 
did not respond to us at all) are excluded from these 
analyses. The excluded cases are also those with higher 
levels of politicization since high-politicization cases 
are among the least likely to respond in the first place. 
Nonetheless, it is worth looking at the quality of the 
responses we received.15

The results here are inconclusive, generally indi-
cating that agencies designed to be more responsive 
to political principals are no more likely to claim 
exemptions or otherwise produce a poor response. We 
could not reject the null hypothesis that our measures 

of politicization had no influence on the number of 
exemptions claimed or the quality of the response if 
a response was sent. And depending on the measure 
used, politicization could create more (secretariat) or 
fewer (executive department) poor responses.

Other coefficient estimates suggest that over-
worked FOIA offices—in agencies with a large num-
ber of requests—are the most likely to produce a poor 
response. Increasing the number of requests to FOIA 
staff by 1% is estimated to increase the probability of 
a poor response by 5%. Interestingly, the responses to 
our (baseline) request for logs were significantly more 
likely to lead to poor responses, despite the fact that 
our sensitive request was less common, more compli-
cated, and had not previously been made by Rep. Issa. 
Although the evidence suggests having FOIA offices 
close to political officials may lead to slower responses, 
it is also the case that the sheer size of the task and 
relative workload influence the quality of the response, 
even though it does not affect the speed of the response.

Summary

In total, the analysis of timing with controls suggests 
a relationship between politicization and a lack of 
responsiveness to FOIA requests. Politicization is cor-
related with poor performance. Politicized agencies are 
slower to confirm or fill requests even when control-
ling for agency size and workload. There is little evi-
dence in the full dataset, however, that these agencies 
are more likely to claim exemptions or respond poorly 
when they do respond. What evidence there is sug-
gests that agencies with heavy workloads are the most 
likely to produce a response that is less satisfactory to 
the requester (i.e., produce a poor quality response). 
Difficulties in responding may also be due to poor per-
formance of the FOIA offices, either because political 
actors focus more on other agency activities or because 
of poorer management agency-wide.16

Discussion

The results of our study suggest that the effects of 
politicization in agency design can hamper perfor-
mance on non-mission tasks. We find relatively sta-
ble relationships between design features intended 
to enhance political responsiveness and slow agency 
responses to political principals in non-mission tasks. 
The relationship persists when we examine agency 
responsiveness to the public, a less surprising, but still 
politically consequential result. Indeed, one interesting 
implication these results may be that agencies designed 

15	 One difficulty in the analysis of response quality is that a large 
percentage of responses (69/87) to our sensitive request were “no 
records” responses, which are impossible to evaluate as low or high 
quality since it is hard to evaluate response quality when the agency 
has no records to send. In such cases agencies also do not claim 
exemptions because there are no records to redact. The analysis of 
the response quality, then, was largely an analysis of responses to our 
request for logs. This may explain the apparent decreased influence 
of the political factors. The most sensitive requests may take longer to 
fill, but there are fewer records to evaluate for quality.

16	 We have estimated simple models looking for a correlation between 
the number of programs and response time and quality, and the results 
are inconclusive and sensitive to specification.
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to be more responsive to elected officials may be less 
responsive to the public. These results can be added 
to a growing list of studies that suggest that too much 
politicization can be harmful for performance (Cohen 
1998; Dunn 1997; Durant 1992; Heclo 1975, 1977; 
Kaufman 1965; National Commission on the Public 
Service 1989, 2003; Newland 1983; Rosen 1983).

Our design allowed us to examine additional delay 
for politically sensitive requests, which are exactly the 
kind of request we would expect the extra layers of 
review to affect. Interestingly, more politicized agencies 
were no slower in responding to the politically sensi-
tive requests. As such, there was little support for the 
idea that politicization harms performance because 
of increased layers of political review. One explana-
tion for this null finding is that the sensitive requests 
were not sensitive enough to trigger additional review 
by appointees. We cannot rule out this possibil-
ity. Nonetheless, although all agencies were slower 
responding to political sensitive requests, this was 
uncorrelated with the degree of agency politicization.

Another explanation for the effects of politicization 
on performance is that increased attention to politically 
relevant tasks crowds out attention to non-mission 
tasks such as FOIA. The results here are consistent with 
this hypothesized mechanism for poor performance. 
Indeed, politicized agencies systematically provide 
fewer resources to FOIA offices than other agencies. 
One way to measure this is the percent of employees in 
the agency FOIA office, relative to the FOIA workload. 
With the exception of EOP agencies, which probably 
have a floor effect (i.e., every agency has to have at 

least one FOIA person), we see the expected pattern 
hold. Agencies dedicate fewer resources proportion-
ally in cabinet agencies and more in independent agen-
cies. In addition, in recent a recent survey of federal 
executives, respondents in EOP and Cabinet agencies 
were less likely to name information transparency (i.e., 
FOIA, data availability) as an important agency task 
relative to other tasks such as rulemaking, analysis, or 
inter-agency collaboration.17 This indicates that policy-
related tasks are more likely to crowd out non-mission 
tasks in politicized agencies.

More generally, based on the nature of some of the 
slow responses even to confirm requests, it seems that 
general management challenges could impede the FOIA 
process (Gilmour and Lewis 2006; Heclo 1977; Lewis 
2008). The delays in responding to Rep. Issa’s requests 
followed a pattern similar to ours, indicating that, from 
the standpoint of political responsiveness, politicized 
agencies were bad at both confirming and respond-
ing. These findings are consistent with previous work 
demonstrating that politicized management teams can 
hurt program and agency performance (Gilmour and 
Lewis 2006; Gailmard and Patty 2007; Lewis 2008). 
Politicization leads to higher turnover, systematic differ-
ences in background qualifications, and difficulties in the 
recruitment and retention of the best and the brightest. 
These management difficulties influence a whole range 
of agency activities including, but not limited to, FOIA.

17	 2014 Survey on the Future of Government Service (http://www.
vanderbilt.edu/csdi/research/sfgs.php).

Table 4.  Models of FOIA Response Quality

Exemptions Coef. (SE) Poor Response Coef. (SE)

Politicization
  FOIA office in Secretariat (0,1) −1.05 (0.65) 0.83 (0.52)
  EOP (0,1) 0.06 (0.65) —
  Executive Department (0,1) 0.16 (0.52) −0.82 (1.65)
  Ind. Admin. (0,1) 0.06 (0.39) −0.32 (0.57)
Agency characteristics
  Bureau (0,1) −1.12** (0.55) 1.12 (1.51)
  ln(Agency Employment) 0.09 (0.11) −0.22 (0.15)
  Number of agency appointees — 0.00009 (0.006)
  Agency has Benefits Prog. (0,1) -0.04 (0.44) 0.22 (0.77)
FOIA process
  ln(# FOIA Requests FY2010) 0.08 (0.14) 0.32** (0.14)
  Politically sensitive request (0,1) — −0.92** (0.44)
  Constant −1.67** (0.51) −1.23** (0.66)
X2(9, 9 df) 16.09** 12.53
N 91/195 161/195

Note: Robust SEs, clustered at agency level, reported in parentheses. Models of exemptions include only those cases where there was a 
response that provided records (i.e., excludes “no records” responses). There was only one case where a response to a politically sensitive 
request included exemptions and so that case is excluded. For Model 2, there were no cases where any of the five EOP agencies produced poor 
responses, so they perfectly predict the outcome and are excluded. The base category is an independent commission.

*Significant at the .10 level in two-tailed tests; **Significant at the .05 level.

http://www.vanderbilt.edu/csdi/research/sfgs.php
http://www.vanderbilt.edu/csdi/research/sfgs.php
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We should be clear. Our research design involves 
tradeoffs and our argument is limited. These data have 
the virtues of replicating the kind of experience normal 
FOIA users have, and they do not rely on agency self-
reports. In addition, they provide a wonderful and unique 
opportunity to compare the citizen request to the request 
that Rep. Issa made. The data have the advantage of 
being 264 draws from agency response times but the dis-
advantage of only being two draws from each agency’s 
distribution of agency confirmation or response times. 
In addition, politicization is not randomly distributed 
among agencies. It is possible that politicization is corre-
lated with omitted agency features correlated with both 
politicization and performance. If our efforts at identify-
ing the appropriate agency controls are ineffective, our 
coefficient estimates on the percentage of appointees or 
FOIA office location could be biased. We have tried to 
identify the relevant covariate controls but these data 
have the same weakness as most cross-sectional studies.

We further recognize that the task of providing 
information is only one type of agency role, fitting in a 
broader context of agency activities, primary of which 
are rulemaking, adjudication, enforcement and policy 
implementation. Our findings show that there is varia-
tion in direct public accountability and accountability 
to political principals. The variation in accountability 
should not be ignored or assumed not to transfer to the 
agency roles more central to their core tasks. If an agency 
is unaccountable in the role that is most directly associ-
ated with citizen contact, might it also be unaccountable 
in rulemaking, adjudication, or other policymaking? The 
possibility remains, and it is highlighted by our findings.

Conclusion

This article evaluated the relationship between politi-
cal control and bureaucratic performance using 
requests for information about FOIA, partly through 
the FOIA process itself. It finds evidence of a relation-
ship between politicization and a lack of responsive-
ness to FOIA requests. It provides new evidence to help 
arbitrate an ongoing debate about the effects of politi-
cization on agency performance.

Bureaucratic accountability—bureaucrats’ obli-
gation to answer for their actions—is a longstand-
ing concern in democratic politics. It has become an 
increasingly important concern in the post-war and 
post-Watergate era, as the public has demanded trans-
parency in an effort to facilitate accountability. The 
transparency provided by FOIA allows the public to 
hold agencies accountable. FOIA is a potentially pow-
erful tool, made more powerful when agencies respond 
to FOIA requests both quickly and completely. FOIA 
requests help private citizens, the press and civil soci-
ety groups examine government actions, an essential 

component of electoral accountability in a free soci-
ety. Yet some features of agency design might impede 
agencies’ ability or willingness to respond to FOIA and 
other “non-mission” requests in a timely manner.

The implications of the findings go well beyond their 
contribution to the literature on politicization and per-
formance. Although in many ways a mundane task 
for agency employees, the FOIA process is crucial to 
agency accountability. It has recently become the tar-
get of oversight, not only from Rep. Issa, but from the 
Obama White House as well. The White House Open 
Government Initiative featured a specific focus on infor-
mation availability directly to the public. From creating 
centralized government Web sites that ease informa-
tion searches to de-classifying documents and ramping 
up FOIA responsiveness, the Obama Administration 
reported that it made progress in opening up government 
and encouraging agencies to be more directly responsive 
to citizens. Although increased transparency is generally 
popular with the electorate, any President faces an uphill 
battle to improve the FOIA process. The structures that 
any president relies upon for political responsiveness—
including locating even non-mission agency tasks in the 
Secretariat—correlate with less openness in government 
and weaker FOIA responsiveness in particular.
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Supplementary data is available at the Journal of Public 
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