
S T A T E HIGHWAY A D M I N I S T R A T I V E ORGANIZATION 

By 
W. L. Haas 

C h i e f , A d m i n i s t r a t i v e Research S e c t i o n 
D i v i s i o n of F i n a n c i a l and A d m i n i s t r a t i v e Research 

P u b l i c Roads A d m i n i s t r a t i o n 

P r e s e n t e d a t the Twe n t y - s i x t h Annual Meeting of the 
Highway Research Board 

T h i s paper r e p r e s e n t s a f i r s t e f f o r t i n the a n a l y s i s of 
c e r t a i n a s p e c t s of S t a t e highway a d m i n i s t r a t i v e o r g a n i z a t i o n . 
As might be expected, c o n s i d e r a b l e c o n f u s i o n and u n c e r t a i n t y 
e x i s t i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h some phases o f the problem, and a t ­
tempts to c l a r i f y these phases have on o c c a s i o n been more ex­
h a u s t i n g than e n l i g h t e n i n g . 

DIFFICULTIES OF CLASSIFICATKW 

Among the d i f f i c u l t i e s which c o m p l i c a t e a n a l y s i s a r e , 
f i r s t , the d i s c r e p a n c i e s i n some S t a t e s between the highway or­
g a n i z a t i o n s as e s t a b l i s h e d by law and t h o s e w h i c h i n f a c t 
e x i s t , and, second, the inadequacies of the v a r i o u s c l a s s i f i c a ­
t i o n s of S t a t e highway a d m i n i s t r a t i v e o r g a n i z a t i o n s which have 
been made irt the p a s t . R e l a t e d to t h e s e d i f f i c u l t i e s i s a 
t h i r d , the l a c k of adequate i n f o r m a t i o n on the a c t u a l perform­
ance of the highway a d m i n i s t r a t i v e bodies. Such inf o r m a t i o n i s 
n e c e s s a r y to determine whether the o r g a n i z a t i o n i s f u n c t i o n i n g 
as contemplated by the law or whether, i n a c t u a l p r a c t i c e , i t s 
f u n c t i o n i n g has been so changed as to c o n s t i t u t e i n f a c t a 
change i n form. For example, the V i r g i n i a Department of High­
ways i n 1941, as now, was headed by a highway commission, a c ­
c o r d i n g to the law. I n a study of the S t a t e a d m i n i s t r a t i v e or­
g a n i z a t i o n made i n t h a t year, however, i t was po i n t e d out t h a t 
the commission had i n f o r m a l l y delegated i t s a d m i n i s t r a t i v e au­
t h o r i t y to the e x e c u t i v e o f f i c e r , the S t a t e highway commission­
e r . I n e f f e c t , then, the department had a s i n g l e head a s ­
s i s t e d by an a d v i s o r y commission,, a l t h o u g h the law p r o v i d e d 
o t h e r w i s e . S i n c e such i n f o r m a l changes m o r g a n i z a t i o n a r e 
seldom recorded, the r e s e a r c h e r , u n l e s s he s t u d i e s each o r g a n i ­
z a t i o n at f i r s t hand, on o c c a s i o n must s p e c u l a t e as to how the 
o p e r a t i n g o r g a n i z a t i o n s compare w i t h those p r e s c r i b e d by s t a t ­
ute. 

/ I - Spicer, George W., Gubernatorial Leadership in Virginia. 
Public Administration Review. Autumn, i 9 4 1 , pp. 4 4 i - 4 5 7 
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The inadequacy of the common systems of c l a s s i f i c a t i o n of 
highway organizations has been mentioned. Under one system of 
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n , for example, highway organizations are catego­
r i z e d according to t i t l e , as State highway commissions, State 
highway departments, and d i v i s i o n s of departments of p u b l i c 
works. That such a c l a s s i f i c a t i o n i s unsatisfactory i s reveal­
ed at f i r s t glance. I n ten of the sixteen States i n which the 
highway organization i s designated as the State highway depart­
ment, a highway commission i s included i n the department. In 
several States, the terms '^tate highway department" and "State 
highway commission" are used interchangeably. 

The t i t l e "department of public works" i s sc a r c e l y more 
meaningful. There are eleven States i n which the highway or­
ganizations are included i n departments bearing that t i t l e or 
one of s i m i l a r connotation.^- In at l e a s t one of these States, 
Maryland, the department of public works apparently e x e r c i s e s 
no function other than highway administration. Although the 
departments i n other States encompass a somewhat greater range 
of a c t i v i t i e s , t h e i r functions other than highway administra­
t i o n are r e l a t i v e l y unimportant. This i s c l e a r l y shown by the 
fa c t that the percentage of recent annual expenditures devoted 
to highways ranges from 87 to 97 percent i n these S t a t e s . Nor 
does t h i s t i t l e denote a p a r t i c u l a r form of organization, tor 
in seven of the States the department i s headed by a single ex­
ecutive, while i n four States a multi-member commission exer­
c i s e s administrative control. 

I t can be seen, then, that c l a s s i f i c a t i o n according to 
t i t l e i s e s s e n t i a l l y meaningless. I f for convenience of analy­
s i s some c l a s s i f i c a t i o n must be made, i t can be made more s a t ­
i s f a c t o r i l y on the basis of whether the organizations are head­
ed by a single-executive or by a multi-member body. We have 

/2 - California, Department of Public Works; Idaho, Department 
of Public Works; Illinois, Department of Public Works and 
Buildings; Maryland, Department of Public Works; Massachu­
setts, Department of Public Works; North Carolina, State 
Highway and Public Works Commission; Neu York, Department 
of Public Works; Nebraska, Department of Roads and Irriga­
tion; Rhode Island, Department of Public Works; Tennessee, 
Department of Highways and Public Works. In Utah, the 
State Road Commission is, according to the State organiza­
tion chart, included i n the Department of Engineering; the 
law, however, is not entirely clear on this point. 
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previously noted one of the d i f f i c u l t i e s of t h i s form of c l a s s ­
i f i c a t i o n , namely, tha t an o r g a n i z a t i o n which i n theory i s 
headed by a multi-member body may i n a c t u a l p r a c t i c e be under 
the control of a s i n g l e o f f i c i a l . Moreover, i n some St a t e s , 
the highway organization i s headed not by a s i n g l e o f f i c i a l or 
by a multi-member body but by both, acting coordinately. This 
i s true where the law reserves c e r t a i n powers to the commission 
and grants the remaining powers to a s i n g l e executive. Hence, 
although c l a s s i f i c a t i o n into these two broad groups — organi­
z a t i o n s having a s i n g l e executive and those having a m u l t i ­
member body -- may not be s c i e n t i f i c a l l y accurate i n a l l cases, 
i t serves s a t i s f a c t o r i l y as a basis for a n a l y s i s . 

COMMISSIGN-TYPE PREDOHINANT 

As a f i r s t venture, then, l e t us endeavor to place e x i s t ­
ing highway organizations i n t o one or the other of these two 
broad categories. In sixteen States, the highway department i s 
headed by a s i n g l e executive who i s nM.ther aided nor advised 
by a board or commission of any kind.^> Xwo of the States i n ­
cluded i n t h i s t o t a l , I l l i n o i s and Michigan, have provisions 
for advisory boards, but records f a i l to i n d i c a t e that these 
boards have been appointed i n recent years. In any event, they 
are inconsequential i n administration. 

Multi-member boards or commissions e x i s t , i n some r o l e , 
i n the highway o r g a n i z a t i o n s o f the remaining t h i r t y - t w o 
St a t e s . I t would be inaccurate, however, to say that the or­
g a n i z a t i o n i s headed by a multi-member body i n a l l of these 
S t a t e s , for the degree of a u t h o r i t y vested i n the d i f f e r e n t 
commissions v a r i e s greatly. In at l e a s t four States, Georgia, 
L o u i s i a n a , West V i r g i n i a , and Washington, the commission i s 
l i m i t e d to an advisory r o l e by law, and thus i n p r a c t i c e the 
department i s c l o s e l y akin to the single-executive departments. 
The Washington law, to c i t e an example, provides for a Highway 
Advisory Commission for the s t a t e d purpose of providing the 
governor a means of obtaining the views and advice of represen­
t a t i v e c i t i z e n s from various parts of the State on broad gener­
a l p o l i c i e s . 

Although the advisory boards of Michigan and I l l i n o i s may 
not have been appointed i n recent years, as mentioned before, 
the Michigan law i s worthy of mention. I t provides that the 

- Alabama, Connecticut, Idaho, Illinois, Kentucky, Michigan, 
Minnesota, Nebraska, Nev Hampshire, New Jersey, Nev York, 
North Dakota, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Tennessee. 
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conunission be appointed by the head of the highway department, 
the State highway comnissioner, who i s elected by popular vote. 
In Utah, the law provides that the three members of the engi­
neering commission s h a l l serve as the members of the State road 
commission, and an Ehgineering Advisory Council of s i x members 
i s provided to advise them. "Hiis "is the only State i n which an 
advisory council i s provided by law to a s s i s t a commission. I n 
a number of other States having part-time commissions, advisory 
commissions e x i s t i n fact, because authority has been inform­
a l l y delegated to the executive o f f i c e r . 

In another group of States full authority i s vested by 
law i n a comnission. Here, too, a number of the part-time com­
missions may have relinquished at l e a s t part af thei r authority 
to the chi e f administrative o f f i c e r . Certainly i t would be im­
possible, i n those States where the commission meets only once 
a month, for that body to control a c t i v e l y the highway-organi­
zation. I n North Carolina the chairman i s the c h i e f adminis­
t r a t i v e o f f i c e r , but i s vested with the f u l l power of the com­
mission when the commission i s not i n session. In those States 
where the commission i s a full-time body, or approximately so, 
i t undoubtedly e x e r c i s e s a great deal of administrative con­
t r o l . In Massachusetts, for example, although the commissioner 
i s designated the executive head of the department, a majority 
concurrence of the commissioner and two associates i s required 
i n every o f f i c i a l act of the department. Likewise, in Indiana, 
the chairman i s granted power to d i r e c t the work of the com­
mission, but i s , a t the same time, subject to supervision of 
the commission. 

Full-time commissions are s p e c i f i c a l l y designated to ad­
minister highway departments i n only seven S t a t e s , a l t h o u g h 
in four additional S t a t e s ^ ^ s a l a r i e s paid would indicate that 
members .are expected to devote s u b s t a n t i a l l y f u l l time to t h e i r 
d u t i e s . I n some States where commission members are paid per 
/4 - Indiana, Maryland, Massachusetts, Oklahoma, South Dakota, 

Utah and Wisconsin. 
LSt ~ Florida, Iowa, Maine, and Texas. , 
/6 - Commission mem6ers receive expenses only m six States; in 

thirteen States they receive expenses and per dien. Per 
diem ranges from five to twenty dollars; m five States 
maximum yearly per diem payments are prescribed. In the 
thirteen remaining States having commissions, annual s a l a ­
r i e s ranging from $100 to ^€,500 are paid, except m two 
States where the chairmen receive $7,500 and $10,000, res­
pectively. In States having a single executive, the range 
IS from $3,000 to $15,000. 
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diem for s e r v i c e s , they probably devote s u f f i c i e n t time to ex­
e r c i s e a c t i v e l y t h e i r administrative authority. 

Were t h i s a more exhaustive t r e a t i s e on highway adminis­
t r a t i v e bodies, i t probably would include a discussion of the 
d i v i s i o n of authority between the executive or administrative 
o f f i c e r and the commission i n those States where the law dele­
gates powers to each and provides that neither s h a l l be subord­
inate to the other. For the present a few examples of the ex­
iste n c e of t h i s arrangement must s u f f i c e . In C a l i f o r n i a , the 
State Highway Commission i s given c e r t a i n powers within the De­
partment of P u b l i c Works which i s headed by a d i r e c t o r . I n 
Colorado, ce r t a i n powers are reserved to the so-called Advisory 
Board, among which are the f i x i n g of q u a l i f i c a t i o n s and s a l a ­
r i e s for employees, recommending al t e r a t i o n s i n the budget pro­
posed to the governor by the department, and prescribing stand­
ard road signs. Authority other than that given to the board 
i s given to the State Highway Engineer. Apparently a s i m i l a r 
d i v i s i o n of authority -is intended in the Arkansas statute, a l ­
though i t i s not d e f i n i t e i n t h i s respect. 

In summary, then, there are four c l a s s e s of commission-
type organizations as follows: 

(1) Those i n which the commissions by law or by custom 
are given only advisory powers, 

(2) Those i n which authority i s divided between a si n g l e 
executive and a commission acting i n coordinate c a p a c i t i e s , 

(3) Those in which part-time commissions, although vested 
with f u l l authority, have presumably made an informal delega­
tion of much of t h e i r authority to a single executive, and 

(4) Those i n which the commission a c t u a l l y administers 
the highway organization. 

, ADVANTAGES OF THE OOMMISSIW-TYPE 

I t may be appropriate at t h i s point to discuss b r i e f l y a 
few of the arguments advanced i n support of boards or commis­
sions. Proponents contend that they provide continuity of pol­
i c y . There would seem to be no r e a l b asis for t h i s contention 
except perhaps when terms are staggered, as i s the case i n 
twenty-one States. In some of these States, however, the pro­
v i s i o n for staggering terms i s of doubtful value i n view of 
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frequent resignations and the p r e v a i l i n g practice of mass res­
ignation of members when a new governor takes o f f i c e . Thus, 
although staggered terms for members may tend to promote con-
t i n u i t v , i t i s f a r from a guarantee that t h i s r e s u l t w i l l ac­
c r u e . ^ 

Another advantage a t t r i b u t e d to the commission form i s 
that i t s p o l i c i e s are more apt to be i n accord with the popular 
w i l l than are those of a single executive. Actually, however, 
t h i s purported advantage i s o f f s e t to some extent i n those i n ­
stances where individual members work for the advantage of par­
t i c u l a r sections rather than for the benefit of the State as a 
whole. -This condition may e x i s t p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the s i x t e e n 
States^8 i n which members are s e l e c t e d from p a r t i c u l a r geo­
graphic d i s t r i c t s , and i n the three S t a t e s ^ i n which not more 
than one member can be selected from any one Congressional d i s ­
t r i c t . In two additional S t a t e s ^ - d i s t r i c t representation i s 
c a r r i e d to the extreme of providing for s e l e c t i o n of members 
successively from each county within the d i s t r i c t . Such c r i t i ­
cism of d i s t r i c t representation i s not e n t i r e l y t h e o r e t i c a l , 
since experience indicates that i n several States members have 
a c t u a l l y tended to represent t h e i r respective d i s t r i c t s rather 
than the State as a whole. F i n a l l y , a commission with stag­
gered terms may be l e s s rather than more responsive to popular 
w i l l than a single o f f i c i a l since i t i s l i t t l e affected by pop­
ular e l e c t i o n s . 

To the alleged advantage that the commission form of or­
ganization tends to remove highway administration from p o l i ­
t i c s , we r i s k the generalization that the type of organization 
has l i t t l e to do with the incidence of p o l i t i c a l interference. 

/7 - Following IS a breakdown according to length of tern with­
out regard to the classification as single executive or 
commission organizations: Jn seven States, the term is at 
the pleasure of the governor; m ten States it is for six 
years (the tern of one member m one of these States is 
for four years); m three States it is for five years; in 
nineteen States i t i s for four years; m five States i t i s 
for three years; and in four States for two years. 

- Arizona, Ariitansas, Colorado, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, 
Kansas, Indiana, Mississippi, Montana, North Carolina, 
South Carolina, K i r g m i a , West Virginia, Wisconsin, Wyo-
ming. 

/2 - Indiana, Oregon, Washington 
llid - Arizona, South Carolina 
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Whether the b i - p a r t i s a n commission as provided i n 9 S t a t e s ^ ^ 
a l l e v i a t e s t h i s condition, as claimed by supporters, i s a moot 
point. 

A recent s u r v e y ^ — polled State highway departments and 
State Chambers of Commerce i n order to get a consensus concern­
ing the extent of p o l i t i c a l i n t e rference i n State highway ad­
m i n i s t r a t i o n . While r e s u l t s of surveys of t h i s kind are not 
without shortcomings, they nevertheless c o n s t i t u t e at l e a s t a 
r e l a t i v e measure of e x i s t i n g conditions, e s p e c i a l l y when there 
i s e s s e n t i a l o v e r a l l agreement between the surveyed p a r t i e s as 
there was here. Separate opinions were requested as to the ex­
tent of p o l i t i c a l interference with departmental operations and 
personnel, and with the construction and maintenance program. 
On the f i r s t count, 19 of 38 State departments reporting i n d i ­
cated no i n t e r f e r e n c e , 13 s l i g h t , f i v e average and one strong 
i n t e r f e r e n c e . Comparable reports of 39 Chambers indicated 15 
with no interference, nine s l i g h t , ten average, and five strong 
i n t e r f e r e n c e . On the second count, of 40 States reporting on 
influence upon construction and maintenance programs, 19 i n d i ­
cated no interference, 19 s l i g h t , and two average p o l i t i c a l i n ­
t e r f e r e n c e . Comparable re p o r t s of 39 Chambers i n d i c a t e d 14 
States having no interference, 15 having s l i g h t , eight having 
average and two having strong interference. 

I t may be of significance to note that i n a l l five States 
i n which strong p o l i t i c a l influence was reported by the Cham­
bers, the a d m i n i s t r a t i v e organization was of the commission 
r a t h e r than the s i n g l e - e x e c u t i v e type. For the nine S t a t e s 
having a b i - p a r t i s a n commission the Chambers indicated strong 
p o l i t i c a l i n f l u e n c e w i t h o p e r a t i o n s and p e r s o n n e l i n two 
S t a t e s , average i n three S t a t e s , s l i g h t i n one S t a t e , and no 
outside influence i n three States. 

I n c i d e n t a l l y , the survey reported on 20 of the 24 States 
having c i v i l s e r v i c e or merit systems. In only one of these 
S t a t e s was strong p o l i t i c a l i n t e r f e r e n c e reported. I n con­
t r a s t , 19 of 24 States without c i v i l s e r v i c e or merit systems 
were reported on by the survey, and of these States four were 
indicated as subject to strong p o l i t i c a l influence. 

^11 - Delauare, Indiana, Iowa, Maine, Maryland, Missouri, New 
Mexico, Utah, Wyoming. 

/ i 2 - Made by a State Development A s s o c i a t i o n m connection 
with recent proposed highway legislation. 
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ADVANTAGES OF THE SINGLE-EXECUTIVE TVPE 

The s i n g l e - e x e c u t i v e department has been advocated by 
students of public administration on the ground that i t places 
control under the governor where t h e o r e t i c a l l y i t must be i f he 
i s to discharge h i s duties as the chief executive of the State. 
F i v e of the s i x t e e n S t a t e s having a single-executive highway 
department have f o r e s t a l l e d t h i s d i r e c t control, however, by 
giving the highway administrator a longer term than the gover­
nor. In a s i x t h State, Michigan, the highway commissioner i s 
el e c t e d by popular vote and i s not subject to control by the 
governor. 

Another advantage attributed to the single-executive type 
over the commission form of organization i s that the former 
type lends i t s e l f to more rapid and e f f i c i e n t action with none 
of the lack of coordination which may be encountered i n a com­
mission. Also, r e s p o n s i b i l i t y i s more d e f i n i t e l y fixed, i t i s 
s a i d , i n the s i n g l e - e x e c u t i v e department. Supporters c l a i m 
numerous other advantages for i t , including some which are re­
a l l y disadvantages of the commission form of organization rath­
er than advantages of the single-executive type and need not be 
discussed here. 

In theory, perhaps, these advantages may also be obtained 
with a commission type of administration, p a r t i c u l a r l y where 
the commission i s l i m i t e d e x c l u s i v e l y to p o l i c y formation and 
where the problem of executing the policy and administering the 
department i s l e f t to a c h i e f executive or administrative of­
f i c i a l s I n act u a l p r a c t i c e , however, the chances of even ap­
proaching these desirable operating conditions remain somewhat 
remote, even i n States which by law presumably l i m i t the com­
mission to s o - c a l l e d p o l i c y matters. This i s because any com­
mission must s u f f e r , to some extent, from d i f f u s i o n of respon­
s i b i l i t y , and because of the d i f f i c u l t y i n determining where 
policy-making ceases and administration begins. 

RECENT CHANGES IN TYPE OF ORGANIZATKM 

Several of the advantages claimed for the commission form 
of organization and those a t t r i b u t e d to the si n g l e - e x e c u t i v e 
organization have been discussed. The view of most students of 
public administration i s that a desirable integration of State 
government can be effected only by giving the governor respon­
s i b i l i t y for and authority over the various State administra­
t i v e departments. To t h i s end they recommend that each admin-
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i s t r a t i v e department be headed by a si n g l e executive appointed 
by the governor. This has been the case, at l e a s t , when the 
question has been d i s c u s s e d on purely t h e o r e t i c a l grounds. 
When i t has been discussed i n the l i g h t of i t s application to a 
p a r t i c u l a r S t a t e , however, a modified stand has often been 
taken. 

In a study by the Indiana State Committee on Governmental 
Economy, made in 1935, for example, i t was recommended that the 
commission type of organization be r e t a i n e d . A survey of 
ad m i n i s t r a t i o n i n Iowa made by the Brookings I n s t i t u t i o n i n 
1933 s i m i l a r l y recommended retention of the commission form of 
highway organization for the sound reason that administration 
under the commission had been h i g h l y s u c c e s s f u l , and .that a 
change on purely t h e o r e t i c a l grounds appeared unwise.^-^^ I n 
the recent reorganization of the Missouri State government the 
commission form of highway organization was retained, apparent­
l y for the same reason. 

Whatever i t s advantages and disadvantages, theoretical or 
actual, the board or commission has a part i n highway adminis­
t r a t i o n i n two-thirds of the S t a t e s . I n the l a s t ten years, 
however, four States have abandoned the commission form i n fav­
or of single-executive organizations. No State i n that period 
changed from the single-executive to the commission form. 

CONCLUSION 

In view of the present l i m i t e d f i e l d of knowledge con­
cerning highway administrative organization, no one type of or­
ganization can be conclusively recommended as most de s i r a b l e . 
Likewise, there appear to be no d e f i n i t e trends favoring e i t h e r 
type. Obviously many f a c t o r s i n ad d i t i o n to the pre s c r i b e d 
type of formal organization determine the ultimate e f f i c i e n c y 
of a highway department, and a f i n a l determination as to which 
type i s best must depend upon further research directed to the 
i s o l a t i o n of these f a c t o r s . I t has been the purpose of t h i s 

Zl3 - Aeport of the Indiana State Connittee on Governmental 
Economy. (1935) 

/14 - The Brookings Institution, Survey of Administration in 
Iowa. (1933) 

/.1.5 - Faust, ilfartm L., Reorganization m Missouri, National 
Municipal Review, Volume XXXV, No. 8, September 19it6; 
p. 402. 
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paper to examine some of the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of the present or­
ganizations, and thus to contribute to the e v a l u a t i o n which 
eventually must be made before the s u p e r i o r i t y of any one type 
of organization can be demonstrated. 




