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UNDERSTANDING FISCAL
ADMINISTRATION: THE LASTING
IMPACT OF MIKESELL’S
APPROACH

Public  financial  management  is  the
backbone  of  effective  governance.
Without  sound fiscal  practices,  even the
most well-intentioned policies can fail to
deliver  results.  For  decades,  students,
practitioners, and scholars have turned
to one authoritative text to navigate this

complex  field:  Fiscal  Administration
Mikesell.  John  L.  Mikesell’s  seminal
work has become a cornerstone in public
administration  curricula  across  the
United  States  and  beyond.  But  what
makes this book so enduring, and how
does its framework help us understand
the real-world challenges of government
finance?  This  article  explores  the  core
principles  of  Mikesell’s  approach,  its
r e l e v a n c e  i n  m o d e r n  p u b l i c
administration,  and why it  remains  an
essential  resource  for  anyone  serious
about fiscal stewardship.
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THE FOUNDATION OF MIKESELL’S
FISCAL ADMINISTRATION

First  published  in  the  1980s,  Fiscal
Administration Mikesell  has  evolved
through  multiple  editions  to  remain
current  with  changing  economic
conditions and government practices. At
i t s  hea r t ,  the  book  p rov ides  a
comprehensive overview of  how public
organizations  raise  revenue,  allocate
resources,  and  manage  expenditures.
Mikesell  frames fiscal  administration not
merely as an accounting exercise, but as
a  dynamic  process  that  requires
strategic thinking, ethical judgment, and
technical competence.
One  of  the  distinguishing  features  of
Mikesell’s  work  is  its  insistence  on
connecting theory with practice. Rather

than  presenting  abstract  concepts  in
isolation, the text grounds each principle
in  real-world  examples  from  federal,
state,  and  local  governments.  This
practical orientation helps readers grasp
not  only  what  fiscal  administrators  do,
but  why  the i r  work  matters  for
democratic  accountability  and  public
trust.

The Revenue
Side: Taxation
and Resource
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Mobilization
A  significant  portion  of  Fiscal
Administration  Mikesell  focuses  on
revenue  generation.  Mikesell  explores
the  principles  of  sound  tax  policy,
including  equity,  efficiency,  adequacy,
and  administrative  feasibility.  He
e x a m i n e s  v a r i o u s  r e v e n u e
instruments—from  income  taxes  and
sales taxes to property taxes and user
fees—and evaluates their strengths and
weaknesses in different contexts.
What sets Mikesell apart is his attention
to  admin is t rat ive  rea l i t ies .  He
acknowledges that even a well-designed
tax  system  can  fai l  i f  i t  is  poorly
implemented.  Issues  such  as  taxpayer
compliance, enforcement costs, and the

political dynamics of tax reform receive
ca re fu l  t r ea tment .  Fo r  pub l i c
administrators,  this  perspective  is
invaluable because it highlights the gap
between  policy  design  and  policy
execution—a  gap  where  many  fiscal
initiatives  falter.
Mikesell  also  addresses  the  growing
complexity  of  intergovernmental  fiscal
relations. In an era where federal, state,
a n d  l o c a l  g o v e r n m e n t s  s h a r e
responsibility for funding public services,
understanding  how  revenues  flow
between levels of government is critical.
His  analysis  of  grants,  mandates,  and
revenue-sharing mechanisms provides a
roadmap  for  navigating  this  intricate
landscape.
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BUDGETING AS A CORE
FUNCTION IN MIKESELL’S

FRAMEWORK

Budgeting  occupies  a  central  place  in
Fiscal  Administration  Mikesell.
Mikesell sees the budget as more than a
financial  document;  it  is  a  statement  of
priorities,  a  tool  for  planning,  and  a
mechanism for accountability. He walks
readers through the budget cycle, from
preparation  and  approval  to  execution
and audit, highlighting the roles played
by different actors in the process.
Mikesell  is  particularly  insightful  when
discussing  budget  formats  and  their
implications.  He  compares  line-item
budgets, performance budgets, program
budgets,  and  zero-based  budgets,
explaining  how  each  format  shapes

decision-making.  The  line-item budget,
for example, provides tight control over
expenditures  but  can  obscure  the
connection  between  spending  and
outcomes.  Performance  budgeting,  by
contrast, focuses on results but requires
sophisticated  data  systems  that  many
governments lack.
By  presenting  these  formats  as  tools
with  specific  trade-offs,  Mikesell
empowers  readers  to  think  critically
about budgeting systems. He does not
advocate for one approach over another
in  a  dogmat ic  way.  Instead,  he
encourages  fiscal  administrators  to
understand the context they are working
in  and  to  choose  the  budgetary  tools
that  fit  their  organizational  needs  and
political  environment.



Fiscal Administration Mikesell 5

5

The Human
Element in Fiscal
Administration
One of  the most refreshing aspects of
Mikesell’s  work  is  its  recognition  that
fiscal  administration  is  fundamentally  a
human endeavor. Numbers alone do not
produce  good  governance;  people  do.
Mikesell  emphasizes the importance of
e t h i c s ,  t r a n s p a r e n c y ,  a n d
communication  in  public  financial
management.  He  argues  that  fiscal
administrators  must  be  not  only
technically  proficient  but  also  politically
astute  and  morally  grounded.

This  human  focus  extends  to  the
relationship  between  fiscal
administrators  and  elected  officials.
Mikesell  acknowledges  the  tension
between  professional  expertise  and
democratic control. While administrators
possess  technical  knowledge,  elected
officials  have  the  legitimacy  that  comes
from  popular  consent.  Navigating  this
tension  requires  diplomacy,  patience,
and  a  commitment  to  the  publ ic
interest—qualities that Mikesell believes
can be cultivated through education and
experience.
Another  dimension  of  the  human
element  i s  the  need  for  c i t i zen
engagement.  Mikesell  recognizes  that
public  budgeting  is  not  a  technocratic
exercise  best  left  to  experts.  It  is  a
democratic  process  that  benefits  from
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informed  public  participation.  He
discusses strategies for making budget
information  accessible  to  ordinary
citizens,  such  as  simplified  budget
summaries, public hearings, and online
portals.  When citizens understand how
their tax dollars are spent, they are more
likely  to  trust  government  and hold  it
accountable.

FISCAL ADMINISTRATION
MIKESELL AND MODERN
CHALLENGES

The  principles  laid  out  in  Fiscal
Administration Mikesell are not static.
Each new edition updates the content to
reflect contemporary issues, such as the
fiscal  implications  of  an  aging
population,  the  challenges  of  funding
infrastructure  maintenance,  and  the

impact of economic globalization on tax
policy.  Mikesell’s  framework  is  flexible
enough  to  accommodate  these  new
realities  while  remaining  grounded  in
timeless principles.
One pressing  modern  challenge is  the
rise  of  digital  government.  As  more
public  services  move  online,  fiscal
administrators must grapple with issues
such  as  cybersecurity  costs,  digital
equity,  and  the  tax  treatment  of  e-
commerce. Mikesell’s analytical tools are
well-suited  to  these  questions.  His
emphasis  on  administrative  feasibility
and taxpayer compliance, for example,
is directly relevant to debates about how
to tax digital transactions effectively.
Another  contemporary  issue  is  the
growing  urgency  of  environmental
sustainability. Governments at all levels



Fiscal Administration Mikesell 7

7

are  exploring  ways  to  align  fiscal  policy
with  environmental  goals,  such  as
carbon  taxes,  green  budgeting,  and
sustainable  procurement.  Mikesell’s
discussion  of  using  fiscal  instruments  to
achieve social objectives provides a solid
foundation  for  thinking  about  these
innovat ions .  He  he lps  readers
understand both the potential  and the
pitfalls of using the budget as a tool for
policy change.

Comparative
Perspectives on

Fiscal
Administration
While Fiscal Administration Mikesell
is rooted in the American experience, its
insights have global relevance. Mikesell
draws  on  international  examples  to
i l l u s t r a te  key  po in t s ,  and  h i s
comparative  approach  enriches  the
reader’s  understanding.  Public  financial
management  is  a  universal  challenge,
and the lessons learned in one context
often apply to others.
For  instance,  Mikesell  examines  fiscal
decentralization  in  different  countries,
showing  how  nations  as  diverse  as
Brazi l ,  India,  and  Germany  have
structured  intergovernmental  fiscal
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relations. These comparisons reveal that
there  is  no  single  best  model  for
organizing  public  finances.  The  optimal
arrangement  depends  on  a  country’s
history, geography, political system, and
level of economic development.
Similarly,  Mikesell’s  analysis  of  budget
reform efforts around the world provides
a  valuable  perspective  on  what  works
and what does not. He is cautious about
the transferability of  reforms from one
sett ing  to  another ,  not ing  that
ins t i tu t i ona l  con tex t  mat te r s
enormously. This humility is a hallmark
of his approach and a lesson that many
reformers would do well to heed.

STUDY AND APPLICATION OF
MIKESELL’S PRINCIPLES

For  students  of  public  administration,

Fiscal  Administration  Mikesell  is
more than a textbook; it  is a practical
guide to a career in public service. The
book’s  clear  explanations,  real-world
cases,  and  analytical  frameworks
prepare students for the challenges they
will  face  in  the  field.  Many  professors
assign the book not just for its content
but for the habits of mind it cultivates:
careful analysis, ethical reflection, and a
commitment to the public good.
For practitioners, Mikesell’s work offers a
reference they can turn  to  throughout
their  careers.  Whether  they  are
designing a new fee structure, preparing
a budget presentation, or evaluating a
grant program, the principles in the book
provide  guidance.  Mikesell’s  emphasis
on the administrative dimension of fiscal
policy  is  especially  valuable  for  those
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who  work  on  the  f ron t  l i nes  o f
government, where theory meets reality.
Professional  development  programs  in
public  financial  management  frequently
incorporate  Mikesell’s  concepts.
Workshops on tax administration, budget
analysis,  and  debt  management  often
draw  on  the  book’s  frameworks.  The
endur ing  popu la r i ty  o f  Fisca l
Administration Mikesell is evidence of
its practical utility. It is a resource that
pays for itself many times over in terms
of improved decision-making and more
effective public services.

The Role of

Technology and
Data in
Mikesell’s Vision
Mikesell  recognized  early  on  that
technology  would  transform  fiscal
administration.  In  recent  editions,  he
devotes  considerable  attention  to  the
role  of  financial  management
information systems, data analytics, and
performance  measurement.  Modern
fiscal  administrators  must  be
comfortable working with large datasets,
using  software  to  model  revenue
forecasts, and leveraging technology to
improve efficiency and transparency.
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However, Mikesell also sounds a note of
caution.  Technology  is  a  tool,  not  a
panacea.  Poorly  designed systems can
create more problems than they solve,
and  an  over-reliance  on  data  can
obscure  the  human  dimensions  of  fiscal
decision-making. Mikesell  encourages a
balanced  approach  that  harnesses  the
power  of  technology  while  remaining
mindful of its limitations.
The  rise  of  open  data  initiatives,  for
examp le ,  has  the  po ten t i a l  t o
revolutionize  public  budgeting  by
making information more accessible. But
Mikesell  points  out  that  transparency
alone  is  not  enough.  Data  must  be
presented  in  forms  that  citizens  can
understand,  and  governments  must
invest  in  the  infrastructure  needed  to
p r o d u c e  t i m e l y  a n d  a c c u r a t e

information.  These  implementation
challenges  are  at  the  heart  of  fiscal
administration.

CONCLUSION: WHY MIKESELL’S
LEGACY ENDURES

In  a  field  as  dynamic  as  public  financial
management, few textbooks achieve the
staying power of John L. Mikesell’s work.
Fiscal  Administration  Mikesell
continues to be widely read because it
addresses  the  fundamental  questions
that  every  generat ion  of  publ ic
administrators must answer: How should
government raise money? How should it
spend  it?  And  how  can  it  be  held
accountable for both?
Mikesell’s  approach is  distinguished by
its blend of technical rigor and practical
wisdom.  He  does  not  shy  away  from
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complexity, but he presents it in a way
that  is  accessible  and  relevant.  His
emphasis  on  the  administrat ive
dimension  of  fiscal  policy,  his  attention
to  ethical  considerations,  and  his
willingness  to  engage  with  real-world
dilemmas make the  book  an  enduring
resource.
For  anyone seeking to  understand the
art  and  science  of  fiscal  administration,
Mikesell  provides  a  reliable  compass.

The principles he articulates are not tied
to any particular moment in time; they
are the enduring foundations of  sound
public  financial  management.  In  an  era
of  fiscal  stress  and political  polarization,
these principles are more important than
e v e r .  B y  s t u d y i n g  F i s c a l
Administration  Mikesell,  we  equip
ourselves to meet the challenges of the
present  wh i le  bu i ld ing  a  more
accountable  and  effective  public  sector
for  the  future.


