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Dealing with bureaucracies

Familiesi hel

This is the cighth in a teries of 15
articles cxploring “American Fam-
ilies in Transition.” In this article,
socfologist Marvin B. Sussman
discusses how families can cope, {n-
dividually and collectively, with
modern bureaucracies,

91930, 1982 by the Regents of the Univer

lty of Califoruls.
By Marvin 8, Bussman
spacial wellor

bmpile dire warnlngs from some
quarters that the famlly is in trouble,
thq famlly as a form of human organl-
zation survives,

1t not only survives but does well by
its members. It cares for its own and
provides its young with skills and val-
ues they need to funetlon [n the world,
to form relationships and to deal with
soclety and its organizations,

To provide for its members — both
young and old — in today's soclety, the
family must obtain goods and services
from other Institutions lke schools,
cotparations, government agencics,

ho?plwll. .

t must dea) with bureaueracles that
cortrol the resources needed by famlly
mgmbers to survive and thrive,

But famllies have neither rellnqu-
Ished all their major roles to bureauc-
racles, as some critics have argued, nor
are they helpless — as individuat unlts
oriin organlzed groups — In dealng
wlth large burcaucratic organlzations.

FAMILIES TODAY, as [n yester-
year, are the primary care system for
their members, from the newborn to
the elderly. Although and

Families in
Transition

turance, love, emotional support, car-
Ing, solldarity and instruction required
{for survlval and for a reasonably satls.
fying lfe.

Inevitably in our complex soclety, a
Jarge part of the instrueilon that fami-
1les provide must be In dealing with bu-
reaucracles that are more powerful
than themselves. This by o difficult
task, For one thing, large-scale organ.
Izations llke government and business

TO NEGOTIATE bureaucratlc instl.
tutlons to get what thelr members need
(and have a right to), families learn to
usg Informal and personal resources
for leveraga on the Institution. Every
formal burcaucratle institution bas in-
formal ties to the communlity through
the kinship and friendship circles of the
people who ataff the organization.

For example, a mother who wished
to sce that her chlld gets falr treatment
at school may visit the child’s teacher,
volunteer for fleld-trips or tutoring, or
work wlith the p t-teach 1}

ir members cope

ing and Jack goes home. He teils hls
mother about his frustrations, He
doesn't know where to get cither his

birth certiflcate or g driver’a license,

But his mother's cousin has a friend
in tha city clerk’s office who can give
him the information and direction he
needs. She phones the cousln who tells
Jack to come to her office the next day
and she wlil Introduce him to her

friend.

‘THIS CASE — not at all untypical —

tion. These gestures are not intended to
bring undue influence, but they insure
that the child will be visible to the
teacher, a person rather than an anony-
mous face in a classroom group.

‘The polnt is that the famlly uses the
people withln the hureaucracy to get
what It necds for its members to live
good lives. And it teaches Its young how
to go about using such’ personal re-
sources to grease the machinery In
what can otherwise be the frustrating,

le-bound obstacles of

ofien Ignore or deny the of
familles.

They deal only with individluals, be-
cause it Is the indlvidual worker, pa-
tlent, consumer, or cltizen whom the
institutlon wlshes to contrel, and fit
into its operation.

LOOKING AT the indlvidual as a
member of a famlly compllcates the
work of the institutlon, adding com.
plexlty to declsions, ‘requlring excep-
tions to the rules, and disrupting order-

of the

ly g
When pany offlcials order a mana-

institutions provide speclalized service
such as health care, relatlvely few per-
sons grow up or llve out thelr llves in
institutlens,

Even among those over the age of 65,
only about 5 percent are in long-term
care facilltles such as nursing homes or
homes for the aged.

‘This is striking evidence that fami-
lics are the best sulted structures to
provide growlng human beings the nur-

This series wap written for
Courses by Newspaper, a pro-
gram of University Extension,
University of Callfornla, San
Diego. 1t was funded by a
grant from the National En-
dowment for the Humanitles.

ger to move to another part of the
country, they assume that the manager
wlll see that his or her family moves.
The famlly's reaction has not tradition-
ally been the company's concern.

On their surface burcaucracies are
Impersonal and ratlonal, They are gov-
erned by rules, and are thus presuma-
bly fafr and immune to personal influ.
ence. They arc, ideally, systems de-
signed to permit easy soclal exchange
among strangers in a world that Is too
large and complex for cxchange to be
governed solely by kinship, friendshlp,
and other informatl, personal relatlon-
ships,

But the words y" and

encounters.

Let's look at a hypothetieal case: a
16-year-old young man — call him
Jack — tries to get a job and Is told
that he needs a driver’s Hoense and a
Soclal Securily card. He goes to the So-
clal Security offiee, fllls out forms, and
walts what scems a very long time, Fi-
nally he is told that he nceds a birth
certiticate to get his card and number.

By this time buslness hours are end-

College credit
can be earned

Weatern Michlgan University offers
college credlt by correspondence for
completing a course of study in con-
Junctlon with the scries Famllles in

-ansition,

Upon completion, two credit hours
are awarded and are applicable toward
a degree at Western Unlversity or
transferrable to any college or unlver.
slty. Enroliments wlll be taken at any
tIme and students have up to one year

“burcaucratic” have come to tonnote
an (nefficlent, rule-bound, mazellke
system that obstruets rather than facil-
itates obtalning services,

the course. The fee Is
$11350,

For further information on this or
other correspondence courses offered
by the unlverslty, contact: IGernldlnn

only will Jack ba able to get what he
needs, but he wlll be learning import-
ant lessons about soclety and bureauc.

racy.
He will lcarn that when he Is frus.

trated In dealings with formal argan-
fzations, he may be able to work that
sysiem through “connectlons.” There Is

nothing objectionable ar demeaning In
such action, since the bureaucracy

wants lo serve its cllentele but Is often
unable to do so ciflciently because of
regulations and because of unenthusi-
astlc workers,

Some famllies have greater skill and
resources in using this informal system
of connections than others. The well.
educated and wealthy are more likely
to know people in power positions, and
they know how to enter and make
themselves visible in burcaucratie sys.
tems. When their children need jobs,
these famllies know where to send

em.

Sometimes famllics band together
with other famllies to get somcthing
done. Their objective Is to exert pres-
sure on burcaucracles by farming or-
ganizatlons with programs designed to
obtain sympathetic public support and
credIbllity, and with implled threats to
replace elected officials If they do not
hs the messages for action from
thesc organizatlons,

TWO SUCH organizationy’ arc
D, the acronym for Mothers
Against Drunk Drivers, and SLAM,
which stands for Concerned Cltizens
for Stronger Leglslation Agalnst Child
Molesters.

MADD origlnated with a number of
famitles in which a member had died
from an accldent involving a drunk
driver, Many other famllics soon joined
its ranks. Working through local chap-
ters, they have been conducting mass

edin aimed at
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the public and wuslog the vating
franchise to bring about stricter lawa
agalnst drunk drivers and more severe
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how famllies can use the
informal system to get things done. Not

 getthes

penalties by judges ruling In such cas-
es,
SLAM had s origins In Californla
s

quest for lentency by the mother of two
of the boys.
It is obvlous that the functionaries of

when Patti L

the courts, pollce, legis-

was kidnapped, raped, tortured and
sirangled before her third birthday,
Within two years the organlzation has
aftracted more than 30,000 members
natlonwide.

In California the group was success-
ful in chianging the law so that molest.
crs recelve mandatory prison seatenc-
es, In the past, the majority of child
molesters were never jailed, In 1980,
for example, it is reported that only 15
percent went to jall, 25 percent were
sent to a state hospltal, and 60 percent
were placed on probatlon,

‘This group, with its potitical, educa-
tional, and proposed Ieglslatlve pro-
grams, s beginning to have a real im-
pact.

latures, human services agencies, are
responding to these family coalltions.
‘This itlustrates the palnt that a collec-
tive of famllies organlzed around a spe-
citie and meanlngful objectlve can
have influence and power, and that bu-
reaucracles can be changed,

Famllles and buresucracles need one
another. They have different functions
to peform but they must tolerate and
complement each other, Famllies have
developed technlques and skills to han-
dle the demands of burcaucracles,
When Internal resources are not suffl-
cient to do this, familles wlll Increas. -
ingly band together and crgage In co)-
Iectlve actlon,

THERE ARE SLAM in
Nebraska, New York, Colorado, Wash-
ington, and IMlinols, and clsewhere Its
actlvlties are recelving national atten.
tlon, In Florlda a scoutmaster who
pleaded gullty to molesting some of his
charges was sentenced to 60 years in
prison, with all but 15 years suspended
and the rest on probation, desplte a re-
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