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INTRODUCTION:
WHY FISCAL
ADMINISTRATION
MATTERS – THE
LEGACY OF JOHN
MIKESELL

For  decades,  students
and  practitioners  of
public  administration
have  turned  to  one
authoritative  voice  to
d e m y s t i f y  t h e
c o m p l e x i t i e s  o f
government budgeting,
revenue  management,
and  financial
accountability:  John
Mikesell. His landmark
t e x t b o o k ,  F i s c a l
A d m i n i s t r a t i o n :
A n a l y s i s  a n d

Applications  for  the
Publ ic  Sector ,  has
become a cornerstone
in  the  field,  shaping
how  future  pub l ic
servants  understand
the  delicate  interplay
between  policy  goals
and financial  reality.  In
a n  e r a  w h e n
government  budgets
face  unprecedented
st ra in  f rom  ag ing
populations,  climate-
related  expenditures,
and  volatile  revenue
streams,  Mikesell’s
framework  offers  a
clear,  practical  guide
for making sound fiscal
decisions.  This  article
explores  the  enduring
i m p a c t  o f  J o h n
Mikesel l ’s  work  on
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fiscal  administration,
the  key  concepts  he
introduced,  and  why
his  approach  remains
as  relevant  today  as
when  his  first  edition
was  published.
T h e  t e r m  “ J o h n
Mikesell  fiscal
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ”
encapsulates not just a
t e x t b o o k  b u t  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
philosophy  of  public
financial  management.
Mikesel l ’s  wr i t ing
b r i d g e s  t h e  g a p
between  theoretical
public  finance  and  the
real-world  challenges
that  budget  officers,
city  managers,  and
state  legislators  face
every day. By focusing
on  practical  tools,
ethical  considerations,
a n d  t h e  p o l i t i c a l
context  of  budgeting,
he has helped shape a
g e n e r a t i o n  o f
administrators who can
navigate  the  often-

challenging  waters  of
governmental resource
allocation. Let us delve
into the core elements
of  his  approach  and
see  why  fiscal
administration,  in  the
Mikesell  tradition,  is
more  important  than
ever.

WHO IS JOHN
MIKESELL? A BRIEF
PROFESSIONAL
PORTRAIT

John  L.  Mikesell  is  a
Professor  Emeritus  of
P u b l i c  a n d
Environmental  Affairs
at  Indiana  University
Bloomington, where he
taught  for  over  40
years.  He  earned  his
Ph.D.  in  economics
from the University  of
I l l i n o i s  a n d  h a s
published  extensively
on  public  budgeting,
s t a t e  a n d  l o c a l
government  finance,
tax administration, and
revenue  forecasting.
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His work is widely cited
in  academic  journals
and  has  in fo rmed
policy at both the state
and federal levels. But
f o r  m o s t  p u b l i c
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n
students,  Mikesell’s
most  recognizable
contr ibution  is  his
t e x t b o o k  F i s c a l
Administration,  now in
its 10th or 11th edition
( t h e  m o s t  r e c e n t
e d i t i o n s  a r e  c o -
authored  or  revised
with  updated  content).
What  sets  Mikesell
a p a r t  f r o m  o t h e r
textbook authors is his
insistence on marrying
analytical  rigor  with
accessible  language.
He  does  not  assume
r e a d e r s  a r e
economists;  instead,
he builds concepts step
by  step,  using  case
studies, examples, and
clear  diagrams.  The
phrase “John Mikesell
fiscal

administration”  thus
evokes a teaching style
that  is  both  rigorous
and empathetic—a rare
combination  in  a  field
often dominated by dry
formulas and confusing
acronyms.

CORE CONCEPTS
IN MIKESELL’S
FISCAL
ADMINISTRATION
FRAMEWORK

To  understand  the
influence  of  Mikesell’s
work, one must explore
the  key  p i l l a rs  he
emphasizes throughout
his text. These themes
recur  across  chapters
and provide a cohesive
lens  through which  to
view any governmental
financial operation.

The
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Budget
as a
Political
and
Economic
Documen

t
Mikesel l  famously
a r g u e s  t h a t  a
government  budget  is
n e v e r  a  m e r e
spreadsheet;  it  is  a
political document that
reflects  priorities,
trade-offs,  and  power
dynamics.  He  teaches
readers to see beyond
the  numbers  to  the
underlying  decisions
about  who gets  what,
when,  and  how.  This
perspect ive  helps

future  administrators
anticipate  conflict  and
build  consensus.  For
example,  when  a  city
c o u n c i l  d e b a t e s
whether to fund a new
library or  repair  aging
roads,  the  budget
becomes  the  arena
where  values  clash.
Mikesell’s  approach
equips  students  with
tools  to  present  data
clearly,  whi le  also
understanding  the
human  and  political
dimensions  of  those
choices.

Revenue
Structure
and Tax
Policy
Another  major  thread
in  Mikesell’s  work  is
the analysis of revenue
systems.  He  explores
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different  types  of
t a x e s — p r o p e r t y ,
i n c o m e ,  s a l e s ,
exc ise—and  the i r
economic  effects.  He
also examines non-tax
revenues  like  fees,
c h a r g e s ,  a n d
i n t e r g o v e r n m e n t a l
transfers. A core lesson
is  that  no  revenue
source is perfect; each
has  trade-offs  in  terms
of  equity,  efficiency,
and  administrative
simplicity.  The  John
Mikesell  fiscal
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n
approach  emphasizes
that  a  well-designed
t a x  s y s t e m  m u s t
b a l a n c e  t h e s e
competing criteria. For
instance,  he discusses
how property taxes can
be  regress ive  but
stable,  while  sales
taxes are more elastic
but can burden lower-
income households. His
nuanced analysis helps
policymakers  avoid

simplistic  “cut  taxes”
vs .  “ ra i se  t axes”
debates.

Expendit
ure
Managem
ent and
Cost
Analysis
Budgeting  is  not  just
about raising money; it
is  about  spending  it
w i s e l y .  M i k e s e l l
dedicates  significant
a t t e n t i o n  t o
expenditure  control,
p e r f o r m a n c e
budgeting,  and  cost-
benefit  analysis.  He
introduces  techniques
such  as  zero-based
budgeting  (ZBB)  and
program  budgeting
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(PPBS), but always with
a  c r i t i c a l
eye—acknowledging
their theoretical appeal
while  noting  practical
i m p l e m e n t a t i o n
c h a l l e n g e s .  F o r
example,  he  might
explain  how  a  school
d i s t r i c t  c a n  u s e
performance measures
to  allocate  resources
more  effectively,  but
caution  that  poorly
designed  metrics  can
encourage gaming the
system.  This  balanced
perspective  is  one
reason why instructors
trust his text.

Financial
Managem
ent:
Cash,

Debt, and
Pensions
Beyond  the  annual
budget  cycle,  Mikesell
covers  the  ongoing
financial  operations  of
a  government:  cash
management,  debt
issuance,  and  pension
fund administration. He
explains  why  even  a
balanced  budget  can
run into trouble if cash
flows are mismanaged,
and  how  short-term
borrowing can be a tool
rather  than  a  sign  of
distress.  His  chapters
on public pensions are
particularly  timely,
g iven  the  funding
crises  facing  many
states. He breaks down
actuarial  assumptions,
investment  strategies,
a n d  t h e  p o l i t i c a l
t e m p t a t i o n  t o
underfund  retirement
systems.  The  “John
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Mikesell  fiscal
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ”
f r a m e w o r k  t h u s
provides a holistic view
of  public  finance,
connecting  short-term
budgeting  with  long-
term  obligations.

WHY MIKESELL’S
APPROACH IS
STILL RELEVANT IN
THE 2020S

Some  might  assume
that  a  textbook  first
published in the 1980s
might be outdated. Yet
M i k e s e l l ’ s  c o r e
principles have proven
remarkably  durable,
even  whi le  he  has
continuously  updated
examples  and  data.
H e r e  a r e  s e v e r a l
reasons  why  his  work
remains  essential  for
anyone  studying  or
prac t i c ing  pub l i c
financial management.

Facing
New
Fiscal
Challenge
s
F r o m  t h e  G r e a t
R e c e s s i o n  t o  t h e
COVID-19  pandemic
and  the  subsequent
inflation  surge,
governments  have
f a c e d  a  s e r i e s  o f
shocks  that  test  their
fiscal  resilience.
Mikesell’s guidance on
r a i n y  d a y  f u n d s ,
contingency  planning,
a n d  r e v e n u e
diversification  is  more
relevant than ever. For
instance,  during  the
pandemic,  cities  that
had followed his advice
to build reserve funds
were  better  able  to
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maintain  serv ices
without  drastic  cuts.
The analytical tools he
provides—such  as
sensitivity  analysis  in
r e v e n u e
f o r e c a s t i n g — h e l p
administrators  prepare
for uncertainty.

Technolo
gical
Change
and
Transpar
ency
Modern  fiscal
admin is t ra t ion  i s
increasingly  digital:  e-
procurement,  online
tax  filing,  and  open
data  portals  are  now
standard.  Mikesell’s
l a t e r  e d i t i o n s

incorporate  these
changes,  discussing
how  technology  can
improve  efficiency  but
a l so  r a i se  equ i t y
concerns  (e.g.,  digital
d i v i d e s  i n  t a x
compliance).  He  also
e m p h a s i z e s  t h e
i m p o r t a n c e  o f
t ransparency  and
citizen  engagement,  a
theme that aligns with
the  growing  open-
g o v e r n m e n t
movement.  The  John
Mikesell  fiscal
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n
approach  integrates
these  innovat ions
without losing sight of
foundational principles.

Ethical
Dimensio
ns of
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Public
Finance
Perhaps  one  of  the
most underappreciated
aspects  of  Mikesell’s
work  is  i ts  eth ica l
g r o u n d i n g .  H e
regularly  returns  to
questions  of  fairness:
who  bears  the  tax
burden?  Are  public
services  distributed
equitably?  How  can
administrators  avoid
conflicts  of  interest  in
procurement? In an era
of  heightened concern
about  corruption  and
inequa l i ty ,  these
questions are front and
center.  Mikesell’s  text
does  not  preach,  but
by  presenting  case
studies  (such  as  the
m i s u s e  o f  b o n d
p r o c e e d s  o r  t h e
manipulation of budget
assumpt ions) ,  he
encourages readers to

think  critically  about
the  moral  dimensions
of their work.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
FOR STUDENTS
AND
PRACTITIONERS

If  you  are  a  student
just  embarking  on  a
public  administration
p r o g r a m ,  o r  a
seasoned  budget
officer  looking  to
r e f r e s h  y o u r
knowledge,  here  are
some essential lessons
f rom  the  Mikese l l
perspective  that  can
guide  your  practice:

Understand the
budget cycle:
Preparation,
approval,
execution, and
audit. Each stage
has its own
challenges and
opportunities for
influence.
Master
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revenue
forecasting
(and its limits):
Use multiple
methods and
always consider
pessimistic
scenarios.
Link spending
to outcomes:
Performance
information can
improve
decisions, but
only if used
intelligently.
Manage debt
carefully:
Leverage can be
beneficial for
capital projects,
but excessive
debt burdens
future
generations.
Communicate
with
stakeholders: A
budget that is
understood is
more likely to be
supported.

Always
consider
equity: Analyze
who pays and
who benefits
from any fiscal
policy change.

These  pr inc ip les ,
drawn  from  the  John
Mikesell  fiscal
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n
canon,  form  a  solid
foundation  for  ethical
and  effective  public
financial  management.

COMPARING
MIKESELL’S
APPROACH TO
OTHER PUBLIC
FINANCE TEXTS

While  many textbooks
cover public budgeting
(for example, those by
Axe l r od ,  Lee  and
Johnson,  or  Kelly  and
Rivenbark),  Mikesell’s
work  stands  out  in
several ways. First, it is
explicitly  aimed  at  a
broad  audience  of
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future  administrators
rather than economics
majors.  Second,  i t
offers  more  detailed
technical  appendices
(e.g., on present value
calculations  or  bond
rating  analysis)  while
keep ing  the  ma in
narrative  accessible.
Third,  and  perhaps
most  importantly,  it
integrates  state  and
loca l  government
perspectives  far  more
than  many  federal-
focused  texts.  Since
m o s t  p u b l i c
administrators work at
the  subnational  level,
t h i s  e m p h a s i s  i s
invaluable. The phrase
“John  Mikesell  fiscal
administrat ion”  is
synonymous  with  a
practical,  applied,  and
balanced  view  of  the
field.

CONCLUSION: THE
ENDURING VALUE

OF MIKESELL’S
FISCAL
ADMINISTRATION

In  a  wor ld  of  rapid
change,  the  principles
of  sound  fiscal
administration  remain
a constant  need.  John
Mikesell ’s  seminal
textbook has educated
generations  of  public
servants,  providing
them with the tools to
m a n a g e  p u b l i c
resources  responsibly,
effectively,  and
equitably. Whether you
are  studying  for  an
MPA, working in a city
budget  office,  or
serving  on  a  school
board, the lessons from
Mikesell’s  work  can
help  you  ask  better
questions,  analyze
trade-offs more clearly,
and  ultimately  make
decisions  that  serve
the public interest. The
John  Mikesell  fiscal
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n
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legacy  is  not  just  a
b o o k ;  i t  i s  a
mindset—one  that
va lues  ev idence ,
ethics,  and  the  art  of
t h e  p o s s i b l e .  A s
governments  continue
to face pressures from
d e m o g r a p h i c s ,
t e c h n o l o g y ,  a n d

climate  change,  that
mindset will be needed
more  than  ever.  By
e m b r a c i n g  t h e
fundamentals  Mikesell
so  carefully  laid  out,
we  can  build  a  more
resilient and fair public
sector for the decades
to come.


