
CSUSB MPA Program 
2017-2018 Comprehensive Exam Question Pool 

 
The MPA Comprehensive Exam consists of two parts; a core course section and an integrative 
section.  On exam day you will answer two core questions and one integrative question- (a total 
of 3 questions).  The question pool is listed below.  There are four questions for each core 
course.  One question for each core course will be selected for each exam. On the day of the 
exam you will select two course based questions to answer.  
 
Yhose who have a concentration in Public Financial Management MUST answer the 615 and 
663 questions and those who have a concentration in Leadership MUST answer the 662 and 
664 questions. 
 
After the core questions below there is a list of five integrative case study questions. For the 
exam you will be randomly assigned ONE of the integrative questions to answer. That means 
you need to prepare for all of them.  
 
Contact MPA Coordinator, Jonathan Anderson, with any questions about the process. 
jonathan.anderson@csusb.edu 
  
 
Course Based Questions 
 
PA 603  Research Methods in Administration 
1. Research goals can be exploratory, descriptive or explanatory.  Identify a public policy 

problem and write an essay describing three different research approaches, depending on each 

of these three goals.  For each approach, describe the research you propose, what methods 

you would use, and discuss research validity, both internal and external, for each goal.  

2. Suppose that your city’s Chamber of Commerce opened an online forum soliciting citizens’ 

opinions about renovating a historical theatre in the city. You want to conduct a content analysis 

of citizens’ postings on the forum. Please develop a plan for your content analysis. In your plan, 

define content analysis and discuss how you will carry out the research, including what your 

research questions are, what your unit of analysis is, how you will collect your sample, how you 

will code the content and how you will analyze the data. Explain why you made your choices. 

3. Suppose you are investigating the impact of a terrorist act in City A.  You want to conduct a 

focus group of key stakeholders.  Develop a plan that describes the process for implementing 

your focus group and for analyzing the results.  Address how you will deal with potential ethical 

and political issues.   

4. There are concerns over the University’s use of SOTEs (Student Evaluations of Teaching 

Effectiveness) to assess teaching performance. The two following questions are used for the 

assessment: 

1) How would you rate the overall quality of instruction in this course? 

2) How would you rate your professor’s specific contributions to your learning in this course? 

Based on your personal experience, discuss methodological issues of the SOTE tool, such as 

internal and external validity, reliability, bias, sampling, self reporting and ethical issues. 
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PA 611 Public Administration Theory and Practice 

1. Discuss the similarities of the Weberian bureaucratic model and Taylor’s “principles” of 
scientific management.  How are individuals viewed within the context of an organization?  
Explore two basic assumptions behind the two perspectives. 
 
2. Public administration has been said to encompass various other fields and disciplines, in 
particular management, law and politics.  Discuss how public administration incorporates 
elements of management, law and politics in theory and in practice. 
 
3. In recent years we have witnessed an increased number of efforts to make public 
bureaucracies more accountable and responsive. Please, provide detailed answers to the 
following questions (be specific in your answers): 
a) What are some of the more important reasons behind this drive to make bureaucracies more 
accountable? 
b) To whom should public bureaucracies be accountable?  
c) What are some means through which bureaucracies can be held accountable?  
d) What are the desired results of having more accountable bureaucracies? 
 
4. In an increasingly multicultural, globalized, and complex world, ethical public administration is 
harder to articulate . Discuss three major theorists on ethics in society and government, and 
how adoption of their perspectives might help resolve ethical problems in public administration. 
Please support your discussion with real world examples.  
 
 
PA 615 Public Financial Management 
1. You have been hired to design an internal control system for a newly incorporated city. 
Explain what comprises internal control in local government and the role of auditing in internal 
controls. Identify and explain six examples of control activities you would include in your design 
and how they support sound financial management.  Finally, discuss some of the benefits and 
drawbacks of installing a management information system to support your internal control plan.  

2. Explain and critique the role of public procurement in public financial management. What 
makes an effective public procurement program?  Make sure you consider both practical and 
political issues. 

3. Numerous scholars have argued that financial management in the public sector is 
significantly more complex than the private sector.  Public officials and managers are subject to 
significantly more constraints and under more scrutiny than their private sector counterparts. 
Above all public managers are bound to uphold ethical, accountability and social equity 
principles.  Discuss in detail how the values of ethics, accountability and social equity are 
reflected in public financial management practices.  

4. In light of the recent recession, assessing the financial conditions of local government has 
become popular.  Discuss the importance of financial condition assessment from the 
perspective of public managers, elected officials, the public and the business community. 
Identify the tools public managers commonly use to assess financial conditions. Finally, identify 
four indicators to assess the financial condition of a local government and what each indicator 
means.  

 
 



PA 650 Public Sector MIS 
1. You are assigned the task of “branding” and “promoting” your city using social media tools. 

Write a memo for the City Council explaining what social media is, and propose a campaign 

using at least three social media tools.  Identify and discuss three critical issues that need to be 

addressed before implementing the project.    

2. You are the IT director of City B. The county sheriff is proposing an information sharing 
system among law enforcement agencies in the county to facilitate cross- jurisdictional 
collaboration to combat crime. Your city manager wants to know more about this issue. 
Compose a memo to the city manager specifying;  
 
a) the need for information sharing and the problems the city will face if it adopts a “less-than-
robust” system or no system;  
b) two information sharing models for consideration; 
c) three technical challenges and three political factors the city is certain to face as it develops 
and deploys a new information sharing system; and 
d) your definition of success.  
 

3.   “Big data” and “knowledge management” are changing the focus of many public sector 
agencies from internal data management to external data access and exploitation on a much 
different level. This transformation will place new requirements and responsibilities on IT 
management to support the new opportunities and initiatives.    
  
a) Define what is commonly meant by “big data” and “knowledge management.”  How will these 
concepts change the focus of both general and IT programs within public sector agencies. 
b) Identify two contemporary government functions that will be greatly enhanced by an effective 
program of knowledge management.   
c) Describe the specific issues and problems that currently constrain performance because of 
an inability to manage and exploit data, and  
d) what would you do to establish an effective knowledge management system that would 
enhance the agency’s overall performance.   
 
4.  The General Accountability Office (GAO) has reported that enterprise-wide technology 
projects are a high-risk investment for all – but public sector initiatives fail to meet expectations 
approximately twice as often as similar projects undertaken in the private sector.   The 
Brookings Institution reports that major technology projects are failing in the public sector at an 
“alarming rate” and are resulting in “billions of dollars lost, embarrassment, redundancy, waste, 
and a loss in public trust".    

Write a short essay in which you explain why you think the failure rate is higher in public sector 
agencies.   Is it an issue of technological capabilities, resources, management, culture, or 
something else?   Describe three management tools that, if used properly, have the potential to 
improve the record of public IT projects.  What do you believe is the SINGLE most important 
element of each tool.  Explain your reasoning.  

 

 

 



PA 662 Human Resource Management in the Public Sector 
1. Define and contrast civil service, merit system, and at-will employment.  Describe the trend to 
loosen traditional merit systems, converting some of them to less than merit systems but more 
than at-will systems (sometimes referred to as merit light systems).  Discuss the appropriate 
and inappropriate use of patronage in contemporary political-administrative systems. Don’t 
merely provide definitions; be sure to provide substantial discussion as well. 

2. Rank-in-person systems have a very different philosophy and operation than rank-in-job 
systems. Compare and contrast rank-in-person versus rank-in-job systems providing examples 
of their different impacts.  What are the technical differences?  When do they tend to be used in 
organizations?  What challenges are there when both are used in the same organization? 

3.  Discuss recent compensation, retirement, and benefits trends in the public sector. (Only 
discuss benefits in terms of the employee compensation package.)  What trends have been 
emerging and why?  Is there any difference between California and the rest of the country? 
Provide examples. Use analytic language and refrain from personal commentary.   

4. Discuss the increasingly challenging environment for public sector unions.  What issues loom 
large that would possibly challenge unions even more?  What strategies will unions have to 
consider utilizing if they are to be as effective as possible in the future? 

 
PA 663 Public Budgeting and Finance  
1. Develop a revenue policy brief for new city council members that explains the principle of 
“equity” with respect to community tax and fee options. Specifically address (a) equity in theory, 
and (b) equity in practice.  Further, discuss equity in action (politics and social equity) while 
discussing the relative community importance of at least three common guidelines, with an 
example of each. (Concisely define all concepts you discuss.) 

2.  A new pro-business, pro-jobs city council majority takes office shortly in the City of 
Anywhere. The City Manager has assigned you to prepare a briefing memo that: 
a) explains the key factors spurring competition among cities and counties for new businesses; 
b) reviews economic concerns about the inefficiencies of local business tax incentives;   
c) summarizes the primary factors affecting business location decisions in the initial search for 
possible sites; and  
d) critiques two policy options for business investment.  
  
3. Identify and give examples of the four major types of capital improvements.  Then identify and 
discuss four common methods governments used to prioritize capital improvement projects and  
the pros and cons of each option. Finally, describe at least four major sources of conflict likely to 
arise in the capital budgeting process. 
 
4. Public budgeting provides the foundation for accounting control and reflects the fund 
structures that underlie the accounting system. Explain the rationale behind “fund accounting” in 
public budgeting. Define the following terms commonly used in fund accounting: account, asset 
accounts, liquidity, liability accounts, and fund balance. Using standard pubic budgeting fund 
structure (Governmental, Proprietary, and Fiduciary Funds), describe at least five funds with an 
example of each. 
 

 



PA 664 Management of Public Organizations 
1. Discuss the role of three characteristics of public service leaders and why they are 
important.  How do these characteristics influence the external relations challenges facing public 
service leaders? How can public service leaders enact these characteristics when engaged in 
external relations? 

2. How can a public service leader distinguish between the intrinsic and extrinsic motivations of 
their subordinates?  How do these types of motivations overlap (or not) with public service 
motivation? How will distinctions between the motivations of your employees influence your 
personal style as a public service leader? 

3. What do you see as the primary challenges for leading public agencies?  What solutions 
would you suggest?  How can the new public service, as defined by Denhardt et al., help 
formulate appropriate public service leadership strategies and enable better management? 

4. What are the key differences between task-oriented and relationship-oriented theories of 
leadership?  Which of these leadership theories do you feel is more important for public service 
leadership? Why?  Provide examples of how a public service leader might influence the culture 
of their organization through each type of leadership. 
 

PA 672 Administrative Regulation 
1. Identify and discuss the impacts of five elements of the Constitution important to 
administrative law.  One example is the Commerce Clause.  
2. What is the basic rule making process (technically called informal rulemaking)?  Discuss at 
least two variants. 
3. What is administrative law?  Discuss the importance of administrative law for managers and 
executives.  While all public administrators have to be aware of administrative law authorities 
and constraints, nowhere is this more true than with police officers. Discuss the types of 
Constitutional and administrative law issues that law enforcement must be highly aware of and 
deal with on a regular basis.  

4. Discuss ways in which the Trump Administration (and Congress) has been typical and 
atypical in relation to administrative law considerations related to rulemaking. Note: this is a 
technical question, not one related to politics or ideology per se; refrain from personal 
commentary.  
 

PA680 Public Policy Analysis 
1. Problem identification is an extremely important step in the policy process.  Why?  What are 
the main challenges of problem identification in today’s interconnected world?  Discuss in detail 
a current local problem that has become more complicated with globalization.  

2. Evaluation is an important part of policymaking, but one that is not always included or 
undertaken well.  Explain in detail why this is the case.  What internal conflicts do government 
agencies experience with evaluation?  Describe two methods of evaluation. Explain the benefits 
and challenges of each.  

3. How does political culture impact policy making in the United States?  Define and provide 
examples of political culture and discuss its impact on the policy making process. Discuss the 
impacts on the national policy arena versus state/local policy arenas. 

 



4. What role do public managers play in the policy making process? Discuss two positive and 
two negative externalities of the policy process that result from bureaucratic involvement. 
Provide one real world example for both the positive and negative externalities.  

 

Integrative Questions 
 
Question # 1   Leadership/Management  
You are the Chief Executive Officer of a California County. The federal government is 
requesting assistance from municipalities to help enforce immigration laws.  This will 
involve checking citizenship status for those arrested in the County and providing back 
up for raids undertaken by federal authorities.  
 
The Sheriff is independently elected in California counties, with legal authority to deploy 
resources at her/his discretion, while the Board of Supervisors have budget 
authorization authority. The Sheriff is mandated to run the jail where those arrested by 
municipalities, including the county, are booked. The Sheriff also provides law 
enforcement for county areas outside of cities and for some cities by contract.  The 
County Supervisors request a briefing from the Sheriff and you to outline the issues and 
to advise them how to respond to the federal requests.  
 
a) How will you address this task, understanding that part of your role is to help facilitate 
a consensus by supervisors while collaboratively working with the Sheriff? 
b) What guidance will you recommend for this politically sensitive issue? 
c) As you consult with various stakeholders, as well as the County Supervisors in open 
meetings, what leadership style(s) will you use?  Is/are the style(s) different for different 
stakeholders? 
d) How will you communicate the policy to internal and external stakeholders?   
e) Recommend how Supervisors should respond to the federal requests.  
 
 
Question # 2  Policy Process  
The policy process is similar at all levels of government in the United States, but there 
are differences in issues, in stakeholders and in political and legal structures.  A new 
problem for many municipalities is the regulation of private use of drones or unmanned 
aerial vehicles.  Discuss the policy issues for municipalities seeking to regulate drones.  
Propose a policy to address the issue. 

a) What is the problem you are identifying?  Are there other perspectives of the 
problem?    

b) Identify internal and external stakeholders. How are they affected by policy 
definition?    

c) Identify the steps of policy development and discuss how you will manage the 
policy development process.  

d) Recommend a policy alternative and back up your solution with reasons and 
evidence.  

 



 
Question #3  Critical Thinking/ Problem Solving 
The California City of X has a homeless problem, similar to many other cities. Some 
believe enforcing laws against vagrancy and panhandling are the solution. Business 
owners feel customers avoid their shops when homeless people are on the sidewalks.  
Some feel this is a community health issue and want to prevent the spread of 
communicable diseases and the pests that is exacerbated by piles of what some would 
call trash, but others call property.  Police feel this is a law enforcement problem, but 
need the support of elected officials before they can remove homeless encampments, 
and arrest or move individuals they see as vagrants. Others see this as a human rights 
problem.  They believe the homeless have a right to their style of life.  Still others see it 
as a social service issue, with a needy population requiring social services.   
 
Prepare a brief for the city council that 
a) identifies the problem(s) that needs solved, 
b) identifies the stakeholders and political issues involved, 
c) suggests how you should study the problem and what data should be collected, 
d) proposes alternative approaches to the problem and their costs and benefits, and 
e) makes a recommendation supported by reasons and evidence. 
 
 
Question #4  Public Service Perspective 
You are the director of the county elections office.  Several issues have been repeatedly 
discussed at the Board of Supervisors meetings.  Some criticize the inefficiency of your 
office.  Others suggest there is a problem of voter fraud.  People who are deceased 
have been recorded as voting (see the study done by CBS Los Angeles 
http://losangeles.cbslocal.com/2016/05/23/cbs2-investigation-uncovers-votes-being-
cast-from-grave-year-after-year/).  
 
There are proposals to make voter identification more rigorous. Others have suggested 
shutting down voting sites to allow your office to concentrate its resources on fewer 
locations.  Some are concerned about the tax dollars spent on the elections process.  
a) Discuss the differences in goals and processes between the public and private 
sector, particularly in terms of the elections process. 
b)  What dilemmas will you have to balance in responding to these proposals? 
c)  How will you seek to motivate your workforce in the midst of criticism of their 
performance? 
d)  What are your ethical and democratic obligations as director of elections for the 
county? 
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Question #5   Diversity/Communications 
Law enforcement has come under attack from various groups.  While the police have 
been criticized for their responses to minority groups, they have also been criticized for 
perceived increased crime.  Law enforcement has to balance issues of public safety 
with individual rights.    
 
You are the chief of police in a multicultural community and are proposing a community 
policing plan.  You will meet with various groups - a) those who support underprivileged 
groups, b) those who are concerned about crime rates and c) those who are concerned 
about privacy and other constitutional rights.   
 
a) Discuss how you will present your community policing plan to each of these three 
groups.  Keep in mind that all groups will hear what you said to the others.  
b) Discuss how you will facilitate buy-in for your proposal from your diverse employees.  
c) Propose how you will work with all groups to achieve a workable solution. 
 

 

 


