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This essay is based on an original piece I wrote for ‘Western City Magazine’ last year as 
President of the League of California Cities. On the heels of the California primary and 
the outset of what promises to be a lively eight-month Presidential campaign, it seems 
timely to reflect on the meaning of leadership in a representative democracy and the 

role of public opinion polling in the business of governing. 
 

What if the Customer Isn’t Right? 
By John Russo 

 
The customer is always right. We’ve heard that all our lives. It’s a fundamental axiom of 
American business. And it makes sense. But in the business of government, the 
customer is sometimes tragically wrong. When officials allow polls to dictate public 
policy, they abdicate their duty to lead and shortchange the public they were elected to 
serve. Consider these examples: 
 

 In 1938, most voters in Great Britain supported Prime Minister Chamberlain’s policy 
of appeasement. We now know that appeasing the dictators was a tragic error, 
which strengthened Hitler and caused Britain and its allies to miss important 
opportunities to avoid a cataclysmic war. 

 
 In 1940, had Franklin Roosevelt campaigned forthrightly about his efforts to find a 

way to bring the United States into the war in Europe, he almost surely would have 
lost to Wendell Wilkie. 

 
 In 1954, if the American people—even just those living in the northern and western 

states—had been able to vote on the fairness of the “separate but equal” doctrine, a 
majority would have likely said that as long as things were equal, separate was 
acceptable. The South would have maintained “white only” schools, drinking 
fountains, bathrooms and other public facilities. 

 
 In 1958, 10 years after California blazed the trail to allow interracial marriages, a 

Gallup poll showed that 94% of white Americans were opposed to interracial 
marriages. It was another nine years before the United States Supreme Court ruled 
anti-miscegenation laws unconstitutional. 

 
Americans have tremendous faith in the idea that a competitive free-market economy 
forces companies to listen to their customers, and by doing so, they become successful 
because they deliver the highest quality service at the lowest possible price. No wonder 
we often hear that government should be run like a business. 



 
What people really mean is that government would do a better job if it incorporated into 
its management and operations the same sense of urgency found in the business 
environment. If government, like business, focused more on “the customer” and used 
performance standards to gauge the quality of services delivered, it would do a better 
job of serving its “customers.” 
 
The Difference Between Business and Government 
 
Government can improve as a result of adopting some business practices. But we 
should not ignore the major differences between business and government; differences 
that require government to sometimes reject the opinion of its customers, the voters. 
Government is not a business. 
 
Business has one primary goal: Maximize profits. To be sure, business people face 
difficult decisions. All businesses face ongoing challenges to keep expenditures below 
revenues, or to decide how much money to take out of the business now versus how 
much to reinvest. Publicly traded companies, for example, are under constant pressure 
by shareholders to meet and exceed quarterly targets. Nevertheless, within the 
parameters, the goal in business never changes: Make as much money as possible. 
 
The goals of government are much more complex. There is not even agreement among 
people involved in government—elected official or voter—about what government’s 
primary role should be. But the idea that government should be run like a business 
leads the public to believe it is a mere customer and fails to recognize government’s 
primary responsibility: to be the democratic expression of the collective will of the 
governed. 
 
The public as a mere customer fosters the idea that the public’s sole responsibility is to 
pay taxes and vote. The “I pay my taxes, I get my services” idea furthers the public’s 
lack of engagement with government. It turns elected officials from leaders into 
pollsters—not leading, not setting the tone for debate, but merely reflecting the 
emotional temperature of citizens. 
 
Hypersensitivity to Public Opinion 
 
Many people complain that once public officials are elected, they stop listening to the 
public when, sadly, many elected officials listen too closely. They react to every issue in 
the press and find the safe water of the mainstream. They become followers when we 
need leaders; thermometers when we need thermostats. 
 
What does hypersensitivity to public opinion mean for those of us in public service? Too 
often, it means that we in elected office are shackled to short-term thinking. We act out 
of fear, not duty: Expecting to stand before voters every few years for re-election, far 
too many of us cravenly pander to short-term goals. 
 
And yet long-term vision is indispensable for any government that hopes to leave to its 
sons and daughters a better place, a better life. Our oaths of office demand that we 
consider first how actions will affect the future. Our communities, our children and our 
society will live with the results of our decisions and our indecision. If we work only for 
immediate results to satisfy today’s public opinion, we may sacrifice the future. An 



easy, short-term, feel-good benefit may make us look good to today’s constituents, but 
lowers the bar and shortchanges tomorrow. 
 
Representative democracy requires more leaders and fewer reactionaries. It requires 
political valor. As elected representatives, we have a responsibility to use our privileged 
information, knowledge and positions of public trust to reach decisions by weighing 
what we judge to be the highest good. 
 
Do the Right Thing 
 
The English political philosopher Edmund Burke believed that the public’s 
representatives should not mimic public opinion. Rather, they should do what the public 
might do with the same time and opportunity to investigate the subject to an equivalent 
degree. What would the average voter do were that voter granted the honor of the 
public trust? 
 
In short, this means doing “the right thing.” It means taking the path—often more 
difficult—that will result in the greatest good over the long term, beyond our tenure. 
 
Government should not always be run like a business. And in the business of 
government, the customer is not always right.  May each of us be granted the wisdom 
to know the difference, and the courage to discharge our duty, no matter the 
consequences to our own careers. 
 


