Public Administration
Volume 104, Issue 2, June 2026
1. Title: Regulatory Approaches in the Face of a Pandemic: Assessing the Role of Ideology, Context, and Rule Design in Four Spanish Regions
Authors: Salvador Parrado, Roberta Perna, Carlos Closa, Manuel Pereira-Puga
Abstract: Regulatory instruments to manage the COVID-19 pandemic have been the object of rich scholarly debates, primarily focused on early national responses to the crisis. We investigate variation in sub-national regulatory approaches when a crisis is normalized, its association with competing political ideas about the health-economy trade-off and the coercion-persuasion continuum, and the specificities of the socio-economic context to be regulated. We systematically compare the regulatory approaches implemented in four Spanish regions between October 2020 and May 2021, triangulating data from 237 policy documents and 40 semi-structured interviews. Our findings partially confirm the association between competing political ideas about the health-economy trade-off and regulation content. At the same time, they challenge the relevance of party ideology on the type of enforcement strategies. Political considerations of regulation are mediated by the nature of a crisis and by pragmatic concerns about the harm it can cause, depending on the context to be regulated.
2. Title: Advancing Robust Governance in Turbulent Times: The Role of Multi-Level Governance, Hybrid Governance, and Negotiated Societal Intelligence
Authors: Jacob Torfing, Tina Bentzen, Tiziana Caponio, Susana Coroado, Scott Douglas, Steven Nõmmik, Tiina Randma-Liiv, Chiara Russo, Eva Sørensen, Koen Verhoest
Abstract: New research argues that robust governance based on flexible adaptation and proactive innovation is needed in order to uphold core public functions, purposes, and values in times of societal turbulence. However, we have limited knowledge of the conditions for enhancing robust governance. To fill that knowledge gap, we ask: How can multi-level governance, hybrid governance, and societal intelligence contribute to the development of robust responses to the proliferation of complex and turbulent problems? To answer this pertinent question, we draw on relevant literatures to conceptualize each of the three governance factors and develop a set of theoretically derived conjectures about their impact on robust governance. We also discuss the combined effects of the three governance factors as well as the limits to robust governance. Finally, we draw some lessons for practitioners and sketch out an agenda for further research.
3. Title: What Drives the Centralization or Decentralization of Network Governance? A Configurational Analysis in Different Health and Social Care Networks
Authors: Eleonora Gheduzzi, Tie Cui, Maria Picco, Federica Segato, Stephen Osborne
Abstract: Many studies have sought to identify the contingency factors of success in various network governance mechanisms. Despite the relevance of their results, the contingency factors that determine the establishment of specific governance forms remain unclear. Through a qualitative comparative analysis of 13 networks of health and social care integration in Milan (Italy), we explore how diverse configurations of contingency factors produce different governance forms. The results highlight three models. The first clarifies the pathways for centralized governance; the second focuses on those resulting in decentralized governance, and the third demonstrates the existence of hybrid pathways that can lead to hybrid outcomes, underlining the importance of including other contingency factors and assessing them periodically over time. These results yield theoretical and practical insights into how various factors may collectively influence the establishment of centralized/decentralized governance.
4. Title: The Social Origins and Education of the British Civil Service Elite, 1945–2022
Authors: Erzsébet Bukodi, John H. Goldthorpe, Inga Steinberg
Abstract: We provide a fuller account than previously available of the extent of change in the social backgrounds of the British civil service elite from 1945 onwards. We consider our findings in relation to questions of meritocracy in recruitment to the elite and of the representativeness of the elite of the population at large. We also address the question of whether a “generalist” orientation persists within the service. We show that there have been changes over time in the social class origins, schooling, and university attendance of the elite but not ones of a steady directional kind. As regards field of study at university, there has been only a limited increase in those taking subjects that provide specialized, policy-relevant knowledge. We conclude with evidence that increasing the numbers with such knowledge would be consistent with producing an elite more representative in its social composition.
5. Title: Public Versus Private Providers: How Ownership Impacts Quality in Public Service Markets
Authors: Lena Brogaard
Abstract: Governments continue to liberalize public services through quasi-market measures that grant consumers a subsidized choice of public, nonprofit, or for-profit provider. The assumption is that competition and differences in ownership improve service quality. However, information asymmetry and measurement difficulties make especially complex human services prone to quality-shading, potentially lowering quality. To examine these conflicting perspectives, the article tests competing hypotheses on the relationship between ownership and service quality using administrative data and a nationwide survey among public, nonprofit, and for-profit providers of center-based childcare in Denmark. Based on a comprehensive set of 27 quality indicators, the findings show relatively few differences across ownership, although with a tendency toward for-profit providers offering higher quality than their public and nonprofit counterparts. The findings call for a continued focus among public managers and policymakers on stewarding quasi-markets to provide equal access to high-quality services.
6. Title: Creative Discretion on the Frontline of Public Services: A Longitudinal Qualitative Digital Diary and Interview Study
Authors: Liesbeth Faas, Glenn Houtgraaf, Peter Kruyen, Sandra van Thiel
Abstract: “Creative discretion”—defined as street-level bureaucrats' use of their discretion to generate novel and useful ideas for customizing services to meet the needs of service users, superiors, and themselves—is vital as governments shift from traditional public management to a more user-centered approach, emphasizing responsiveness over technocracy. Central to this shift is creative discretion, which fosters innovative solutions tailored to citizens' needs. However, literature suggests the public sector may hinder creativity due to risk aversion and increased accountability demands. Our explorative diary and interview study examines stimulators and barriers to creative discretion among street-level bureaucrats in Dutch integrated neighborhood teams. These frontline social work teams provide a typical context to study factors determining creative discretion. Our findings highlight the importance of creative discretion and factors influencing it in practice. This study fills a research gap and contributes to understanding creative discretion in public sector service delivery.
7. Title: Experiences of Administrative Burden in Context: Exploring Differences Across Countries, Policy Domains, and Socio-Demography
Authors: Martin Baekgaard, Lucie Martin, Niels Bjørn Petersen
Abstract: Administrative burden research finds that citizens frequently experience burdens when interacting with government. However, evidence is based predominantly on studies of Western countries and social policies. We collect survey data (N≈10,000) in the USA, UK, Mexico, South Korea, and Denmark, using nationally representative samples sourced via online survey panels, to explore similarities and differences in experiences of administrative burden across countries and policy domains. Participants in the USA and Mexico report spending considerably more time interacting with government than participants in our three other case countries. Surprisingly, we find that our respondents associate administrative tasks with more positive than negative affect. This is particularly the case for health and care-related tasks. Overall, the findings suggest that burden experiences vary considerably across contexts, but that policy domains and socio-demography are of similar importance to burden experiences across countries. This calls for further theorizing of how context matters to experiences of administrative burden.
8. Title: Wartime Leadership as a Bridge Over Troubled Waters: A Representative Bureaucracy Perspective on Ethnically Homogeneous and Heterogeneous Schools
Authors: Maayan Davidovitz, Chen Schechter
Abstract: The representative bureaucracy literature asserts that minority personnel in public organizations can promote their social group either through their own behavior or by influencing other staff members or focal citizens. However, these phenomena have not been examined in wartime settings in ethnically homogeneous and heterogeneous organizations. Through the qualitative paradigm, we compare ethnically homogeneous schools (with only Jewish or Arab students and staff) and ethnically mixed schools (comprising Jewish and Arab students and/or staff) in Israel regarding the challenges they faced during the Israel-Hamas war that erupted on October 7, 2023. We reveal that both types of organizations faced five main challenges: staff shortages, maintaining routine, providing emotional support, ensuring safety, and offering ad-hoc solutions. However, two identity-related themes emerged only in ethnically heterogeneous schools: maintaining sensitivity to diverse populations and promoting values of tolerance and inclusion. The study highlights how wartime serves as a mechanism for triggering representational behavior.
9. Title: Moving Beyond New Public Management: How Business Type-Management Is Embedded in the Swedish State Through Institutional Hooks
Authors: Shirin Ahlbäck Öberg, Göran Sundström
Abstract: In recent years, criticism facing Business-Type Management within the state has led governments to call for new management models. In many cases, this ambition has not been accompanied by concrete actions signaling a clear break with BTM. There has been limited capacity for critical reflection, learning, and innovative thinking. Why is this? In this article, this question is discussed from a historical-institutional perspective. Using Sweden as a case, it is argued that the inertia largely can be explained by various “institutional hook” on which BTM hung. These institutional hooks are interlinked and form an institutional infrastructure that is controlled by actors that work with and advocate BTM. The main argument is that BTM ideas and practices are deeply embedded organizationally into the state and that for new ideas to emerge and to be implemented, the Government needs to reorganize the policy sector of administrative reform.
10. Title: The Socio-Structural Drivers of Strategic Improvisation in Emergency Services: An Exploratory Study of the Royal Malaysia Police
Authors: Ian R. Hodgkinson, Paul Hughes, Darwina Arshad, Swapan Ghosh, Mohd Sharizal Ainul
Abstract: Strategic improvisation often occurs in fast-paced decision-making environments. Yet, improvisation has received little scholarly attention in public administration and management. This knowledge gap leads to the study's research question: what drives strategic improvisation in the emergency services of a developing country? To answer this research question, the article examines the socio-structural pathways to strategic improvisation by drawing on survey questionnaire data collected from serving police officers in the Royal Malaysia Police. Data is analyzed using fuzzy-set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fsQCA) and this configurational approach reveals key socio-structural recipes for strategic improvisation to materialize. Specifically, the analysis reveals a core set of socio-structural conditions—top management support and knowledge collecting and donating—that can be further augmented in two different ways, either by (i) the presence of self-efficacy among decision-makers or (ii) through an information communication technologies capability and management status as a peripheral condition for strategic improvisation.
11. Title: A Replication of “Financial Rewards Do Not Stimulate Co-Production: Evidence from Two Experiments”
Authors: Yangyang Fan, Tingting Wang, Yu Xu, Xu Chen, Xingru Chen, Xinyu Tan
Abstract: Despite growing interest in the motivations behind co-production, uncertainty persists regarding the effectiveness of financial incentives, particularly in non-Western contexts. This study replicates Voorberg et al. experiments within Chinese urban settings to test their generalizability across cultural contexts and co-production types. Through two experiments that mirror the original study's design, our results reveal that modest financial rewards consistently enhance willingness to engage in co-commissioning, with higher rewards yielding no additional gains. Conversely, co-delivery shows minimal response to monetary incentives, with a marginal effect emerging only at higher reward levels. These findings challenge the universality of both the “economic incentives hypothesis” and the “crowding-out hypothesis,” suggesting that incentives' efficacy varies by co-production stage. By extending the original study to a collectivist, state-led governance context, this research enriches co-production theory with stage-specific and cross-cultural insights, while offering practical guidance for policymakers in non-Western urban environments to tailor incentive strategies for citizen engagement.
