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Abstract 
Public administration –as a field of both academic study and professional practice – 
would benefit greatly from a more systematic and cohesive strand of research that is 
explicitly geared towards systematically studying the successes and positive 
contributions of government. At present, the citizenry at large is ill-informed about 
what government does well, while the civil service operates in a political environment 
that tends to derogate or discount its accomplishments. In this environment, it is 
incumbent for scholars to offer a more balanced appreciation for, and more 
empowering understanding of, public administration. Inspired by comparable 
developments in other disciplines, we outline the concrete steps and challenges in 
launching a “Positive Public Administration,” an approach to research and scholarship 
that examines the degree to which, the manner in which, and the conditions under 
which public policies, programs, projects, organizations, networks, and partnerships 
thrive, advance important democratic values, and produce widely valued societal 
outcomes.  
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A PLEA FOR BALANCE 

There is something fundamentally skewed about how citizens and public servants, be it career civil 

servants or elected officeholders, are encouraged to look at and evaluate the quality of government. 

In our contemporary monitory democracies (Keane, 2009), as the broad social trust and public 

deference underpinning input legitimacy have eroded, the legitimacy of government institutions 

and actions depends more and more on simple and simplified accountability processes 

(Rosanvallon, 2018). Government’s every move is scrutinized, assessed and often found wanting. 

The thickening of transparency and accountability, the advent of social media, and the expansion 

of specialized scholarship has led to an enormous amount of energy being directed at pinpointing 

and dissecting instances in which governments fail our expectations (Flinders, 2011; Schillemans, 

2016). By now, there is a vast body of investigative reports, media exposés, and scholarly studies 

on government ‘disasters’ (Hall, 1981; Gray & ‘t Hart, 1998), blunders (King & Crewe, 2013; 

Jennings, Lodge and Ryan, 2018), ‘failures’ (Light, 2014; Opperman & Spencer, 2016), ‘blind spots’ 

(Bach & Wegrich, 2018), and ‘fiascos’ (Bovens & ‘t Hart, 1996).  

 

Many of the stinging criticisms of government are channeled through traditional and social media, 

where opinion leaders, politicians, journalists and media personalities lambast and satirize 

governments, oftentimes with good reason. There are indeed many examples of policy failure or 

disaster with comical or tragic outcomes. Public administration scholars have identified various 

reasons behind those apparent failures. In its more extreme form, this brings grave metaphors of 

‘illness’, ‘breakdown’, ‘crisis’, ‘collapse’, ‘decay’, and ‘death’ to the way we think about the health 

of our body politics (Linz & Stepan, 1978, Diamond, 2005; Fukuyama, 2014; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 

2018).  

 

On the whole, public, academic and even public service discursive routines are not equally attuned 

to spotting and naming successes as they are to finding faults and blaming public officials and 

agencies for them (Luetjens & 't Hart, 2019). There are several mechanisms at work to sustain this. 

First, human propensity for negativity bias (Vis, 2011). Second, the inclination of citizens, career 

civil servants, and political officeholders think in stereotypical terms and perceptions about each 

other rather than in more informed understandings (Raadschelders, 2019b, p 18-19). Third, the 

political opportunity structure of bureaucrat-bashing, whose lure even parties that regularly are in 

government find difficult to resist (Schillemans & Den Otter, 2014). Fourth, constant negative 

reports in the media may feed a ‘spiral of cynicism’ (Cappella & Jamieson, 1997). 
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This focus on the ‘dark side’ of government and governance originates from outside of public 

administration research although there are numerous studies in the field (rightly) fueling critical 

perspectives. However, there is also a much brighter side to the picture which often fails to gain 

similar traction in the public discourse. There are numerous studies examining ‘bright spots’ of 

governance, instances where public value creation, resilience, high-performance, legitimacy, 

innovation, and other desirable outcomes are achieved. Some of these studies come in clusters 

where scholars attempt to connect findings – e.g., the relatively cohesive sub-field of performance 

management (Moynihan et al., 2011; Gerrish, 2016). However, not many studies in this vein work 

towards cumulative insights. Specializations in the study of public administration rarely connect 

with each other; the same goes for knowledge sources from various other disciplines. As a group 

of fifteen scholars from different sub-fields, countries, and generations, we argue that public 

administration would benefit from launching a more systematic and cohesive ‘positive’ strand of 

research, explicitly geared towards systematically studying the degree to which, the manner in 

which, and the conditions under which public policies, programs, projects, organizations, 

networks, and partnerships thrive, embody and protect important democratic values, and produce 

widely valued societal outcomes.  

 

This is as such not a new disciplinary ambition but a reformulation of the classic ambition of the 

field. In Wilson’s (1887) seminal paper the objective of the study of administration is to “discover 

(…) what government can properly and successfully do (…) with the utmost possible efficiency”. 

However, in a social and political climate of overbearing, if not venomous, criticism of 

government, there is a great urgency to revisit this classic disciplinary ambition and systematically 

focus on positive contributions of governments and governance. If the study of failure, 

breakdown, and crisis can tell us what to avoid and what to terminate in designing institutions and 

managing processes, the study of positives in public governance can teach us what to embrace, 

support, and emulate. 

 

We do not advocate abandoning research on the problems and pathologies of governance. These 

shortcomings have been shown to occur, not just incidentally but recurrently, and need to be better 

understood and critically appraised. We also know that constructive academic skepticism towards 

government is central to a healthy democracy. By the same token, we feel that the same spirit of 

constructive skepticism should now be applied to the generalized sense of disenchantment, 

disaffection and distrust that is institutionally reproduced in monitory democracies. It has now 

become urgent to lean more purposefully and strongly the other way in how we 



DRAFT – DO NOT SHARE 

This project has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under the European Union’s Horizon 

2020 research and innovation programme (grant agreement No694266) 

 

4 

approach the study of governments and governance today – not to replace critical work but to 

offer both a complement and a counterweight to it (Roberts, 2018), not to generate easy-fixes but 

to develop a nuanced account of governance accomplishments.  

 

We do not have to start from scratch. For those who care to look for it, there are significant bodies 

of work on policy successes (Bovens, ‘t Hart & Peters, 2001; Marsh & McConnell, 2010; Compton 

& ‘t Hart, 2019; Luetjens, Mintrom & ‘t Hart, 2019); effective government decision making 

(Crichlow & Schafer, 2010); regulatory excellence (Coglianese, 2016); public value creation 

(Moore, 1995, 2013; Bryson, Crosby & Bloomberg, 2015; Alford, Douglas, Geuijen & ‘t Hart , 

2017); successful collaborative governance and network management (Dickinson & Sullivan, 2014; 

Emerson & Nabatchi, 2015; Page, Stone, Bryson & Crosby, 2015; Cristofoli, Meneguzzo & 

Riccucci, 2017); American government accomplishments (Light, 2002); democratic innovation 

(Smith, 2009; Fung, 2012; Hartley, Sørensen & Torfing ,2013; Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015; 

Sørensen, 2017); high-performing and highly reputed public sector organizations (Carpenter, 2001; 

De Waal, 2010; Goodsell, 2011); unexpected islands of  public success in troubled societies 

(Douglas, 2011); exemplary public administrators (Cooper & Wright, 1992; Riccucci, 1995); 

institution-building public leadership (Boin, 2001; Boin & Goodin, 2007, Boin & Christensen, 

2008); resilient systems (Walker & Salt, 2006; Comfort, Boin & Demchak, 2010); and high-

reliability systems handling public tasks in high-risk operating environments (Rochlin, 1996; Roe 

& Schulman, 2008; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2011).  

 

We suggest it is worth building upon existing research and insights on the positive contributions 

of government. In the current public and academic discourse, in which citizens and public servants 

are persuaded to understand government and governance in overly and almost exclusively negative 

terms, a renewed awareness and interrogation of public administration done well is of crucial 

importance. Different strands of research could contribute to what we here call a Positive Public 

Administration, inspired by comparable developments in other disciplines, becoming a 

recognizable and well-integrated part of our discipline. 

 

Before lay out the steps in building a positive public administration, we first turn to other 

disciplines that have developed “positive approaches.” Next we explore the ‘bright side’ of 

government and governance, offering possible questions, starting points, and research designs for 

pursuing a positive public administration. We then to our future critics and attempt to address 
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their concerns in a way that invites them to join the conversation. Finally, we conclude by 

identifying six lines of work that would advance a positive public administration. 

LEARNING FROM OTHER POSITIVE APPROACHES 

Numerous ‘positive’ approaches exist in other disciplines. The prime example of similar efforts in 

other disciplines is Positive Psychology, being “the scientific study of positive human functioning 

and flourishing on multiple levels that include the biological, personal, relational, institutional, 

cultural, and global dimensions of life” (Seligman & Csikshikszentmihalyi, 2000). Positive 

Psychology arose from a deep-felt concern among some psychologists that their field was too 

focused on problems, deviance, psychopathology, and more generally negative human functioning. 

Positive Psychology is entrenched within that discipline and has spawned similar endeavors in 

other disciplines. For example, Positive Organizational Scholarship studies the ‘positive outcomes, 

processes, and attributes of organizations and their members’ (Cameron & Dutton, 2003, p 4). 

Positive Evaluation examines the ‘achievements that can be credited to certain programs and/or 

interventions’ (Nielsen, Turksema & van der Knaap, 2015). All of these endeavors have re-

energized their respective disciplines, albeit to different extents and received a fair share of 

criticism (see table 1 for key ambitions and criticisms). 

  



DRAFT – DO NOT SHARE 

This project has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under the European Union’s Horizon 

2020 research and innovation programme (grant agreement No694266) 

 

6 

Table 1. Positive approaches in different disciplines 
Key ambitions Key criticisms 

Positive Psychology 

Focus on well-being and flourishing of people 

· The study of ‘how, why, and under what conditions 
positive emotions, positive character, and the 
institutions that enable them flourish’ (Seligman & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000)  

· Research focus has shifted from ‘a state of 
happiness’ to ‘flourishing and meaning’ 

Lack of conceptual clarity, no truly new methods 

· Formal definitions of well-being and other key 
terms remains elusive, initial studies were criticized 

· Positive Psychology is still too medical in focus by 
diagnosing, labelling and treating people 

· Importance of social and political context for well-
being is often ignored (Brown, Lomas &Eiroa-
Orosa, 2017) 

Positive Organizational Scholarship 

Focus on positive outcomes of organizations 

· ‘The study of especially positive outcomes, 
processes, and attributes of organizations and their 
members’ (Cameron & Dutton, 2003, p 4)  

· Focus on ‘appreciation, collaboration, virtuousness, 
vitality, and meaningfulness where creating 
abundance and human well-being are key indicators 
of success’ (Bernstein, 2003, p 267)  

Lack of conceptual clarity, no attention for context 

· The concept of “virtuousness” is obscure 

· Most work is at the micro and meso levels, there is 
a need for more theory and research on the 
organizational perspective “central to organizing 
processes and dynamics” (Spreitzer & Cameron, 
2012, p 1040) 

Positive Evaluation 

Focus on the strengths and successes of policies 

· The study of identifying and contributing “to 
success, rather than exposing failure” (Nielsen et al., 
2015). 

· Focus on a more effective policy-oriented learning 
cycle by providing [positive] feedback information 
without triggering defense mechanisms that obstruct 
learning in politics and organizations (Nielsen et al., 
2015, p 435) 

Concern about selective sample, ignoring voices 

· A selection of only positive cases provides a poor 
methodological ground for inferences and 
evaluations 

· A focus on such ‘appreciative inquiry’ may 
invalidate the negative experiences and repress 
potentially important and meaningful conversations 
that need to take place (Bushe, 2012) 

 
The ambitions of positive psychology and positive public administration are comparable: they both 

seek to understand positive outcomes and how they may arise, be it in individuals or in 

governments and governance. As positive psychology has inspired individuals but also researchers 

and practitioners, a positive public administration could potentially do the same for citizens, public 

servants and researchers in our field. We can also learn from the criticisms encountered by other 

‘positive’ approaches. 

 

It is clear that in our effort we shall have to address the widely diverging ways in which researchers 

conceptualize and empirically identify what is ‘positive’ or counts as a success, be it high 

effectiveness, performance, reliability, reputation, public value, or legitimacy. If a positive public 

administration is to become a player in academic approaches, we must develop conceptualizations 

of ‘good governance’ that are not just couched in a procedural and process terms but also 

encompass its substantive, material, and psychological impacts. Notice the plural – 

conceptualisations. Robust debate about ‘good’, ‘successful’, or otherwise putatively ‘positive’ 

governance is not just inevitable but constitutive of its legitimacy (Mouffe, 2000; Flinders, 2012; 

Fung, 2012). In building a positive public administration discourse we do not 
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need a single song sheet, we need a secular hymnal. What we need is a commitment to framing 

questions about the nature, preconditions and practices of government that is valuable and valued.  

 
Furthermore, critiques of other ‘positive’ subfields stress their lack of attention to context, 

coincidence, and luck. This highlights the need for research exploring how successful outcomes 

are contingent upon particular configurations of contexts, designs, decisions and processes. 

Positive public administration research should not produce the kind of ‘heroic’ agent-centered 

success narratives that political office-holders and ‘politically astute’ public service leaders are wont 

to espouse. In addition to accounting for the roles played by key actors, it should strive to identify 

micro, meso, and macro conditions, and the interplay between these (cf. Little’s methodological 

localism, 2009, 2016) that enable some public organizations, networks, policies, or programs to 

fare better than others.  

 

Finally, the concerns with potential capture by political agendas that have been leveled at Positive 

Evaluation emphasize the need to engage with public authorities and organizations without 

becoming vehicles for their self-promotion or blinding ourselves to the existence of competing 

values or marginalized groups. Studying positives should not equate to naïve championing; seeking 

to understand and learn from successes cannot be the same as ignoring failures, shortcomings, and 

dilemmas (Bovens et al., 2001). Above all, positive public administration should maintain a sense 

of criticality towards government and humility towards its findings, safeguarding a commitment 

to balance and proportionality. With this in mind we can begin to chart a possible research agenda.  

EXPLORING THE ‘BRIGHT SIDE’ OF GOVERNMENT AND 

GOVERNANCE 

 
The presence of success is not the same as the absence of failure; ‘not-messing-up’ is not the same 

as achieving highly valued outcomes. That much we know intuitively. But what research questions 

should we be asking to further our understanding of highly valuable and widely valued instances 

of public administration? We list some of the possible questions, conceptual starting points, and 

give some possible research design options to help answer them. 

Potential research questions 

Positivity as frame and discourse – How do public administrators, political office-holders, and other 

stakeholders including citizens perceive one another, and articulate what they value in the 
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institutions, processes, outputs, and outcomes of public governance? What attributes do they focus 

on, what criteria and standards do they employ, what tropes and storylines do they use? What 

recurrent rhetoric of success can be discerned, what meaning-making functions do they fulfill? To 

investigate such questions, researchers must turn the spotlight on the presentational and 

promotional dynamics of ‘success’ by dissecting narratives of accomplishment. For example, 

surveys can help us grasp what factors and practices civil servants and other stakeholders deem 

important for success (Andersen, Jørgensen, Kjeldsen, Pedersen & Vrangbæk, 2012) and how they 

define effective, valuable, successful, governance in the first place. Likewise, content analysis of 

public agency documents can reveal how they frame and account for their own performances.  

 
Positive professional practices - What visions of good public administration and ideals of professional 

practice are being espoused and transmitted through professional awards, ratings and rankings, 

and similar mechanisms? To what extent do these align or conflict with the ways in which other 

public accountability forums (such as legislatures, courts, accounts, and audit offices) evaluate 

organizations? What values, norms, and perspectives are prioritized and which are downplayed in 

these professional rituals of appreciation? These questions can be tackled by examining how 

professional bodies define excellence (public managers, doctors, teachers) and how the plethora 

of prizes, awards, and ratings construct success (Bovaird & Löffler, 2009). This can be contrasted 

with how civil society watchdogs, such as consumer advocacy and human rights groups, assess 

and endorse good government and public sector performances. 

 
Successful institutional designs – What are the design principles behind successful reforms and public 

innovations (Van Buuren, Lewis & Peters, forthcoming)? A growing literature on design thinking, 

user-centred design, and business reengineering approaches in the public sector begins to ask this 

long-neglected question. Already there are pioneering efforts to take this body of knowledge and 

apply it to study forms of public innovation (e.g. Bason, 2017; McGann, Blomkamp & Lewis, 

2018) that could be deepened and extended.  

 

Highly valued public agencies, programs and collaborations – Why do only some public organizations, 

programs, and collaborations within a particular jurisdiction or population of most-similar cases 

take on the characteristics of public institutions, i.e., become ‘infused with value beyond the 

requirements of the task at hand’ by both their participants and in their authorizing environment 

(Selznick, 1957, pp. 17; Moore, 2013; Page et al., 2015)? And why do only some such 

‘institutionalized’ organizations, programs, and collaborations manage to sustain their effective 
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performances, strong reputations, and cohering myths over time through the construction of 

political and operational resilience and robustness (Patashnik, 2008; Goodsell, 2011; Douglas, 

2011; Ansell, Boin & Farjoun, 2015)?  

 
Learning from positives - How do public actors replicate instances of successful governance across 

multiple policy domains, geographies, and temporal contexts? Recognizing and learning from 

success within an organization is already a challenge (Moynihan 2005; Siciliano, 2017), but 

transferring successful practices across organizational boundaries may be even harder. Policy 

transfer is generally thought to be driven by a combination of learning, competition, imitation, and 

coercion (Graham, Shipan & Volden, 2013). but ‘there is still much to find out about to what 

extent […] they do it from successful role models’ that have actually proven themselves (Lundin, 

Öberg & Josefsson, 2015, p 733). Replicating success is not a simple matter of ‘copy and paste’ 

but of more arduous ‘graft and grow’ (Hartley & Benington, 2006), where public actors critically 

select practices from successful examples and adapt them to their particular setting. Examining 

these questions could be done through exploring the dynamics of accountability, evaluation, and 

learning within organizations (Schillemans, 2016), the knowledge exchange between organizations 

(Hartley and Benington, 2006), and the adaptation of practices across populations of similar 

organizations (Lundin et al., 2015). 

 

Conceptual starting points 

Translating this agenda to actual research requires some shared starting points for conceptualizing 

successful or positive public administration and governance, and designing systematic studies into 

it. Here, we outline seven starting points, which are summarized in table 2 along with some 

research implications. First, assessing the value of public governance requires multi-dimensional 

and multi-method approaches, as it embodies varied demands such as effectiveness, fairness, and 

resilience, and tends to require mediation, combination or prioritization of different values (Hood, 

1991). Second, governance is not just about achieving good things, but also often about avoiding 

bad things. Government is charged with preventing crime, injustices, and accidents, and hence its 

achievements on such issues are partly marked by examining the non-occurrence (or abatement) 

of negative phenomena. Third, success or value is not so much achieved as it is construed in 

programmatic, process-oriented, and political modes of public discourse and evaluation by various 

actors (Marsh & McConnell, 2010). Fourth, these construed assessments are continuously evolving 

with the progress of time and changes in societal attitudes. Past failures may be rehabilitated and 

previous successes may be evaluated more critically as our prisms evolve, 
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reframing occurs, and dominant coalitions change (e.g., Ugyel and O’Flynn, 2017). Fifth, 

successful public governance can be clarified in terms of average or relative performance in 

reference to a larger sample and in terms of the particulars of its fulfillment in specific instances. 

Sixth, success takes many hands and a bit of luck. For governance to be successful, a lot of things 

have to go right much of the time; success is unlikely to be produced by just a few actors getting 

it right some of the time, and even then chance and circumstance remain important (Berthod, 

Grothe‐Hammer & Sydow, 2015; Seibel, Klamann& Treis, 2017). Finally, we should not expect 

one positive instance of governance to be easily packaged and reproduced across different settings, 

as has been amply demonstrated, for example, by the empirical and experimental work by E. 

Ostrom and associates on common pool resource systems (see E. Ostrom and associates ). We 

are not looking for one-size-fits-all recipes (‘The Seven Elements of Governance Success!’), but 

nuanced accounts of what has been observed to work in specific circumstances. (See table 2 for 

an overview.) 

 

Table 2. Conceptual starting points for positive public administration 
Starting points Research implications 

Governance involves 
accommodating, balancing multiple 
values and aims 

Expand the scope of observations 
Gather data on all dimensions of success, avoid focusing on measures 
for which data is readily available, do not walk away from normative 
debates about how to assess value (Moore, 2013; Mazzucato, 2018) 
 

Success can consist both of 
desirable things happening and 
undesirable things not happening 

Detect the non-occurrence of negative events 
Observe fluctuations in the frequency of negative events (e.g., waste, 
complaints, disruptions, violence) and positive events equally. Perform 
counterfactual analysis in low-n settings (Tetlock & Belkin, 1996)  
 

There are programmatic, process-
oriented, and political logics of 
evaluation  

Employ multiple logics to evaluate 
Use multiple evaluative modes to compare, contrast, and weigh the 
assessments of different stakeholders, constituents, auditors, 
inspectorates, parliaments, courts, media, etc. (Marsh & McConnell, 
2010) 
 

Assessments of governance efforts 
vary over time 

Construct time-series through multiple observations 
Do not take one snapshot but rather construe a set of photo’s or a 
film: gather assessments across time and place them in time (Neustadt 
& May, 1986; Ugyel & O’Flynn, 2017) 
 

Success is often best studied in 
relative terms 

Compare cases of success within a peer group 
Position instances of success within a larger population of comparable 
cases or within/across different contexts (Bovens et al., 2001; Gill & 
Meier, 2001) to reveal who may not be perfect but still good 
 

Success is likely to be the product of 
a combination of virtu (agency) and 
fortuna (structure/context) 

Avoid romantic explanations 
Be wary of hero-centric, top-down, episodic explanations of success; 
explore the role of institutional complexity, bottom-up processes, 
feedback loops, and propitious contexts (Evans, 1995) 
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Successes cannot be easily be 
reproduced across contexts  

Avoid copy-pasting ‘success recipes’ 
Refrain from and uncritically transplanting ‘success stories’ across 
time and space (Rose, 1993; Marsh & Sharman, 2009; Ostrom, 2005, 
2010). Always contextualize lesson-drawing exercises. 
 

 
In short, we argue that success in public governance is multi-dimensional, construed, temporal, 

contextual, situational, and fragile. These ontological and epistemological assumptions about the 

nature of successful public governance have implications for the methodologies to be employed . 

For example, if success is multi-dimensional, researchers must collect meaningful data on these 

different aspects of success. However, while there may be readily available data on  client 

processing times and overall tax revenue to assess the effectiveness and efficiency of a tax 

department, but few measures of its fairness. Moreover, it is challenging to weigh different scores 

on different dimensions when constructing composite rankings. To assist with making informed 

and reasonable choices, researchers can leverage evaluation reports by inspectorates, regulators 

auditors, peak bodies, or large panels of experts. These assessments provide insights into both the 

multiple dimensions of success and how success is construed by different actors. However, these 

assessments may very well change over time as new insights becomes available or societal priorities 

evolve, inviting longitudinal designs. 

 

Potential methodologies 

 
Case studies - Rich case studies can provide valuable ‘thick descriptions’ of the dynamics and 

contexts that nurture successful governance. As always, case selection is crucial. Researchers could 

select instances of success cases from larger populations of structurally similar cases containing a 

much wider bandwidth of performance, before analyzing the distinguishing characteristics of 

exceptional performers (Gill & Meier, 2001). Alternatively, researchers can examine ‘critical’ cases 

of unlikely successes (Flyvbjerg, 2006) or ‘New York cases’ (‘If they can make it there, they can 

make it anywhere’) (Gerring, 2006). Given the realities of complex, circular and equifinal causation 

in governance, we should acknowledge that any research design will have a limited view on all the 

puzzle pieces involved (Evans, 1995). 

 

Quantitative studies - Positive public administration could benefit from a purposive focus in 

quantitative studies on the conditions that foster success to complement the abundant analysis of 

failures and shortcomings. Comparative large-N studies are ideally suited to identify which 

practices are successful or at least better than others. For example, we could benefit from statistical 
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tools for analyzing non-normal distributions to better understand cases structurally excelling 

beyond the average (e.g., O’Boyle & Aguinis, 2012) and analytical modes revealing different 

combinations of variables linked to positive outcomes, to better understand how performance is 

unlocked in complex governance systems (see also Khagram & Thomas, 2010). Meier and Gill 

(2018) provide valuable demonstrations of possible statistical approaches with their Substantivel 

Weighted Analytical Techniques (SWATs). 

 

Experiments – Experimental research can help translate macro frameworks for successful 

governance to micro research design to explicate and test suspected mechanisms (Moynihan, 

2018). This could vary from conducting systematic replication studies of ‘successful recipes’ 

identified in one context in other places (see Walker, James & Brewer, 2017) to randomized trials 

and other field experiments to contrast different methods for achieving results (e.g. Andersen and 

Moynihan, 2016). Exercises in public design, living labs, and democratic innovations can be 

programmed explicitly as research strategies for identifying the institutional design principles, 

process management techniques, social mechanisms, and leadership practices associated with 

successful experimentalist governance exercises (see Margetts, 2011; Jilke, Van de Walle & Kim , 

2016).  

STARTING THE CONVERSATION WITH OUR FUTURE CRITICS 

 
It is not hard to have second thoughts about all of the above. First, some may think that we are 

being too generous, too benign, or too naive in our approach of public institutions, authorities, 

and the political system. In this view, positive public administration amounts to cheerleading for 

the state and its government. Yet we believe that pursuing a positive public administration research 

agenda does not amount to giving license to naïve optimism (French, 2018). If anything, it 

challenges us to reexamine and de-bias our current mindsets – so as to produce even better, more 

meaningful research, and to generate a stronger basis for providing publics and practitioners with 

the reality checks, devil’s advocacy, encouragement and caution, and constructive ‘critical 

friendship’ that democratic systems of governance need and thrive on (Raadschelders, 2019a).  

 
Second, methodological doubts and objections can be raised. ‘Selection bias’ - the problem of 

selecting cases on the dependent variable, or the even worse sin of selecting ‘positive’ cases that 

are not representative of the population. (Never mind studies about government ‘blunders’ and 

‘blame games’ that regularly appear in our journals commit exactly the same sin in reverse – for a 
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discussion, see Flinders, 2014). ‘Oversimplification’ – the tendency to position complex, 

ambiguous practices along a single ‘success-failure’ continuum, or worse, dichotomy. ‘Reification’ 

– the error to treat what is a dynamic, constructed, negotiated, political process of meaning-making 

and reputation conferral as if a discrete, static, simple, value-neutral, observable entity. ‘Hindsight 

bias’ – the failure to set up predictive tests and of allowing knowledge about the course and 

outcomes of cases to influence the causal stories we tell about them. ‘Attribution error’ – the 

privileging of agency-centered (‘choice’) over structural-contextual (‘chance’) explanations of 

allegedly ‘successful’ outcomes.  

 

Third, a focus on positives provides new opportunities for engagement with practitioners and the 

public, both exploring of their experiential knowledge (e.g., ‘t Hart, 2018) and taking seriously their 

hopes and endeavors (Head, 2010). The utilization of public administration research findings by 

practitioners is limited as best (Newman, Cherney & Head, 2016). Most of the research designs 

discussed above imply a shift towards closer collaborative research between academics and 

practitioners, which could stimulate the uptake of insights (Buick, Blackman, O'Flynn O'Donnell 

& West, 2016; Crowley & Scott, 2017). The focus on improvement, the importance of context, 

and incorporating the opinions of practitioners in research are all elements deemed conducive to 

knowledge transfer from academics to practitioners (Nielsen et al., 2015, p 230). Critics will rightly 

point out that these closer relationships come with significant challenges. The most significant one 

is that of compromising academic independence in the process of well-intentioned efforts to help 

policymakers and public managers learn from one another’s achievements. Science on tap, politics 

on top. However, positive public administration is not to be a project to get cozy with the powers 

that be, nor can it afford to be naïve and risk being co-opted and corrupted in the process of 

engaging more intensively and constructively with public elites and institutions. Those are real risks 

to be guarded against at any time. Point taken. But let us not throw out the baby with the bathwater. 

Engaging with power can rest on a dual commitment: to bring about positive change and to speak 

truth to power and to present the nuances and interpretations of truth to the citizenry at large.  

 
 
These are all plausible and relevant traps. As our brief review of ‘positive approaches’ in other 

disciplines has shown, scholars pursuing ‘positive’ lines of inquiry ignore them at their peril. A 

positive research agenda is no excuse for bad, uncritical research. But none of the problems 

discussed are an inherent and inevitable obstacle to the positive public administration venture. 

They are to be acknowledged, mitigated, and worked around, and there are plenty of exciting new 
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possibilities and emerging practices in case-study, comparative, experimental, and mixed methods 

research methodology that provide pathways for doing so (Blatter & Haverland, 2012; Rihoux & 

Marx, 2013; Burch & Heinrich, 2016). They should not provide a convenient excuse for not trying. 

We invite all methodological experts to help us overcome these challenges rather than to abort 

our efforts. 

FIRST THINGS FIRST 

 

How do we progress from here? Simply buckling down and working on the research agenda 

outlined earlier is necessary, but insufficient. We instead propose six lines of work that should be 

undertaken in parallel to re-balance public administration scholarship so that the current public 

discourse of failure, dilemmas, skepticism, and disappointment is complemented by an equally 

well-developed discourse of achievement, possibilities, pragmatism, and hope.  

 

Bring together what we already have. Those among you for whom this call to arms holds any appeal 

should strive to connect with researchers working on different loci (e.g., programs, projects, 

collaborations, agencies, innovations) and different dimensions (performance, reputation, 

legitimacy, resilience) of positive public administration. Do so inclusively: cover all levels and 

domains of governance across different countries. Fast-track the production and circulation of 

solidly researched thick description style case narratives about concrete instances of mundane and 

extraordinary successes to create a database of success cases (leveraging existing case libraries from 

the Harvard Kennedy School Case Program, the Evans School Electronic Hallway Program, the 

Humphrey School Hubert Project, the Maxwell School E-PARCC Initiative, and the Australia and 

New Zealand School of Government Case Library, among others). Provide high-visibility outlets 

within academia (special issues, symposiums, and book series) and at its boundaries (think tanks, 

websites, blogs). Finally, Positive Public Administration should not become a separate school or 

closed-off bubble within public administration, but remain connected to all the other perspectives 

in the field as well. 

 
Elicit and give voice to lived experiences. It has become good practice among public inquiries 

investigating serious incidents and crises to interview not just the usual set of elite policymakers, 

regulators, delivery managers, peak bodies, and strategic stakeholders, but also to hear the voices 

of front-line staff, devolved service providers, and most of all, ordinary citizens whose lives have 

been negatively affected by what has occurred. Statements of survivors have 
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become routine in many criminal court systems. These types of practices – for example giving 

voices to service beneficiaries, and to people admitted and excluded from public programs – 

should be mirrored in our efforts to describe, assess and explain instances of valuable, successful 

governance. We have much to learn from the experiences of those directly involved in and affected 

by high-performance cultures, well-run public consultations and coproduction processes, effective 

uses of ‘right to challenge’ provisions, responsive engagements with social entrepreneurs, smart 

social investment strategies, agile responses to technological turbulence, and resilient coping with 

major disruptions. We should put aside our catalogue of abstract models and ‘if-A-then-B’ 

hypotheses, hold back on theory-testing designs, and forego ‘outsider-helicopter’ perspective that 

comes naturally to most of us whenever we undertake empirical studies. Instead, invest in doing a 

bit more active listening to the otherwise soft voices at the coalface and the receiving end of 

governance practices – so we get a better feel what possible success looks and feels like from the 

inside. It will give a better grounding to our concepts and theories. 

 

Develop fit-for-purpose conceptual foundations and methodological repertoires whilst getting on with the job. 

Studying the many shades, forms, discourses, mechanisms, and consequences of achievement 

requires a ‘language of success’ and targeted research strategies that do not yet exist in our 

discipline. Our conceptualizations and our methods should be capable of addressing the 

contextual, relative, constructed, symbolic, political, and normative nature of labelling governance 

instances as ‘valuable’ or ‘successful.’ It is important to get these foundational basics right. 

However, with ‘essentially contested’ phenomena and concepts such as these, there is always the 

temptation to enter into interminable scholastic discussions. That temptation should be resisted. 

Meta-reflections can only take us so far. A new approach is more likely to gain momentum only 

by doing the hard work – conducting case studies, fieldwork, analyses, and experiments, applying 

emerging concepts, typologies, and hypotheses, and communicating ‘success studies’ to academic, 

practitioner, and citizen audiences. We hope the initial research agenda outlined earlier provides 

inspiration to undertake this work. 

 

Engage with critics of the endeavor. The field of Positive Psychology has sparked the delightfully named 

off-shoot ‘Critical Positive Psychology’, which does not seek to counter the ambitions of Positive 

Psychology, but rather to constructively critique it (Brown, Lomas & Eiroa-Orosa, 2017). For 

example, the ‘Critical Positives’ signal the conceptual confusion around ‘happiness’ and the lack 

of attention given to broader contextual drivers of individual well-being by some of the ‘Positives’. 

Critical but engaged colleagues in our field could similarly help us to create 
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conceptual clarity, be truly creative in finding new methodological tools, and remain attuned to the 

risks and limitations of the positive public administration enterprise we are committed to give the 

momentum it so badly needs.  

 

Educate for insightful understanding of the position and role of government in societies past and present. In our 

view, some of the disenchantment with government performance is fueled by a lack of 

understanding and an ‘expectations gap’ (Flinders, 2012). Civic education has traditionally focused 

on the ‘stamps, flags, and coins’ of government, that is, the three branches of government, how a 

bill becomes a law, electoral systems, and the like. in addition to this, we need education about the 

basics of government, but we also now need education about its position and role in democratic 

systems as contrasted to totalitarian regimes. We have stopped educating our citizens about the 

need for formal government institutional arrangements in so-called imagined communities of 

people. We may not (always) like government, but we cannot do without. This is all the more 

reason to use the research we seek and suggest in our curricular offerings. After all, in academe, 

research and teaching feed and inspire one another. 

 

A public administration for the public. Much of the discontent with government originates in public 

discourse and is fueled by politicians, media personalities, journalists and opinion leaders bashing 

government endeavors for a variety of reasons. Some of that criticism is warranted and important; 

many public endeavors go wrong or are ill-advised in the first place and it is crucial in democratic 

systems that the dark sides of government can be illuminated and discussed and criticized freely. 

Our current public debate teaches citizens and public servants a simplified and oftentimes 

erroneous lesson that government endeavors will also fail. A positive public administration also 

engages with the public and translates its research findings to public contributions highlighting 

when governments are more likely to succeed (or less likely to fail, if a critical tone is more 

appreciated). In sociology, Burawoy (2005) pleaded powerfully for a public sociology which engages 

with the public about important societal issues. The statistician Hans Rosling (2018) controversially 

but engagingly challenged the public with (statistical) facts, claiming many of our assumptions 

about the state of affairs in the world were simply (and verifiably) outdated or simply wrong. In a 

similar vein, a positive public administration should engage with the public debate about the 

credentials of governments and governance and fuel the heated public discussions with our 

research findings about all the things that go wrong or are problematic in governance but also 

about instances of success and the conditions related to positive outcomes. 
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Positive public administration is ultimately about what has ‘meaning’ for stakeholders, i.e., for 

citizens who as tax payers foot most bills, for career civil servants who make government work, 

and for elected officeholders who need to recognize that democracy cannot do without 

bureaucracy. Positive public administration is not a breach from tradition. Public administration 

research has always centered around questions of what governments can do and how they can do 

this to the benefit of citizens and communities. By terming it positive public administration we aim to 

learn from other disciplines and seek to explicate and strengthen our focus on what we should do 

as a discipline: contributing to the quality of governance (which may involve criticizing failure in 

government).  

 

Positive public administration is not about resuscitating New Public Management’s agenda. 

Numbers in strategic plans and performance evaluations do not ‘mean’ much, as they do not reflect 

lived experiences and thus to not inform people in their roles as citizens, career civil servants, or 

political officeholders. Meaning can only emerge on the basis of research and education for 

understanding. In this Manifesto for a Positive Public Administration, we emphasized the research 

side of this endeavor; however, we also recognize that positive public administration can enrich 

the curricula we offer to our current and future public servants. A positive public administration 

should be the pod for many peas. This Manifesto is thus a call to action for combining research 

and teaching in helping to develop a more nuanced, and thus better, understanding of what makes 

democratic systems of governance and the agents and networks within them work well.  
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