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 NOT Powerpoints and pastries, but one 

day, a circle of chairs, a whiteboard or 

videocamera, STRATEGIC representatives 

from 10-40 academic, practitioner, local 

government/public body stakeholders, a 

25 year plan, 5 scenarios, and heated 

debate? Let people speak from their 

expertise without having to 

justify/privatise their knowledge or 

privileging some participants as speakers 

and others as audience ‘with input’.  [In 

other areas], nobody would be wasting so 

much time jumping through institutional 

hoops and sticking with long-established 

but dissatisfying procedures and 

methodologies. How about some real 

engagement? How about some direct 

funding/activity? There seems to be plenty 

of unharnessed passion...                          

(Respondent #18)  
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Introduction 
Over the last few years, public management and public management research have become 

prominent themes within Scotland. Partly rooted in the Scottish Labour and Liberal Democrat 

parties’ agenda to ‘improve public services and to tackle the real issues that matter to people in 

Scotland’ (Scottish Executive 2003) and further driven by Scottish National Party’s current five 

strategic policy objectives aimed at improving public services (Scottish Government 2009), there has 

been a keen interest in identifying and developing effective public management approaches. To this 

end, and in line with the broader national performance framework’s aim of improving knowledge 

transfer from universities’ research activities (Scottish Government 2009b), there has been a strong 

focus on promoting partnerships, collaborations and knowledge exchanges between academic, 

practitioner and policy communities. Despite numerous initiatives and activities aimed at 

encouraging and facilitating such work, there has been limited debate about the underlying nature 

of the Scottish public management research arena:  how do stakeholders perceive the field; how can 

we foster and maximise collaborative and collegiate engagements; what are significant research 

gaps; what is the funding situation; and how can we develop a vibrant public management research 

community? With this discussion paper, we would like to start a broader debate on these issues.  

By drawing on the findings of a recent online survey, and supplementing these with insights that 

have emerged from interviews and focused discussions with key stakeholders and our own 

participation in and observations of the field, we highlight and explore: perspectives about the 

Scottish public management research arena per se; the nature and availability of funding; obstacles 

to and facilitators for collaboration; the focus and dissemination of research; and the work of the 

Scottish Public Management Network (SPMN) to date.  

Building on the available insights, we start to outline potential action points for the SPMN and 

stakeholders within the wider Scottish public management research field. These points are not 

prescriptive ‘next steps’; they are a starting point for debate. The aim is to highlight areas that 

warrant reflection and to begin an ongoing, open and fruitful dialogue across the different public 

management domains with the aim of developing a vibrant and sustainable, collaborative and 

collegiate community. To this end, we welcome your comments on the issues raised throughout this 

paper: please forward them by email to tobias.jung@ed.ac.uk or contact us at the University of 

Edinburgh Business School, William Robertson Building, 50 George Square, Edinburgh, EH8 9JY. All 

the information you provide will be treated confidentially and anonymously. This work forms part of 

the ESRC Public Services Programme research project ‘Public Services Reform in Scotland: current 

knowledge and future prospects’ (ESRC Reference RES-153-27-0015), co-funded by the ESRC and the 

Scottish Government. 

The points raised in this paper and the insights from your subsequent comments will be used as a 

basis for a broader discussion aimed at developing a joint vision and action plan at the next SPMN 

seminar. This will take place on 6th November 2009 in Edinburgh and further information can be 

found in Appendix 2 and at http://www.scothub.org/events.html#actionplan.  

One final issue that needs to be highlighted is the format of this paper. Given the diverse 

characteristics and preferences of academic, practice and policy contexts, compiling a discussion 

paper that addresses all of these communities’ ‘needs’ and speaks all their ‘languages’ presents a 

challenge: we hope that we have struck the right balance.   

mailto:tobias.jung@ed.ac.uk
http://www.scothub.org/events.html#actionplan
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Findings  

The Scottish public management research field – ‘tribalistic’ 
Respondents’ perceptions of the Scottish public management research field were predominantly 

critical. They described the field as ‘patchy competent – but not excellent’, as having ‘high potential 

yet low achievement’, as suffering from ‘insufficient research skills’ and being ‘too party-politically 

driven’, ‘fragmented’, ‘competitive’ and ‘unfocused’. Rather than individuals and organisations 

sharing a vision and considering themselves as being part of a community, the emerging image is 

one of tribalism, where different parties compete for the same, very limited resources, try to gain 

short-term advantages, speak different languages, have diverse ideas about their respective aims 

and purposes, and might disagree as to what counts as success and what does not. 

Based on the existing literature which emphasises the necessity of building bridges between 

academia, practice and policy contexts one might expect cross-community tribalism; however, it 

does not appear to be limited thereto – it also seems to appear within each of these contexts. For 

example, people identified struggles about the direction and nature of public management research 

between local and national government, between the more traditional and younger universities, and 

between institutions and departments within universities. Respondents commented that there were 

too many individual and organisational egos without a real sense of community.  

Despite such negative comments, there was a shared view that the area was ‘ripe for development’, 

that it had ‘great potential’, and that it was an ‘exciting time to be involved’. 

 

Funding – ‘patchy and limited’ 
Funding was the most frequently mentioned item throughout the survey, with participants 

commenting on the availability of funding, its focus and timeframe, the allocation of funding, and 

issues about funding providers. 

The availability, focus and timeframe of funding 

There was general agreement that there is simply not enough appropriate funding available and that 

obtaining it is an increasingly difficult endeavour. The perception is that there is little accessible 

money being provided beyond that of the Scottish Government, with the latter focusing too much 

on performance issues and narrow questions aimed at bolstering political preconceptions about 

effective public services. Rather than offering a long-term vision and secure funding for innovative 

work, it is perceived as concentrating on short-term evaluation and key political areas without 

broadening out to explore the bigger picture. Alongside the problem that foundations had run out of 

money in light of the current economic situation, money provided by other Scottish public agencies 

was criticised as being too much focused on practitioner rather than purely academic work, with too 

much attention being given to clinical research and NHS-related issues. Funding provided for 

projects of a non-evaluative nature is perceived as concentrating on natural sciences and/or the 

creation of products for income generation. 

The individual and organisational allocation of funds 

Alongside the limited availability of funding, some respondents indicated that the funding arena was 

not an equal playing field and raised concerns about the ways in which it is distributed and allocated 
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across Scotland. They highlighted that the traditional universities tend to dominate the field, that the 

bidding processes have become increasingly elitist and framework arrangements give the impression 

that tendering is not genuinely open. 

Issues about funding providers 

Two key issues were raised in relation to funding providers. First of all, there were widespread 

concerns about an increasing England-Scotland dichotomy with ‘English’ funders not wanting to 

spend money in Scotland and vice versa. The perception is that UK research councils based outside 

Scotland do not easily support distinctively Scottish projects as they consider Scotland to be too 

parochial, yet do support English projects that claim to be of a UK nature. At the same time, Scottish 

funders give the impression of not placing enough value on research that involves settings or 

researchers outwith Scotland, but which might have important implications or offer useful insights 

for Scotland.   

Alongside funders’ narrow foci, there are concerns about the status of research and researchers. Of 

the 27 survey respondents who had received funding over the last 5 years, 72% had received funds 

from the Scottish Government, making it the largest funder amongst that sample (other sources 

included the ESRC 44%; respondents’ own organisation 32%; CSO and SFC 24% each). Given that 

government funding is often considered as being more policy-driven than that provided by other 

sources, combined with the small size of Scotland, there is a perceived danger of too much central 

control over public management research topics and an absence of critical debate about the 

implications of policy makers and politicians directing the content and direction of research through 

funding mechanisms: a widespread culture of reflective criticism and dissent is missing.  

 

Collaboration – ‘frustrating but worthwhile’ 
The notion of collaboration appeared to be very emotionally laden, with respondents describing a 

mix of experiences ranging from ‘negative’ and ‘frustrating’ to ‘positive’ and ‘rewarding’. The 

common theme running through both positive and negative experiences was the amount of effort 

and hard work required to make partnerships works. Although frustrations and challenges were 

widespread, collaboration was generally seen as something worthwhile that had the potential to 

offer unique opportunities. Alongside generic aspects that facilitate collaborations, such as good, 

established, open and long-term relationships, or clarity about and sharing of objectives and scope 

of the collaboration, respondents drew attention to three key areas that needed to be addressed: 

adequate resources, a better understanding about different contexts, and appropriate incentives. 

Resources 

The general view was that there needed to be more realism about the resources required for 

effective collaborations. One respondent boiled it down to ‘money talks – where there is money, 

there is collaboration’. While funding was one important facet, a lack of proper understanding of the 

time and effort such interactions take on all sides was quoted as one of the major challenges in 

collaborations. There was widespread frustration that people who entered collaborations did not 

make the extensive time commitments needed for it to work: ‘there was no time for face-to-face 

meetings’; ‘emails replaced meetings’; ‘there were obstacles in setting up meetings and/or people 

were not available at previously agreed times’; there was not enough time to build trust and 
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relationships, discuss and agree the study’s scope and arrive at shared objectives and aims, and set 

up things at an organisational level; and that there were differences in envisaged timeframes. 

Contexts 

A second, closely related theme was the concern that there is still no clear understanding of 

academic, practice and policy making contexts and their respective workings. Policy makers and 

practitioners complained that academics needed to be more attuned to their respective needs and 

required an improved understanding of management practices and the resulting challenges; 

academics complained that policy makers and practitioners needed to understand what research 

can and cannot deliver and within which timeframes. In addition academics felt that their 

independence was not always appreciated. Mirroring the fragmented nature of the field, 

respondents pointed towards silo-like perspectives, where required dialogue was stifled by 

defensive attitudes and the protection of professional status on all sides. Even if dialogue at an 

individual level might be possible, organisational procedures and competitiveness, combined with 

frustrating ethics and confidentiality agreements were identified as major obstacles. 

Incentives 

There was a strong feeling amongst academics that there continues to be an absence of appropriate 

incentives: there is a lack of recognition of the contribution such collaborative work makes. Although 

people pointed out that there are indications that the situation is slowly improving, there was a 

sense of frustration that the importance of collaborations with stakeholders outside universities and 

the potential contribution such work can make was not reflected in academic status or career 

progression, despite widespread rhetoric to that effect.  

 

Research focus and dissemination – ‘reactive rather than proactive’ 
There was general concern that there is no clear, shared vision for public management research that 

addresses major structural issues that affect lifestyle and the effects on the public sector over the 

next decades within Scotland. Alongside the short-term, Scotland-centric evaluation culture that 

reacts to immediate policy needs rather than concentrating on taking the area forward, respondents 

felt that there is a lack of co-ordination between different research projects; it appears that similar 

work is being carried out at various geographic or organisational levels and that this is not pulled 

together. 

In respect to dissemination practices, a lack of long-term, secure funding was again raised as a major 

concern: ‘we have a lot of research that doesn’t get translated into policy-friendly findings because 

we need to get funding for the next bit of work before we’ve finished the current project – this 

economy drives out KE *knowledge exchange+ activities’. Those who were involved in dissemination 

activities pointed towards the importance of audience-appropriate dissemination practices and tried 

to use the traditional spectrum of conferences, seminars, academic journals, briefing papers. The 

perspectives of those who were on the receiving ends of dissemination held views similar to those 

indicated in the literature. For example, while academic journals were considered as the most 

trustworthy source, they were also considered to be the least accessible. Conferences, seminars, 

personal networks, and working and briefing papers were considered as the most useful approaches. 

The one area where researchers seemed to miss a trick is the production of working papers: while 

68% of the 59 survey respondents considered them to be useful, only 18% used them as a 
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dissemination approach. One other area that was identified as to how academics could improve 

their impact was to develop their communication skills so as to present their work in engaging, 

dynamic and useful ways that are relevant and challenging to practice. 

Closely related to aspects of communication is the flow of research. Albeit talk is about ‘knowledge 

exchange’ and ‘partnership’, there are issues about the role and nature of those involved in these 

activities. While for example researchers within the Scottish government are often described as 

‘brokers’ their role appears to be unidirectional, one of bringing research into government, rather 

than facilitating a bidirectional flow and exchange of insights. 

Given the fragmented nature of the public management research arena, there were again concerns 

about the visibility and connectedness of existing work. In essence, people pointed out that they 

were unaware of who is doing what, where, and how people can be contacted or their work be 

accessed. Respondents complained about having to trawl through 20-30 webpages and join 

numerous mailing lists just to get a basic understanding of what is going on in the field. There was a 

general feeling that some sort of ‘one-stop-shop’, either physical or virtual, where information about 

ongoing work and existing knowledge could be obtained was needed. 

 

The work of the SPMN – ‘great potential’ 

General comments 

While people generally commented positively on the aims and work of the SPMN, they highlighted 

several areas in which its work could be further improved. First of all, there was a feeling that the 

network needed to become more collectively owned and that a greater involvement from policy 

makers and non-academic researchers was needed. In addition, there is further need to advertise 

and promote the aims and work of the network’s events; although people had heard about SPMN, 

not all of them were aware of the events that had been running. For example, while those who 

attended the network’s inaugural doctoral workshop were delighted with it and considered it to be 

very useful, it only attracted a very small number of people.  

Events 

Perceptions of the events were very positive. While those who had attended the events generally 

considered them to be thought provoking and interesting, and agreed that they provided a good mix 

of speakers from various contexts, the events’ strongest point was the opportunity to network with 

other people interested in public management.  

The one point about which respondents were unsure was the question as to whether the events 

should focus on one single theme, such as the last two events’ foci on single outcomes and the anti-

poverty framework, or whether a mix of ‘random’ presentations about different topics, as initially 

utilised, was more appropriate; the latter offered the chance to get a better feeling of what is going 

on in the field, whereas the former enabled detailed debate and prevented the danger of ‘time-

wasting’. 

In order to allow for more active contribution from and exchanges amongst participants the idea of 

creating more of a ‘workshop feel’ was put forward. Such a format was also perceived as one 

potential way of overcoming barriers that arise from cultural differences in academic, policy and 
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practice contexts and to allow for the development of sub-groups; at the time of the survey it was 

felt that there was a need to give more voice to practitioners rather than letting academics 

dominate the discussions.  

Respondents pointed out that it would also be helpful for a report on outcomes and findings from 

the events to be published. This would allow both policy makers and practitioners to utilise the 

collective thinking in their day to day work. At present there is no clarity about what happens after 

the events, and whether the ideas and thoughts get fed in anywhere or whether sessions are an end 

in themselves. 

ScotHub webpages 

Bar three people, respondents considered the development of the ScotHub pages into a portal 

aimed at fostering collaboration in the public management arena as useful. Of the various options 

offered, the most prominent options chosen in order of preference were:  

 a notice board for the dissemination of activities, events, tenders, conferences, education 

and training opportunities and other activities  

 hyperlinks to the constituent research networks and centres and organisations in Scotland  

 a database of all public policy and management researchers in Scotland together with their 

location and interests 

 a ‘partner finding’ facility for research and knowledge exchange projects  

 an electronic working paper series specifically intended to encourage knowledge exchange  

 hyperlinks to other public policy research resources, journals and organisations. 

Only limited support was found for making webspace for the establishment of special interest 

groups available, or for providing a ‘listserv’ option.  

A number of points of caution were raised. Respondents were concerned about the danger of 

misperceiving an online webpage as a community: technology can support a network, but it is not a 

network in itself. Most prominently, people highlighted that the mere presence of such enabling 

technology is not sufficient in itself: it needs to be carefully managed. First of all, it is important not 

to replicate existing initiatives, such as the information provided on the Improvement Service’s or 

LARIA’s webpages. Instead, the network should explore ways of collaborating with other existing 

online communities, such as the Analysts, Intelligence and Research specialist community at 

www.communities.idea.gov.uk. Closely related, to this were people’s concerns that the ScotHub 

webpages might be ‘just another source of information’ and they indicated that they are not keen 

on having yet more webpages to sift through on a regular basis. Instead, the ScotHub webpages 

might be a way of providing a pool of and a gateway to the various existing resources within 

Scotland. For example, given the diversity of the public sector and the breadth of public 

management related issues, respondents considered it difficult to stay on top of everything and 

simultaneously understand the value/strengths and weaknesses of the information provided 

without dedicating significant time. What they would like to see is some sort of sifting mechanism, 

or a digest, that highlights key issues from across other domains and that provides a way of quality 

assurance mechanisms whereby the most helpful/significant material rises to the top.  

  

http://www.communities.idea.gov.uk/
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Developing a vibrant community 
Having outlined the various issues raised by respondents, the question arises as to how we can take 

the field forward. The basic issues that emerge are (i) the need for a roadmap of the field, (ii) open 

and honest dialogue and engagement within and across domains and communities, and (iii) a clear, 

shared and integrated vision for the Scottish public management research field. 

 

A roadmap of the field 
The one problem that can be addressed most easily is the development of a clear, joined up map of 

the field that highlights: 

 who does what, where, how can they be contacted and/or their work easily accessed;  

 important developments that affect the area;  

 what events are taking place and what opportunities present themselves.  

While one respondent pointed towards the National School of Government’s Policy Hub as a 

potential model, there are also several other efforts from within the knowledge-exchange domain 

that might serve as partial or complete blueprints, such as the ResearchImpact initiative of the 

universities of Victoria and York in Canada. Aimed at connecting university research with research 

users across Canada, the project offers to match those who have expertise to share with those who 

are seeking research findings, provides research summaries of single studies along a 

ResearchSnapshot format, offers an event calendar, and various helpdesk-style and web2.0 tools 

aimed at developing and facilitating collaborations. Not only would such a roadmap provide a clearer 

view of the field, but might also address concerns about the existing levels and nature of the skills 

available.  

 

Open and honest dialogue 
While providing a roadmap is an easy step, open and honest dialogue across the domains appears to 

be urgently needed but will probably present infinite challenges and obstacles. Issues that need to 

be addressed include the nature, workings and needs of different communities; accessing the right 

people; the nature of research; funding distribution and the roles of different universities; and 

existing and required skills. 

Foster a grounded understanding and appreciation of respective contexts 

Although there has been a lot of academic debate about the differences in policy making, 

practitioner and academic contexts, and the need for academics to understand these, there appears 

to be an urgent need not only to develop this further, but also to move away from this one-way 

perception: understanding needs to be mutual. First of all, debates about differences in contexts 

usually focus on differences in timeframes and research needs, but do not provide a rich and 

detailed understanding of these contexts’ day-to-day realities, drivers and principles. As such 

academics do not necessarily understand the realities and challenges of managerial life and policy 

processes, whereas policy makers and practitioners do not understand the pressures and intricacies 

of academic life. Gaining a better understanding might also foster more respect for those in different 

contexts and overcome some of the misperceived professional hierarchies and attitudes.  

http://www.researchimpact.ca/home/
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Clarify the nature of research across communities 

Closely related to the lack of understanding are the common misperceptions about research by 

those not directly involved therein. For example, Poynter and Ashby (Poynter and Ashby 2005: 3-4) 

nicely illustrate the key characteristics of research through the metaphor of food:  

‘A good meal requires that there is time to prepare the ingredients, time to 

cook the meal, that those dining arrive in time to receive the food at its 

best, that the diners have the time to eat the food at the right pace, and 

that the diners have time after eating to let the food settle and to enjoy the 

moment... if you only have 20 minutes between planes or trains, if you have 

to eat on the way from one meeting to another, then fast food may be just 

what you want. And, when you want fast food, different criteria come into 

play: you want it fast, you want it clean, and you want it sensibly priced. 

Typically you want the food to taste OK, but you are not looking for great, 

and you almost certainly are not looking for surprises’  

Neither of these approaches has to be the enemy of the other. However, it is important to get the 

balance right and to appreciate what is appropriate for a given area or question, and what can be 

achieved within the timeframe and resources available. While fast research can be appropriate for 

emergencies that require quick results and where the research question can be simply defined, it 

should not be used as an answer to bad planning, or a belated decision to conduct research on a 

topic, or replace a broader and long-term vision (Poynter and Ashby 2005).  

Reflect on the nature, timeframe, and allocation of funding and research 

While respondents expressed concerns about the short-term nature and focus of funding and the 

degree to which allocation is fair, the answer to funding- and research-related issues might not 

necessarily be to go down the opposite route and provide long-term, visionary funds, equally 

distributed across organisations, and aimed at ‘proper’ research rather than ‘just’ evaluation. 

Instead, there should be a radical and reflective debate that addresses the underlying issues in more 

detail: should universities operate on an equal playing field or should there be specific centres of 

excellence? Should the funding process be short-term, open and competitive or should there be 

long-standing collaborations with single partners? Do funders want short-term evaluation with 

limited purposes or cutting-edge visionary thinking that might not have any immediate applicability? 

Do we want individual ad hoc projects or joined collaborations that feed into a broader strategy? To 

what extent should policy makers and politics control the research agenda through funding? Are 

existing procedures and methodologies unsatisfactory and if so, how could they be improved?  

While there are no simple, black-and-white answers to these questions, it is time that they are 

addressed openly and in detail: there are no correct choices, but the choices made should be 

reflective rather than random. There needs to be a move away from tribalism towards real 

community that spans the different domains and working contexts, and has a broader vision that is 

meaningful to, jointly owned and supported by and across the different communities.  
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Appendix 1 – The Scottish Public Management Network 
The SPMN is a network of researchers, practitioners, policy makers and educators into and about 

public management who are based in HEIs, public policy and public service delivery organizations. Its 

purpose is to develop a collegiate forum  

 to share and collaborate with each other, in areas of research and teaching/education, 

 to interact with policy makers and practitioners in order to make an impact upon public 

management policy and practice in Scotland,  

 to develop the capacity of researchers in Scotland to conduct effective research and 

education activities in the field of public management, and  

 to influence the shape and direction of funding for public management research and 

education in Scotland. 

It will seek both to enable Scottish public management to learn the key lessons emerging out of the 

global public management research and education community and to foster the contribution arising 

out of the Scottish experience for this global community. 

Its membership is open to any researcher, practitioner, policy maker or educator who has a primary 

or secondary interest in public management and public policy, whether based in an HEI, public policy 

or public service delivery organizations.  The network’s explicit intent is to foster collaboration 

between and across these communities. 

If you are interested in the activities of the Scottish Public Management Network or would like to 

join, please contact us:  

 

Mrs Isobel Speedman 

University of Edinburgh Business School  

William Robertson Building 

50 George Square 

Edinburgh 

EH8 9JY 

  

Email: Isobel.Speedman@ed.ac.uk  

Tel: +44 (0)131 650 99 45  

 

  

mailto:Isobel.Speedman@ed.ac.uk
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Appendix 2 – Draft programme for the next SPMN workshop on ‘The 

Future of Public Services Reform in Scotland’, 6th November 2009, 

University of Edinburgh Business School in association with the Public 

Management and Policy Association (PMPA) 
 

09:45h Tea/coffee and registration 
 

10:15h  'Trajectories of public management reform in Europe: current trends and future 
prospects' 
Geert Bouckaert, Professor of Public Management and Director of the Public 
Management Institute at the University of Leuven, Belgium 
 

10:55h Questions 
 

11:15h Tea/coffee 
 

11:30h Panel: Implications of the European experience for public services reform in Scotland 
(panel members from academia, Scottish Government, local government and the Third 
Sector) 
 

12:15h Plenary discussion 
 

13:00h Lunch 
 

14:00h Ψ5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŀ ±ƛōǊŀƴǘ {ŎƻǘǘƛǎƘ tǳōƭƛŎ aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ CƛŜƭŘΩ 
Tobias Jung, ESRC Research Fellow, University of Edinburgh Business School 
 

14:30h Plenary discussion of the findings and developing a draft Action Plan on their basis 
 
Establishment of an SPMN Steering Group 
 

15:15h Close 
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