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Where to begin?

• AI; big data and evidence

• Climate change and resilience

• Geo-political tensions and re-ordering

• Distrust of institutions; populism

• History repeating itself
– Ex: productivity & “doing more with less” … again!

• Workforce
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4 OECD, 2021, Ageing and Talent Management in European Public Administrations

Aging
workforce

Far less of a problem 
in private sector



5 YouGov, 2023, The Social Work Workforce

Demoralised
workforce

Burnout

Damaging 
government
interventions

Getting worse
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Challenge of recruiting and retaining leaders



Three conversations that we need to have… 

 I. About accountability
- Looking for alternatives to Òhigh -stakesÓ accountability

 II. About positive feedback
- Escaping the gloom that often dominates our mindset

 III. About effective reform
- Fewer, smarter, more incremental changes
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The need for accountability
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• Deters  failure / incentivizes effort
– The “psychological deterrent” 

• Provides justice  when things go wrong
– The checks and balances that prevents abuse of power and fosters legitimacy

• Promotes organisational learning
– The lessons that support improvement



The orthodox view
• Realising these objectives of deterrence, justice 

and learning requires strong  accountability 
regimes, with:

! Strong transparency on performance information, plus:

! Strong powers of coercion to shape behaviour, including 

economic and reputational rewards and sanctions, 

contingent on performance

• Together known as “high-stakes” accountability
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The orthodox view: an example
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The orthodox view: challenges
! Limited evidence that it improves performance, or that any gains 

are contingent on the use of harsh measures

! Problem of Ògaming,Ó  where organisations seek rewards or avoid 

sanctions by delivering success Òon paperÓ but not Òin practiceÓ

! ÒHitting the target but missing the point.Ó

! Negative side -effects of punitive accountability on morale, 

recruitment and retention, especially among leadership
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Is there an alternative?

Is it possible to motivate change, learning and improvement in 
public service organisations by simply providing compelling 
performance feedback , without  rewards and sanctions?

! Simon Andersen and Helena Nielsen, 'Learning from Performance InformationÕ, JPART.

! Mads Jakobsen et al., ÔRebalancing External Accountability and Internal LearningÕ, PPMG.
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“Low-stakes” accountability



Low-stakes accountability #1

! Ombuds schemes for complaint handling typically lack powers to 
enforce judgements, even where serious / systemic failings found

! Also: rarely command media attention, so few reputational levers

! Research Question: When notified of serious error in adult social work 
services, what does the local government / municipality do?
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Feedback from Ombudsman



Comparison 1: 
Before vs after report issued

Comparison 2: 
Similar councils that didn’t receive a 
report at that time (or ever)

Councils that are too dissimilar
are removed from the analysis
(called “matching”)Source: Thomas Elston and Han Wang, 2026, ÕLow -stakes accountability and public service 

turnarounds,Õ Journal of Public Administration Research & Theory, 36, 19 -35.



Significant reduction in upheld 
complains after feedback received, 
compared with control group

Source: Thomas Elston and Han Wang, 2026, ÕLow -stakes accountability and public service 
turnarounds,Õ Journal of Public Administration Research & Theory, 36, 19 -35.



Significant increase in
leader attention towards
adult social care, compared 
with control group

But declines and
becomes insignificant
by yr 3.

Source: Thomas Elston and Han Wang, 2026, ÕLow -stakes accountability and public service 
turnarounds,Õ Journal of Public Administration Research & Theory, 36, 19 -35.



Low-stakes accountability #2
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Professional peer review

Peer-reviewed
local gov’t

Peer review networks
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Significant reduction in
chance of delayed planning
decisions after peer review, 
compared with control group

RQ: When peers visit and identify opportunities for 
improvement, what does the local government do?
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But benefits are much
larger before global 
financial crisis … than after it

=>  Organisational learning requires administrative capacity
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Take aways…
• Accountability is essential. But the trend towards more 

overlapping, more high-stakes accountability is problematic.

• The long-held belief that feedback alone is too weak to 
induce change in public services is untrue.

• We need to reserve strong coercive powers for the most 
egregious errors, and instead use compelling performance 
feedback to foster learning and improvement
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Three conversations that we need to have… 

 I. About accountability
- Looking for alternatives to Òhigh -stakesÓ accountability
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Behavioural science

• The psychology of public administration

• Cognitive bias leads to predictable errors in 
judgement due to how the brain is wired

25



Confirmation bias (example)

! (AKA Òmy sideÓ bias)

! The tendency to search for, interpret, 
focus on, and remember information in a 

way that confirms oneÕs preconceptions.

! Mistakes happens when we ignore data 
that implies our hypothesis is wrong.
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Negativity bias

" We notice, give more weight to, and engage in more causal reasoning about 

negative stimuli compared with positive of equal magnitude

" ÒBasic, pervasive fact of psychologyÓ (Baumeister, et al., 2001, p.360)
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Negativity bias institutionalized
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Former C&AG of Canada: “Part of that negative 
approach comes out of our Act, which says we must point 
out to Parliament the things that are not working well.  IÕm 
not paid to give assurance that things are working; IÕm to 
identify things that are not .” (see Morin, 2003)



The conversation we need to haveÉ

! Public services endure a very negative stream of 

feedback. Our brains, and the institutions that monitor 

government, both systematically screen out good news.

! It is important to recognise and learn from mistakes. But 

relentless focus on errors is demoralising.

! We need to find ways to deliver positive feedback to 

government employees
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More behavioural science
• Negativity bias doesn’t only lower morale 

among workers; it also leads to poor 
decision -making  about when and how 
to reform public service organisations.
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Biased decision-making…
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Government
Information
Receptors

Action based on negative feedback only

Good job

Error

Error

Error

Error



Biased data, bad reforms
• Reform too often, and too extensively

! Adopt an Òeverything is broken, everything needs fixingÓ attitude , which 
leads to large and risky reforms, rather than targeted and incremental 
changes that are easily to manage

• Reforms that are cyclical / pendular

! Ex: the annoyances of centralisation lead to de -centralisation, which has 
its own annoyances that eventually lead to re -centralisation
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Cyclical reform
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ÒThe grass on the other side always looks greener , so, over the years, 
reformers wobble between alternatives which each carry advantages 
and disadvantagesÓ  (Pollitt, 2008)

Extremely demotivating for workforce.

 -  ÒRepetitive change injuryÓ  (Wynen  et al., 2019).

Cyclical reform means the future might not be so different from the past!!

Thanks for listening! !  thomas.elston@bsg.ox.ac.uk  

Negativity bias

mailto:thomas.elston@bsg.ox.ac.uk
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