Abstract

This article explores what happens when the
much-discussed doctrine of transparency as
a key to good governance meets the widely
observed behavioural tendency of blame-
avoidance in politics and public administra-
tion. It begins by discussing transparency as
an idea and distinguishing different strains of
the doctrine, proceeds to discuss blame-
avoidance and to identify three common
types of blame-avoidance strategy, and then
explores what can happen when a widely
advocated governance doctrine meets a
commonly observed type of behaviour. The
article identifies ways in which that conjunc-
tion can produce nil effects, side-effects and
reverse-effects in the pursuit of transparency.
It concludes that the tension between the
pursuit of transparency and the avoidance of
blame is at the heart of some commonly
observed problems in public management,
and suggests that something other than the
‘bureaucratic’ strain of transparency may be
called for when those problems are serious.
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- INTRODUCTION

Transparency has a long history as a central principle for public management, and for
democratic and corporate accountability more generally (see Hood 2006). But the term
itself only became a general catchword at the end of the twentieth century. Since then,
the word transparency has become pervasive as a prescription for better governance and
accountability (though it is usually distinguished from accountability itself). It is true
that a few commentators, notably Onora O’Neill (2002) have questioned the value of
transparency as an all-purpose recipe for improving organizational performance and the
quality of governance. But mostly transparency is one of those ‘banal’ ideas (pervasive
but unexamined, as in Michael Billig’s (1995) notion of banal nationalism) that are
taken as unexceptionable in discussions of governance and public management.

If transparency has come to be a widespread normative doctrine for the conduct of
governance, blame-avoidance is a descriptive account of a force that is often said to
underlie much of political and institutional behaviour in practice. Over two decades
ago, Kent Weaver (1986) argued that clected politicians in the USA (and in other
countries as well) tended to prefer avoiding blame to claiming political credit, and since
then blame-avoidance has been widely said to be a dominant motivation of
contemporary elected politicians and bureaucrats. The theoretical literature on
blame-avoidance is fragmented and diverse (see Sulitzeanu-Kenan and Hood 2005 for a
partial survey). But the central issue turns on the handling of political risk and how the
management of that type of risk shapes organizational architecture, operating routines
and policy design.

The conventional assumption is that the management of political risk involves an
‘upside’ of acquiring credit or (further) office and a ‘downside’ of attracting blame and
losing credit or office. And the argument put forward by Weaver and others that
politicians and other officeholders are asymmetric in their preferences over upside and
downside political risks is linked to the idea of ‘negativity bias’. Negativity bias — the
tendency of negative information to produce more activity and impact than positive
information — has long been claimed to be a common phenomenon in politics,
institutional life and indeed human behaviour more generally.

So what happens when the supposedly irresistible force of transparency as a doctrine
of better governance meets the apparently immovable object of blame-avoiding
behaviour in political and institutional affairs? Are the two forces inherently in conflict,
as that metaphor of collision implies? Is it another case of those often-observed tensions
between idealism and realism, or can transparency be an antidote at least to certain
ways of avoiding blame? May it in some circumstances actually assist blame-avoidance?
Or is its effect to shift blame-avoidance from one form to another?

Such questions seem to lie at the heart of some important debates about the
behaviour of officeholders at every level in government and public management more
widely. Accordingly, to explore the questions posed above, this article begins by briefly
discussing the doctrine of transparency as a route to good governance and better






