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1. Title: How wars impact public administration and street-level bureaucracy: teachers and education professionals on the frontlines of the Russian occupation in Ukraine
Authors: Vicente Ferraro and others
Abstract: The actions of street-level bureaucrats (SLBs)—such as teachers, healthcare workers, and police officers—during crises and emergencies have received growing attention in public administration scholarship. Yet, a critical and underexplored dimension remains: the role of SLBs in context of war and armed conflict, where threats to personal safety, political coercion, and institutional collapse converge. This article investigates how war—and military occupation in particular—reshapes the everyday work, moral dilemmas, and response strategies of SLBs operating under extreme conditions. We focus on the war in Ukraine—the most intense armed conflict on European soil since World War II. Within this context, we examine education professionals, as schools and universities have become strategic targets of Russian occupation forces: cultural frontlines central to the legitimization of territorial control and forced assimilation. Complex dilemmas emerge: should SLBs continue providing services to the population—thus risking complicity with the occupiers and being branded as “traitors”—or should they refrain from any contact with them, at the risk of facing violent punishment? Our analysis draws on qualitative data collected through fieldwork in six Ukrainian regions; semi-structured and in-depth interviews (both online and face-to-face) with education professionals who experienced the Russian occupation; and qualitative document analysis of media coverage and human rights reports. Following an abductive research design, we identify four structural features that distinguish war from other crises: forced interaction with enemy state actors, institutional weaponization, loyalty dilemmas, and bureaucratic rupture under contested sovereignties. Building on these findings, we propose a fourfold typology of SLB response strategies—exit, accommodation, local defiance, and remote adaptation—each grounded in distinct moral decisions. By bringing SLBs into the analysis of wartime governance, this article contributes to an emerging research agenda on frontline bureaucracy under conditions of armed conflict—contexts that, alarmingly, are no longer exceptional.
2. Title: Low-stakes accountability and public service turnarounds
Authors: Thomas Elston and Han Wang
Abstract: Can accountability to external bodies induce performance turnaround in struggling public services? And if so, must account-holders use incentives and sanctions to change account-giving organizations that have hitherto failed to self-correct, or can a gentler, more informational regime suffice? Building on recent research into “low-stakes” accountability, we argue that feedback and standard-setting on their own may stimulate departmental turnarounds in complex, multiservice organizations by directing leaders’ scarce attention, control efforts, and resource allocations toward previously unnoticed performance deficits. However, given the potential for “tunnel vision” among account-givers, accountability-induced turnarounds may be confined to dimensions of performance most relevant to the account-holder, to the neglect of others. We test each stage of this theory using quasi-experimental methods and data from the Local Government Ombudsman in England. We show that councils that are notified of maladministration in their social care departments significantly increase leadership attention and control efforts toward this service, and invest more in its core staffing, compared with a matched sample of unnotified councils. On average, the rate of maladministration falls by more than half; though, as predicted, we detect no wider performance gains. The immediacy of the improvement further suggests that, after censure, care managers may be acting in anticipation of leaders’ increased attention.
3. Title: A process study of managing tensions for sustaining public purpose-oriented networks: toward a “Networks as Practice” perspective
Authors: Lena E Bygballe and others
Abstract: Purpose-oriented networks (PONs) face multiple tensions, but although their existence is well-documented, there is limited research on how network tensions emerge and how they are managed over time to enable network sustainability. We conducted a longitudinal process study of a public PON in the natural hazards field in Norway to explore how network participants experience and manage network tensions. The study identifies four tension-managing practices that help sustain networks. The analysis reveals how network tensions are interrelated and (re)emerge as the network unfolds, and how the participants’ use of these practices yields different outcomes but enables them to sustain the network over time. The study answers recent calls in the public administration literature for process studies to better understand network phenomena and contributes a “networks-as-practice” perspective on managing network tensions. This perspective helps to reconcile and extend the dominant network governance and management perspectives because, by focusing on practice, it captures how structures and actions mutually shape one another—an interaction that is fundamental to network processes and dynamics.
4. Title: A learning approach to the governance of professionals. Field experimental evidence
Authors: Simon Calmar Andersen and Thorbjørn Sejr Guul
Abstract: Performance management is used by governments worldwide to incentivize professionals in schools and other public organizations. Yet, much research shows that these incentives may generate perverse dysfunctional effects. Based on a Bayesian model of learning, we propose that simply providing professional teachers with performance information—without changing their extrinsic incentives—may be enough to make them update their beliefs about their students and act accordingly. However, measuring performance may itself affect professionals’ behavior, which makes it difficult to isolate the effect of providing performance information. We designed and preregistered a field experiment in which we can isolate the effect of making performance information available to teachers and study how it affects their posterior beliefs and behavior towards the students (N = 2028). The results confirm the primary hypothesis and therefore provide indications that the provision of information itself may be effective in the governance of public organizations.
5. Title: Changes in the accountability obligation, intensity, and working drive of public employees: evidence from a survey experiment
Authors: Yanwei Li and Hongbo Yu
Abstract: Governments worldwide have established accountability as a key mechanism to promote public employees’ work behaviors. In this study, we propose that changes in two critical aspects of accountability—intensity and obligation—have distinct effects on public employees’ work drive. Increased accountability intensity, characterized by close supervision and strict sanctions, can reduce intrinsic motivation and decrease public employees’ willingness to engage in their tasks proactively. Conversely, the imposition of an additional hierarchical accountability obligation—the perceived duty to justify actions to higher-level administrative supervisors or political leaders—can either enhance or hinder work drive, depending on whether public employees view it as an opportunity to gain benefits or as coercive pressure. To explore this, we conducted a survey experiment with 1,221 public employees in China. Our results indicate that increased accountability intensity generally reduces public employees’ work drive, although the impact of incremental accountability obligations on their work drive remains unclear. These findings deepen our understanding of how changes in accountability influence the work drive of public employees.
6. Title: Internal representation? How Black and White firefighters view racial diversity within the fire service
Authors: James E Wright and others
Abstract: This study investigates leadership representation and the perceptions of public employees, specifically focusing on a fire department led by a Black fire chief. Drawing from literature on representative bureaucracy and relational demography, we explore how leadership representation influences street-level bureaucrats’ views on diversity and representation within the organization. Through in-depth interviews with both Black and White firefighters, we find distinctions in their perceptions regarding racial diversity and representation. First, Black firefighters viewed the presence of a Black leader as empowering, leading to opportunities for professional advancement and a commitment to community representation. In contrast, White firefighters perceived race-based diversity efforts as undermining meritocracy. Second, White firefighters preferred to avoid having discussions about race and diversity within the workplace, often referring to their familial bond and collective firefighter identity that minimized racial differences among their colleagues. Moreover, White firefighters are colorblind until race poses a material threat to them. Black firefighters reported selectively engaging in discussions depending on the context or cultural environment, or avoiding conversations, especially when they perceived potential consequences. Our findings suggest that leadership representation serves as a context to further interrogate these divergences. This research expands our understanding of leadership representation within public agencies and practically highlights the importance of managing diversity issues to foster inclusivity and mitigate tensions.
7. Title: Top managers’ language dissimilarity and public organizational performance
Authors: Hanchen Jiang and others
Abstract: Top managers hold a significant position in the functioning of public organizations. While existing studies have predominantly investigated the impacts of individual characteristics of top managers on public organizational outcomes, limited attention has been given to heterogeneity, especially nondemographic heterogeneity, among them. This study focuses on the impact of language dissimilarity among top managers in public organizations and proposes that the dissimilarity can negatively influence their communication and social identification, leading to a decrease in organizational performance. Based on economic growth and managers’ biographical data across cities in China (N = 4,700), our two-way fixed effects model finds that the language dissimilarity between the two top managers in a city government has a negative impact on the economic growth rate of the city. This impact does not diminish as the two managers work together over a long period, and the ethnic dissimilarity between them can amplify the negative impact. Our findings highlight the pivotal role of the top management team’s heterogeneity in driving the performance of public organizations.
8. Title: Cultivating collaborative resilience amid volatility: implementation partnerships between law enforcement and mental health organizations
Authors: Stephen Page
Abstract: This article investigates how implementation collaborations between law enforcement and mental health organizations generate resilience to sustain and adapt themselves in volatile environments. Data come from interviews with practitioners and reviews of media and planning, and program documents in four distinct local settings. The study extends understanding of resilience in three ways. First, it examines practices to build interorganizational resilience from different strands of literature—boundary practices that help diverse partners understand and work together across differences, and high-reliability practices to sustain joint operations. Second, it identifies four challenges that volatility poses for implementation collaborations and shows that collaborations in different settings can combine the practices in distinct ways to address each challenge. Local conditions, thus, may matter less for building resilience than how collaborations combine practices. Third, it uncovers a new reflexive practice—collaborative assessment and adjustment—likely to be particularly useful to build resilience in volatile environments. Resilience amid volatility, thus, may be less a state that collaboration achieve than an ongoing process that partners cultivate in different ways in response to specific challenges. The article concludes with ideas for future research, including studying challenges of volatility and the practices that cultivate interorganizational resilience in additional policy fields.
9. Title: Between breaking and restoring boundaries: conceptualizing responsiveness in street-level decision-making
Authors: Hanna Carlsson and others
Abstract: Street-level responsiveness is often framed as an individual binary decision: frontline workers either prioritize client needs or strictly adhere to institutional boundaries. This ethnographic study of three home care organizations in Amsterdam challenges this assumption by examining how frontline actors balance responsiveness with rules, resource limitations, and role expectations. Drawing on 140 hours of shadowing and 15 interviews with home care workers and managers, we analyze responsiveness as an organizational achievement. Frontline workers and managers often collaborate in boundary work when being responsive—not just crossing institutional boundaries around rules, resources, and roles, but subsequently also reinstating them. We identify three shared practices—response repertoires—through which responsiveness takes shape: temporary boundary work (addressing acute needs), structural boundary work (managing ongoing vulnerabilities), and performative boundary work (building trust while clarifying service limits). This study contributes to the street-level literature by (1) identifying diverse forms of and motivations for responsiveness linked to different client needs; (2) unpacking the sequenced nature of responsive decision-making, offering the boundary work lens to study street-level decision-making processually; and (3) offering a dialectic understanding of responsiveness, where frontline actors are as much breakers as conservers of institutions. Together, these insights deepen understanding of how responsiveness is enacted, constrained, and institutionalized in everyday public service work.
