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Outline 

• The Best Practices in Public 

Management project 

 

• The evolution of the Public Policy 

and Governance Portal to The Atlas 

of Public Management 

 

• Structure of the 

Atlas databases 

 

• Early findings 
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Presentation based on two working papers now on the Atlas (Best Practices page) 
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We use a broad conception of best practices 

 

Best Practices  = 

 

Recommendations by international agencies 

+ 

Examples of public management improvement* as described by governments 

+ 

Other credible ideas for improving public management 

 

 

 

 

*Improvement   =    Better quality (e.g., more accountable, democratic, convenient) 

                                 +/or   more cost-effective  
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Evolution of PPG Portal to Atlas of Public Management 

The PPG Portal 

• Developed from 2008-2012 

(CSPS Innovation; SSHRC KIS) 

• Restricted intranet site (log on) 

• Canadian focus 

• Curriculum & Practice Content 

~  2,000 concept definitions 

~  100 course descriptions 

~  200 reference collections 

~  500 pdf, Word and PowerPoints 

• Ongoing restricted “Project” sites 

The Atlas of Public Management 

• Best Practices in Public Management 

(SSHRC Insight, 2012-2015) 

• Public internet site (live now) 

• More international focus 

• Databases 

1. Subjects 

2. Teaching Topics 

3. Advisory Topics 

4. Practice Examples 

5. MPP/MPA Courses 

6. Study Reports 

7. Concepts and Terms 

8. Reference Collections 

9. Competencies 
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Subjects can be organized into four domains 

Tools and Skills 

for Public Management 

 

“The MPP toolkit” 
 
Strategy and Structure for 
Public Management 
 
Economic Analysis for 
Public Management 
 
Quantitative Methods for 
Public Management 
 
Management Sciences for 
Public Management 
 
Leadership for Public 
Management 
 
Communication for Public 
Management 
 
Professional Practice for 
Public Management 

 

Institutions, Processes and 

Contexts of Governance 

 

“Politics and philosophy” 

 
Democratic Institutions and 
the Policy Process 
 
Ethics and Accountability 
 
Social and Political Context 
 
International and Global 
Context 
 
Intergovernmental Context 
 
Civil Society and Advocacy 
Bodies 

 

 

Management Functions 

and Governance Instruments 

 

“Standard internal functions” 

 
Budgeting and Financial 
Management 
 
Evaluation and Performance 
Measurement 
 
Oversight, Risk Management 
and Control 
 
Human Resource Management 
 
Information and Technology 
Management 
 
Service Delivery and e-Government 
 
Regulation and Compliance 

 

Policy Sector Applications 

of Public Management 

 

“Standard department names” 

 
International Development 

Economic Policy and Tax 

Social Policy and Welfare 

Health 

Education 

Employment, Labour and 
      Immigration 

Indigenous Peoples Policy 

Cities and Community 
Development 

Territorial Development 

Environment 

Agriculture and Resources 

Science, Technology and  
       Innovation 

Industry, Trade and Investment 

Energy, Transport and 
Infrastructure  

Defence, Security and Foreign 
        Relations 

Policing and Justice 
Administration 

Financial Sector and Pensions 

Other Policy Sectors 

 



9 



10 

Traditional ways of mapping disciplines 

• By publications:  

1. The “canon.” All disciplines contain at least a core of key, even historical, 

publications that are considered outstanding or definitional contributions  

2. Through encyclopedias, handbooks, dictionaries, and “state of the 

discipline” compendia  

3. Scientific journals, many of which, like most of the encyclopedias and 

handbooks, are sponsored by professional associations 

• By organizations: Mapping can also be done through organizations, principally 

professional associations and their various research sections. In a sense, these 

associations are the “guardians” of their disciplines   

• By accreditation (for professionally oriented disciplines): The generic process 

of accreditation is the setting of standards to which programs must adhere and 

the awarding of accreditation testifies that a program meets key standards, and 

becomes a “good housekeeping seal of approval” 
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The Atlas is providing a more comprehensive map 

• Traditional mapping approaches have the same Achilles heel: incompleteness.  

– Despite the formality of the institutions that support (and indeed, depend 

upon) the mapping exercises, the mapping itself relies on subjective 

judgments (though reinforced by experience) 

– To take the most powerful mapping tool from the publications approach − 

compendia like encyclopedias, handbooks, and “state of the art” collections – 

the ultimate decisions about what is to be included are made by editors 

– The accreditation approach is somewhat more rigorous in that it takes a more 

Platonic view of what a discipline like public management should contain. But 

understandably, this deductive stance relies in the first instance on an 

inductive appreciation of what is actually being taught and practiced in a 

discipline like public management  

• The Atlas addresses this problem through a more empirical approach, involving a 

thorough canvassing of courses in MPA and MPP programs, advice proffered by 

international agencies, and examples of management improvement provided by 

governments 
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Our empirical conception of the field of public management 

 

 

Public Management  = 

 

What MPP/MPA programs teach (as described in syllabi) 

+  

What international agencies advise governments to do (as described in reports) 

+ 

What governments do (as described in official documentation) 
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There are now a great number of MPP/MPA programs… 
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Several programs now post full syllabi 
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Some MOOCs appear to offer relevant material 
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There are many international agencies offering advice 
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Of these, the OECD has the most material (for developed countries) 
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Top 40 OECD reports now searchable in Atlas database 
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Early Findings 
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There are interesting Canadian-US curricular differences 

• Harvard Kennedy School (HKS) MPP has more intensive economics and 

quantitative analysis than most Canadian programs 

• Syracuse’s Maxwell School MPA features a required four-week full-time 

Executive Leadership Seminar (covering “interest-based negotiation as leadership, 

work and conflict self assessment, negotiation in groups, working with the media, 

ethical leadership, persuasion and advocacy as leadership, collaborative problem 

solving as leadership, negotiating in networks, entrepreneurship and creativity as 

leadership, and leadership styles and assessments”)  

• HKS MPP core has much more emphasis than most Canadian programs on: 

– strategy 

– leadership theory 

– organizational behaviour and behavioural psychology 

– negotiation 

– effective communication 

– policy design 

• HKS and Syracuse make greater use of case studies than most Canadian programs 
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Some subjects seem under taught in Canadian programs 

• Relative to leading US Schools, Canadian MPP/MPA programs provide rather 

few courses in the following “tools and skills” subjects: 

– strategy and structure for public management 

– management sciences for public management 

– leadership for public management 

– communication for public management 

– professional practice for public management 

• Relative to employment opportunities, Canadian MPP/MPA programs rather 

few courses in the following “management functions” subjects: 

– budgeting and financial management 

– evaluation and performance management 

– oversight, risk management and control 

– human resource management 

– information and technology management 

– service delivery and e-governance 



Critiques of best practices abound, but…  

• There is a large, 

learned, and mostly 

critical, academic 

literature on best 

practices 

 

• This may have 

encouraged a name 

change from best 

practice to 

synonyms such as 

“good practice” 
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• But it does not seem to have 

dampened the demand by practitioners 

for examples of successful management 

improvement 
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There are consistent principles in OECD advice 

• Transparency: Linked to accountability, but also to the creation of public 

pressures (based on better knowledge) for change and reform 

• Accountability: This is both accountability by managers to their ministries and 

functional responsibilities, and by governments to the broader public 

• Citizen and stakeholder participation: As with the first two principles, this 

“opens up” government, empowers non-governmental actors, and possibly 

enhances credibility and trust 

• Credibility: At one level it is an admonition to be as transparent, truthful and 

intelligible as possible but, at another level, it is linked to a stricture that reports, 

analyses, assumptions and decisions should be as rigorous and as 

methodologically sound as possible 

• Consistency: At the level of a single practice, for example standards of 

evaluation or audit, if it is consistent across ministries and agencies, then it must 

be transparent, evident, known, absorbed, and applied in the same manner; at the 

level of process, for example budgeting, consistent practices in categorizing and 

treating expenditures and revenues reduces the chances of “off-budget” or 

“back-door” practices 
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There are tensions in OECD advice 

• Centralization vs. decentralization: In the budgeting and financial 

management subject area, for example, under central input controls, the OECD 

recommends (unless there is a danger of increasing the probability of corruption) 

that central input controls be relaxed and that budget decisions be decentralized 

to the heads of agencies. However, in the best practice advice on top-down 

budgeting techniques, the OECD advises in favour of centralized and top-down 

decision-making. In the evaluation subject field, the advice is: “Central 

government agencies play an important role in managing the evaluation process; 

however, the actual evaluations can be decentralized to different actors at all 

levels of government.” 

• Accessibility vs. methodological rigour: A key principle is transparency which 

translates into credible reporting and wide dissemination of core information like 

budgetary expenditures and revenues, projects, likely consequences of fiscal 

decisions and so on. At the same time, however, a good deal of the best practice 

advice urges the most rigorous methodology and technical competence possible. 

These are not necessarily contradictory, but they are in tension, and governments 

that accept both best practices will be challenged to find the balance.  
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Researchers 

at CAPPA 

institutions 

are examining 

most subjects 

in public 

management 
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There is potential for further collaboration 

• With Treasury Board of Canada on OECD work such as the Observatory of 

Public Sector Innovation 

• With Canada School of Public Service on including CSPS syllabi and 

previously published documents 

• With other schools 

 

 

 

 

Stay in touch at www.pmatlas.ca 

and contact us at 

id.clark@utoronto.ca and leslie_pal@carleton.ca  

http://www.pmatlas.ca/
mailto:id.clark@utoronto.ca
mailto:leslie_pal@carleton.ca

