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This paper describes a new approach to mapping the discipline of public 

management.3 

Mapping academic disciplines is intrinsically challenging for several reasons. First, 

it is not clear what the best metrics of measurement might be: the “canon,” what is 

contained in leading journals; or the accumulated content of course syllabi. In fields that 

bridge both academe and practice, like public management or public policy, the problem 

is more acute since there is a parallel universe of content that consists of what people 

actually do, as opposed to what they say or write or teach. Second, while there may often 

be agreement on the core, as one gets closer to the margins there is more doubt about what 

is “in” and what is “out” of the discipline. Third, disciplines have an organic character, 

morphing as new sub-fields develop, intellectual firefights break out, and paradigms shift.  

Does any of this matter? It does ontologically – unlike Humpty Dumpty, we do not 

have the luxury of using words (disciplines) and having them mean whatever we choose. 

The very concept of a “discipline” implies a degree of rigour, and in studying a discipline 

one enters and masters its domain. Not having a map or guide would make that 

impossible. Moreover, for disciplines that require some form of accreditation, the 

presumption is that there is an external standard of some sort, or competencies that must 

be met. Public management in North America and Europe is increasingly an accredited 

discipline, and so knowing of what it consists matters in a practical, programmatic way. 

                                                        
3 The discipline (or field) of public management is taken to encompass the subjects taught in 

university programs of both public administration and public policy. For more discussion on the 

question of “What is Public Management?” see 

https://portal.publicpolicy.utoronto.ca/en/About/WhatIsPublicManagement/Pages/default.aspx. 

https://portal.publicpolicy.utoronto.ca/en/About/WhatIsPublicManagement/Pages/default.aspx
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This paper discusses a methodology that we have developed for the Atlas of Public 

Management: An On-Line Database of Theory, Advice and Practice,4 a product of our research 

project entitled Best Practices in Public Management: History, Theory and Practice,5 to 

map the entire field of public management, both its main boulevards as well as its smaller 

alleyways. The project is still evolving, but we believe that it is mature enough at this stage 

to demonstrate its potential. The next section of the paper briefly describes the more 

traditional forms of “mapping,” and the remainder of the paper provides a description of 

the Atlas, as well as some preliminary thoughts on what we have discovered about the 

discipline and practice of public management. 

 

Mapping Disciplines6 

Disciplines are typically “mapped” in three major ways: by publications, by 

organizations, and by accreditation (for professionally oriented disciplines). For academic 

disciplines, the first two, while distinct, are closely intertwined.  

                                                        
4 The Atlas website is at https://portal.publicpolicy.utoronto.ca/ (also accessible through the 

redirecting url www.pmatlas.ca).  
5 The three-year project is funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of 

Canada, grant #435-2012-1248. The project website is 

https://portal.publicpolicy.utoronto.ca/en/BestPractices/Pages/default.aspx (also accessible through 

the redirecting url www.publicmanagementbestpractices.ca). 
6 The following discussion mixes examples from political science and public administration (and 

therefore public management) because they are sister disciplines, in fact born at the same time. Of 

the first eleven presidents of the American Political Science Association (founded in 1903), five 

came from public administration. “From its very beginning, public administration was one of the 

critical foundations of political science, and political science was the natural home of public 

administration” (Kettl, 2000: 8-9). 

https://portal.publicpolicy.utoronto.ca/
http://www.pmatlas.ca/
https://portal.publicpolicy.utoronto.ca/en/BestPractices/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.publicmanagementbestpractices.ca/
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Mapping by publications takes various forms.7 We referred above to the “canon.” 

All disciplines contain (or pretend to contain – with increasing diversity within disciplines 

there are more and more disputes about what the “canon” contains) at least a core of key, 

even historical, publications that are considered outstanding or definitional contributions. 

No political scientist can be entirely unfamiliar with Aristotle’s Politics, David Easton’s A 

System’s Analysis of Political Life, or Theda Skocpol’s Bringing the State Back In. No 

economist could be ignorant of Adam Smith, or the key works of any of the recent Nobel 

Laureates in Economics. Every scholar in the public management field will have at least 

heard of Woodrow Wilson’s 1887 seminal article establishing the discipline, “The State of 

Administration” (Wilson, 1887), will certainly have read Charles Lindblom’s “The Science 

of Muddling Through” (Lindblom, 1959, 1979), and would be familiar with at least the 

leading contributions to the analysis of “new public management” (for example, Aucoin, 

1995; Christensen & Laegreid, 2002, 2011; Lane, 2000; Lindblom, 1979; Pollitt, Thiel, & 

Homburg, 2007). Part of the torture Ph.D. candidates undergo in their comprehensive 

examinations is the close study of their disciplinary canons. The content changes of course, 

is modernized, and older works fall off the reading lists while newer ones are added. But 

there is still the presumption that a fully minted Ph.D. will combine the specialization of 

his or her dissertation research with a mastery of the literature that defines the discipline. 

                                                        
7 We deliberately ignore textbooks in this discussion, not because they are unimportant, but because 

they are a fuzzier set than the other categories. As well, the textbook market is becoming 

increasingly competitive, and most disciplines will now have several anchor textbooks (usually 

introductory) to appeal to the differing tastes of teachers. While there are leading texts in both 

political science and public management/public policy, they do not have the stature, for example, of 

Paul Samuelson’s Economics, first published in 1948 and then successively in nineteen editions. It 

has been called the “canonical textbook” in economics (Pearce & Hoover, 1995: 184). 
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The rough consistency in expectations about what members of the discipline know about 

canonical publications is reinforced in three principal ways: networking at academic 

conferences, the peer review process for journal publication, and national and 

international employment markets where applicants are expected to “know” their 

discipline. 

A second and more deliberate way of mapping disciplines through publications is 

through encyclopedias, handbooks, dictionaries, and – classically – “state of the discipline” 

compendia. In political science, for example, there are at least two encyclopedias and 

several handbooks. One of the encyclopedias was published with the assistance and 

support of the American Political Science Association. It consists of five volumes with over 

1,500 entries (Kurian et al., 2000). The other was published under the auspices of the 

International Political Science Association, with eight volumes and 700 entries (the reason 

for fewer entries in more volumes is that the entries are longer) (Badie, Berg-Schlosser, & 

Morlino, 2011). Oxford has published a number of handbooks both for the discipline as a 

whole and for sub-fields (the likely reason for sub-field publications is that a handbook, 

almost by definition, is a single volume, and so covering the entire discipline is 

challenging): the Oxford Handbook of Political Science (Goodin, 2011), as well as handbooks 

of public policy (Moran, Rein, & Goodin, 2006), political behaviour (Dalton & Klingemann, 

2007), political economy (Weingast & Wittman, 2006), political institutions (Rhodes, Binder, 

& Rockman, 2006), political philosophy (Estlund, 2012), political methodology (Box-

Steffensmeier, Brady, & Collier, 2008), political psychology (Sears, Huddy, & Jervis, 2003), 

and political theory (Dryzek, Honig, & Phillips, 2006). A public management example of a 
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handbook is Rabin (1998), while a recent public policy example is Araral, Fritzen, Howlett, 

Ramesh, and Wu (2012). The public management selection of encyclopedias is thinner, but 

they do exist: an early one on public policy and administration in four volumes (Shafritz, 

1997), as well as more recent ones (Berman, 2012; Rabin, 2003; Schultz, 2003).  

Dictionaries abound, and typically give shorter definitions of key concepts in the 

discipline – they are too numerous to give defining examples, but like handbooks, often 

focus on sub-fields instead of the discipline as a whole. Nonetheless, there are examples 

from the public management field (Bhatta, 2006; Shafritz, 2004). Finally, there are the 

“state of the discipline” collections. These aim to be reasonably comprehensive, but less so 

than encyclopedias, and usually focus on the more current configurations of the discipline. 

Examples from political science include one published with the assistance of the American 

Political Science Association (Katnelson & Milner, 2002), one on central and Eastern 

Europe (Eisfeld & Pal, 2010), and a seven-volume series published under the banner of the 

International Political Science Association’s Research Committee for the Study of Political 

Science as a Discipline. Public management has fewer of this type of compendia. There 

have been occasional articles (Kapucu, 2012; Kettl, 2000), and one major, but dated, book 

(Lynn & Wildavsky, 1990). 

Finally, a third way of mapping through publications is scientific journals, many of 

which, like most of the encyclopedias and handbooks, are sponsored by professional 

associations. The number and types of journals, even in any one discipline, has exploded 

in recent years and so it is difficult to provide a list. However, the ISI Web of Science 
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helpfully provides metrics to assess the ranking of journals in virtually every natural and 

social science discipline. Even before the rankings, however, there is the definition of 

journals that fall into a discipline and hence are eligible to be ranked. In political science, 

ISI has determined that there are exactly 149 journals. In public administration, ISI lists 45 

journals. The most closely watched metric to rank those journals is the impact factor – 

essentially the number of citations in other scientific works that refer to articles published 

in those journals. It is quite easy, therefore, to quickly find the 10 or 20 most important 

journals in a discipline using ISI rankings.  

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. It is no accident that the American Political Science 

Association and the International Political Science Association have both sponsored 

publications that review and assess the discipline. They also each sponsor key journals 

(the American Political Science Review and the International Political Science Review). In the 

public management field, exemplars are the Network of Schools of Public Policy, Affairs, 

and Administration (NASPAA - United States),8 the Association for Public Policy Analysis 

and Management (APPAM - United States), the Institute of Public Administration (IPAC -

Canada), the Canadian Association of Programs in Public Administration (CAPPA), the 

European Group for Public Administration (EGPA – Brussels), the International Institute 

of Administrative Sciences (IIAS – Brussels), the International Association of Schools and 

                                                        
8 Formerly the National Association of Schools of Public Affairs and Administration. The name was 

changed in 2013.  
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Institutes of Administration (IASIA – Brussels), the Latin American Group for Public 

Administration, and the Asian Group for Public Administration. This list is a mix of 

professional associations of scholars and researchers (e.g., APPAM, IPAC, EGPA), and 

associations that represents schools and programs (e.g., NASPAA, CAPPA, IASIA). The 

latter are important in accreditation, which we discuss in a moment. 

The associations that represent researchers and scholars, in addition to providing 

organizational reflection on the discipline through the sponsoring of compendia, reviews, 

and journals, also of course are a mechanism for the convening of major disciplinary 

conferences. In the aggregate (and at their best), conferences reflect the current state of the 

art of the discipline through the papers and discussions that constitute them. From a 

sociological point of view, they perform important functions in highlighting the canon 

(e.g., through awards and prizes, and the celebration of leading members of the 

profession), providing a venue for publishers in the discipline to present themselves, and 

networking among members. Indeed, members of the discipline in large part define 

themselves through their membership in associations (that is why many CVs have a 

section on such membership – it shows affiliations).  

A final form of mapping – primarily for professionally oriented degrees like the 

MPA/MPP – is through accreditation.9 The generic process of accreditation is the setting of 

standards to which programs must adhere, a reporting phase (by the program to be 

accredited), a review phase (by the accreditation body), a report and eventually, 

                                                        
9 The following is adapted from Clark and Pal (2011).  
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accreditation. The awarding of accreditation testifies that a program meets key standards, 

and is a “good housekeeping seal of approval.” In the case of professional degrees, this 

sends a signal to applicants that the program is of high quality. In the case of fields like 

engineering, accreditation of programs is coupled with the licensing of individuals to 

practice in the profession, and consequently is required by the programs. In the case of 

fields like business management (MBAs), competitive pressures in the marketplace for 

applicants paying high fees leads to a strong appetite for accreditation. The pressures are 

less intense in the public management field, but accreditation can still confer a 

reputational benefit. For the purposes of this discussion, however, the key point is the 

setting of standards. The standards effectively serve to define the discipline. 

There has been a good deal of work over the last decade in standards-setting 

bodies to describe the operation and content of high quality public administration and 

public policy programs. In 2009, NASPAA adopted the Accreditation Standards for 

Master’s degree programs and provided a First Draft of Self Study Instructions, which 

included examples under each of five high-level competencies (leadership, contributing to 

the policy process, critical thinking and decision-making, public values, communication) 

(NASPAA, 2012). These standards themselves do not specify fields or courses, but in the 

aggregate do indicate fairly clearly what the content of a program – and hence public 

management as taught – should be. For example, the accreditation standards refer to four 

“preconditions” before a program may undergo accreditation. One of them is “public 

service values”: 
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The mission, governance, and curriculum of eligible programs shall 

demonstrably emphasize public service values. Public service values are 

important and enduring beliefs, ideals and principles shared by members of 

a community about what is good and desirable and what is not. They 

include pursuing the public interest with accountability and transparency; 

serving professionally with competence, efficiency, and objectivity; acting 

ethically so as to uphold the public trust; and demonstrating respect, equity, 

and fairness in dealings with citizens and fellow public servants. NASPAA 

expects an accreditable program to define the boundaries of the public 

service values it emphasizes, be they procedural or substantive, as the basis 

for distinguishing itself from other professional degree programs. 

(NASPAA, 2009) 

The European Association for Public Administration Accreditation (EAPAA) 

issued its accreditation criteria in September 2006, and they have been periodically revised, 

with the last revision (version 9) in January 2013. The curriculum content is rather broadly 

specified, but still indicative: 

The core curriculum provides a thorough teaching of the basic concepts, 

theories, methods and history (classics) of Public Administration on the 

level of the programme (bachelor or Master). The curriculum components 

are designed to produce professionals capable of intelligent, creative 

analysis and communication, and action in the public sector. Courses taken 
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to fulfil the core curriculum components provide research methods, 

concepts and theories from the disciplines of economics, law, political 

science, sociology, public finances, informatisation, and public management, 

as well as the relationship between these fields. (EAPAA, 2013) 

In May 2008, the UN/IASIA Task Force on Standards of Excellence for Public 

Administration Education and Training issued its Final Report (United Nations, 2008). It 

specified five components of a high-quality curriculum: management of public service 

organizations, the improvement of public sector processes, leadership in the public sector, 

application of quantitative and qualitative techniques of analysis, and understanding 

public policy and the organizational environment. Each of those components in turn had 

several elements. For the discussion that follows on our Atlas approach, it is worth 

reproducing the UN/IASIA Task Force curriculum components in full: 

The Management of Public Service Organizations: 

 Human resource management 

 Budgeting and financial processes 

 Information management, new technology applications, and policy 

 Administrative and constitutional law 

 Effective communication skills 

 Organization and management concepts and behavior 

 Not for profit and private sector relationships and grant 

management 
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Improvement of Public Sector Processes: 

 Development of high performing organizations 

 Management of networks and partnerships 

 The delivery of public goods and services 

 Management of projects and contracts 

 Supporting workforce diversity 

 Motivation and design of public sector organizations 

Leadership in the Public Sector: 

 Creative and innovative problem solving 

 Leading institutional and organizational transformation 

 Conflict prevention and resolution strategies 

 Promoting equity in service delivery 

 Developing approaches to poverty alleviation 

 Promoting democratic institutional development 

 Public sector ethics 

The Application of Quantitative and Qualitative Techniques of Analysis: 

 Institutional and developmental economics 

 Policy and program formulation, analysis, implementation and 

evaluation 

 Decision-making and problem-solving 

 Strategic planning 

Understanding Public Policy and the Organizational Environment:  
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 Political and legal institutions and processes 

 Economic and social institutions and processes 

 Historical and cultural context 

 The management of economic development 

 The implications of the “third party government” 

 Acknowledging and reconciling cultural diversity 

The Task Force was careful to state that these “area requirements do not prescribe specific 

courses,” but from a disciplinary mapping perspective, that is precisely what they do. And 

in so doing, the Task Force was contributing to a definition of what the discipline of public 

management does and what it should contain. 

It should be clear that the three forms of disciplinary mapping – by publications, 

by organizations, and by accreditation – are mutually reinforcing. Also, because of their 

formal elements and processes (editorial boards, associational membership, accreditation 

authority), they can be seen as standard-setting bodies (Brunsson & Jacobsson, 2000). Of 

course, there are always debates about the perimeters and scope of a discipline, and 

constant churn as new sub-fields develop within it, not to mention secessionist threats as 

those sub-fields split from the mother discipline and establish their own disciplinary 

apparatus (this is precisely what happened with public management when it “left” 

political science). 

From our perspective, these three basic forms of disciplinary mapping have several 

weaknesses. Despite the formality of the institutions that support (and indeed, depend 
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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. They decide the 

fields and subjects within those fields that should be covered, though there is a natural 

tendency to be conservative in those decisions. To a certain extent we are confronted again 

with the Humpty Dumpty problem: the discipline means what they say it means. 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. In short, all the 

mapping approaches discussed above have the same Achilles heel: incompleteness. The 

Atlas tries to address this problem through a more thorough canvassing of publications, 

courses in MPA and MPP programs, and advice proffered by international agencies.  

 

The Atlas of Public Management: An Online Database of Theory, Advice and Practice10 

Public management is both an academic discipline as well as a realm of practice. In 

principle, theory informs practice and practice informs theory, but in the real world they 

often operate as distinct solitudes. Nonetheless, any mapping of “public management” 

must take into account both the academic and the applied dimensions. One of the starting 

                                                        
10 Unless otherwise indicated, all the webpage references in this section can be found at 

https://portal.publicpolicy.utoronto.ca/. 

https://portal.publicpolicy.utoronto.ca/
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points for the Atlas – and something that distinguishes it from the approaches discussed 

above – is that it takes these dimensions seriously and tries to do justice to both. As we 

will describe in a moment, the Atlas makes use of the available curricula of leading MPA 

and MPP programs from around the world to map the key subjects and concepts that are 

taught under that banner. At the same time, it is gathering information about similar 

subjects as they are discussed, debated and advised in the world of policy and 

management practice, principally through key international agencies such as the OECD 

and the World Bank. For example, most MPA programs and many MPP programs will 

have a course on budgeting and financial management. The Atlas has examined a number 

of these, and harvested the main subjects and topics that are typically covered in such a 

course. The OECD has also addressed the subject in numerous publications, and has 

provided advice on what it considers to be, in effect, best practices in that area. The Atlas 

provides summaries as well as the original sources for this advice. In principle, therefore, 

by combing through all the relevant courses taught in university programs that fly the 

MPA or MPP banner, and simultaneously combing through the practical advice given on 

the same topics, the Atlas could become a compendium of almost all (we hope) relevant 

theory and practice in the field of public management. Our intent is that visitors to the 

website will ultimately see a listing (cross-referenced and searchable) of everything 

relevant to the discipline and to the practice. Of course, editorial judgments have to be 

made as we go along, but these judgments are more severely tempered by the empirical 

observations than is true of encyclopedias or handbooks.  
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A bit of history might be useful at this point before going more deeply into the 

architecture of the Atlas. The Public Policy and Governance Portal (PPG Portal) was 

originally conceived and launched in 2008 using a Microsoft SharePoint platform housed 

at the University of Toronto’s School of Public Policy and Governance. The PPG Portal 

was supported by a Knowledge Impact in Society (KIS) grant from the Social Sciences and 

Humanities Research Council (over three years, ending March 2011) and a contribution 

from the Canada School of Public Service’s Innovative Public Management Research Fund 

(over three years, ending March 2010). The cost of maintaining the PPG Portal is now 

supported by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council through the Best 

Practices in Public Management project. The original idea was to create a “space” through 

the Portal for registered users (academics, students as well as practitioners) to post 

important information pertaining to public management theory and practice.  

A key initiative was to try to build a database of basic concepts that comprise the 

academic discipline (but by extension, a good deal of actual practice) of public 

management/public policy. The first resource that was used was the glossary of key terms 

contained in the fourth edition of Pal (2013). Subsequently, faculty and students from 

leading Canadian MPA programs were asked to submit “concepts” that were the 

underlying content of their core courses. This is an important distinction, since a “course” 

is defined typically in terms of a 12-14 week syllabus (in the now standard case of a single 

semester graduate course). Each week has a broad topic, but within that topic/class there 

will be several concepts that will be taught and analyzed. Though we tend to think of 

courses in terms of syllabi, in fact they are an organized agglomeration of concepts. The 
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process of collecting concepts, and providing definitions and references, took from 2008 to 

2011. The Best Practices Project and the Atlas builds on this initial platform and database, 

but with significant enhancements. As discussed below, it goes beyond concepts 

embedded in syllabi to gather the advice provided by international organizations on best 

practice in the various fields of public management, practical examples, and key published 

reports. The concepts gleaned from syllabi are still crucial to the project, but with the 

enhancement that leading MPA/MPP programs around the world are now increasingly 

making their syllabi publically available on their institutional websites, and so they can be 

linked to the Atlas and analyzed to provide data elements (primarily topics and 

references) for the Atlas databases. 

The Atlas is structured around ten units of analysis, with the key ones organized 

through a “map.” However, the actual content is completely searchable. The architecture 

of domains, subjects, topics, and concepts is intended to provide a clear scaffolding so that 

users can intuitively see the main categories of analysis, but the content underneath is 

seamlessly integrated through hyperlinks.  

1. Domain: At the peak of the Atlas organizational hierarchy are what we call 

“domains”: Tools and Skills for Public Management; Institutions, Processes and 

Contexts of Governance; Management Functions and Governance Instruments; 

Policy Sector Applications of Public Management. We freely admit that these four 

domains are a heuristic device that allows us to gather the other units of analysis 

into reasonably coherent and legible categories. The other nine units of analysis 
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have a stronger empirical basis; the domains are like the higher-order 

visualizations in Google Earth – they help with orientation, and then allow users to 

drill down to more detailed levels. Obviously, some aspects of a subject like 

“Budgeting and Financial Management,” which is grouped under the domain of 

Management Functions and Governance Instruments, will have a tools and skills 

component (another domain), and vice versa. It will be up to users to make their 

own determinations about what aspect is most important. Our job as conceptual 

cartographers is simply to provide a comprehensive map; the journey is up to the 

travellers. 

2. Subject: An area of theory or practice in public management that is 

typically associated with a government organization and/or a university course. A 

subject is placed under one of the Atlas’s four domains. For example, the subject 

Quantitative Methods for Public Management is placed under the domain Tools 

and Skills for Public Management; the subject Ethics and Accountability is placed 

under the domain Institutions, Processes and Contexts of Governance; the subject 

Evaluation and Performance Measurement is placed under the domain 

Management Functions and Governance Instruments; and the subject International 

Development is placed under the domain Policy Sector Applications of Public 

Management. There are currently 38 subjects, including the obviously expandable 

Other Policy Sectors.  

3. Teaching Topic: A theoretical or practical aspect of a public management 

subject that is typically associated with a single three-hour class in a graduate 
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course or with a component of the work of a public institution. For example: 

Regression Analysis (a teaching topic in Quantitative Methods); Conflict of Interest 

(a teaching topic in Ethics and Accountability); Logic Modeling (a teaching topic in 

Evaluation and Performance Measurement); and Growth and Productivity in the 

Long Run (a teaching topic in Economic Policy and Tax). Each teaching topic is 

assigned exclusively to one subject. 

4. Advisory Topic: A public management area of potential interest to 

governments on which an international agency provides analysis and advice, 

usually based on the experience of member governments. Each advisory topic is 

assigned exclusively to one subject. For example, the advisory topic Central Input 

Controls is considered a constituent element of the subject Budgeting and Financial 

Management. 

5. Practice Example: A public management activity that could potentially 

provide insights and lessons for other governments. Some of these public 

management practice examples are reform-oriented and announced with a press 

release and background documentation. They often draw on the perceived 

experience of other jurisdictions, sometimes as articulated in public management 

advice from international agencies. Although many public management practice 

examples are primarily associated with a particular subject, they need not be 

exclusive to a single public management subject. For example, the government of 

Canada’s Management Accountability Framework practice example is primarily 

associated with the subject Oversight, Risk Management and Control, but it is also 
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associated with several other subjects. 

6. Concept: An abstract idea from a theory or from a generalization of 

particular instances, or a definition of a term. Concepts (and terms) are used in all 

teaching topics and courses, and often in practice advice and practice examples. 

There are approximately 2,000 concepts and terms in the Atlas database. Although 

some are primarily associated with a particular topic and subject, they need not be 

assigned exclusively to a single topic and subject. For example, Accounts Payable 

is primarily associated with Budgeting and Financial Management and is not 

associated with any other subject; Blame Avoidance is primarily associated with 

Ethics of Public Management but it is also associated with other subjects. 

7. Course: A university offering that teaches an element of public 

management. Most courses in the Atlas database are at the Master’s level and are 

one-term (typically 3 hours per week of instruction over a 12-14 week semester). 

Although most courses are not exclusive to a single public management subject, 

many can be primarily associated with a particular subject. For example, the 

University of Toronto’s RSM2120 Health Policy and Health Care Markets is 

primarily associated with Health, and Queen’s University’s MPA873 Budget 

Politics and Process is primarily associated with Budgeting and Financial 

Management. 

8. Study Report: A report published by an international agency, usually 

following study or a review of a topic and/or a country. 

9. Reference Collection: A group of bibliographic references associated with a 
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topic.11  

10. Competencies: Using the domain and subject structure from above, the 

CompetencyMap organizes the competencies for graduates of Masters-level public 

policy and public administration programs proposed by two bodies: The 

Commission on Peer Review and Accreditation (COPRA) of the Network of 

Schools of Public Policy, Affairs, and Administration, and the United Nations 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs/International Association of Schools 

and Institutes of Administration Task Force on Standards of Excellence for Public 

Administration Education and Training. It also draws on the work done by the 

Treasury Board of Canada on developing policy competencies. 

A key point in the structure of the Atlas is that the 38 subjects are uniquely 

organized under one of the four domains. The subjects were initially derived from 

MPA/MPP course syllabi, though refinements continue (for example, by examining the 

classification scheme of OECD Statistical Databases and classification of Departments and 

Special Bodies, as well as the names of ministries in the governments of the United 

Kingdom, the United States, Australia, New Zealand, Canada and Ontario). Each of the 

subjects is then populated with teaching topics (these are unique to each subject), advisory 

topics (also assigned exclusively to a subject), and practice examples, concepts and courses 

(which may be assigned to more than one subject). The Study Reports and Reference 

                                                        
11 At this point the collection titles organized in ReferenceMap do not necessarily correspond to 

teaching topics or advisory topics. At some point in the project we would hope to reorganize the 

materials in ReferenceMap so that the reference collection titles correspond with the teaching and 

advisory topics. 
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Collections are supportive resources. Exhibit 1 provides a schematic representation of the 

hierarchy and the crosswalks among the different categories of content on the Atlas 

website. It should be noted that each of the units of content has its own “map” and can be 

accessed separately. In addition, we provide a “ContentMap” which brings together all of 

the Atlas databases of subjects, teaching topics, advisory topics, practice examples, 

university courses, international agency reports, concepts, and reference collections. A 

partial screen shot is provided in Exhibit 2. This shows the various maps on the top, 

horizontal tool bar, and the complete list of subjects on the left-hand, vertical tool bar.  

Exhibit 1

 

 

Tools 

Subjects 

•Teaching Topics 
•Advisory Topics 

Institutions 

Subjects 

•Teaching Topics 
•Advisory Topics 

Management 

Subjects 

•Teaching Topics 
•Advisory Topics 

Policy 

Subjects 

•Teaching Topics 
•Advisory Topics 

Practice Examples (Cut across Domains and Subjects) 

Resources (Study Reports and Reference Bank) 

Concepts (Over 2000 − Cut across Domains and Subjects) Courses (Cut across Domains and Subjects) 
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The ContentMap is a “one-stop” shop for all the different databases in the Atlas. 

Exhibit 3 shows the list of entries/links for two subjects: Strategy and Structure for Public 

Management (in the Tools and Skills for Public Management domain), and Democratic 

Institutions and the Policy Process (under the Institutions, Processes and Contexts of 

Governance domain). 

Exhibit 2: Content Map 
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Exhibit 3 

 

As an example, if one clicks on “Subject site for Strategy and Structure for Public 

Management,” links to all the topics, examples, courses, study reports, concepts, and 

reference collections are available on single page. There are currently 28 teaching topics for 

this subject, and 15 advisory topics. Concepts are on a separate page, since in most cases 

they are quite numerous for any one subject. In the case of “Strategy and Structure for 

Public Management,” there are 71 concepts. Each concept has a definition, in many cases a 

commentary, and a source. A list of the concepts primarily associated with this subject is 

displayed in Exhibit 4.  

The Atlas is constantly evolving as the project progresses. One recent innovation 

was made possible by the decision of at least three schools of public policy and/or 

administration (Harvard Kennedy School, Carleton School of Public Policy and 

Administration, and University of Toronto School of Public Policy and Governance), to 

make their syllabi publicly available.  
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Exhibit 4: Concepts primarily associated with 

Strategy and Structure for Public Management 

Alternative Service Delivery 

Best Practices 

Bottom-up Theory of Implementation 

Broker Role 

Business Plan 

Cash Transfer 

Charter Mark (UK) 

Citizen-centred Service Delivery 

Competency 

Competency Based Management 

Competing Values Framework 

Consultant 

Contracting (as a policy instrument) 

Contribution (as a financial support to 

voluntary organizations) 

Coordinator Role 

Corporate Management Model 

Creating Incentives 

Decision Chain 

Decision Points 

Delegation of Discretion 

Emergent Strategies 

Flat Organizations 

Force Field Analysis 

Forward Mapping 

Ideal Type 

Implementation 

Implementation Lenses 

Implementation Space 

Implementation Theory 

Institutional Arenas 

Jensen's Theory of the Firm 

Learning Organization 

Market-Based Mechanisms 

Mission Statement 

Organizational Culture 

Organizational Need 

Plans 

Policy Implementation 

Program Implementation Analysis 

Privatization 

Procedural Policy Instrument 

Procurement 

Procurement Policy 

Project Failure 

Public-Private Partnership (PPP) 

Residual Risk 

Risk 

Responsibility Centre 

Risk Appetite 

Risk Culture 

Risk Management 

Risk Matrix 

Risk Mitigation 

Risk Profile 

Risk Strategy 

Risk Tolerance 

Satisficing 

Scalar Principle 

Service Delivery 

Service Fee 

Stakeholder Management Stakeholders 

Strategic Governance 

Street Level Bureaucracy 

Substantive Policy Instruments 

Tall Organizations 

Tax Expenditures 

Top-Down Theory of Implementation 

Unity of Command 

User Charge 

Voucher
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The Atlas project team is reviewing the syllabi of core courses and provided 

summaries and analysis of key concepts (with acknowledgements to the instructors, and a 

link to the original syllabus). This will feed into a new phase of gathering and updating 

the concepts component of the Atlas. In some cases, the Atlas editors will determine 

whether a course is a “compass” course (that is, clearly of high quality and helps define 

the content of one or more public management subjects) and flag it accordingly. More 

universities are being added, and more syllabi as they become publicly available.  

When stepping back and viewing the Atlas as a whole, it seems to us that it 

provides a superior and more complete mapping of public management than the other 

techniques or practices discussed in the first part of this paper. Obviously, our mapping 

exercise also relies on subjective judgments (what is a compass course? to which subject 

should a topic be attached?), and we certainly do not suggest that the Atlas is an entity 

completely separate and distinct from the literature of the field that it is mapping – we 

have ourselves relied on the public management literature as a guide, and that literature 

forms the spine for the courses and syllabi, which in turn were the original starting point 

for the project. That being said, the Atlas uses a much more finely grained and 

comprehensive empirical approach to collecting virtually all the important subjects, 

concepts, teaching topics and advisory topics in the field. Once complete, and once the 

functionalities of the site have been honed (e.g., the search function), we believe it will be a 

superior tool for understanding the field. For example, an encyclopedia or handbook 

might have an entry or chapter for policy networks or strategic management. Typically, 

that entry will have been written by one contributor, doubtless senior and experienced 
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with the field. But it will be a few hundred words in length, with some references and 

pointers, and that will be it. With the Atlas, a visitor can enter either of those topics in the 

Atlas search engine, and immediately call up definitions, summaries, related concepts 

(and their definitions and sources), advisory topics (and links to the original sources), and 

course syllabi. In short, our aim is to make much of what is of academic and practical 

relevance to the topic available at one’s fingertips. We believe this marks a significant step 

forward, and moreover, should be a vehicle for drawing the solitudes of academe and 

practice closer together. 

To illustrate the Atlas’s mapping potential, the next section of the paper examines 

two subject areas that to this point have been reasonably well populated with topics and 

ancillary resources: Budgeting and Financial Management (under the Management 

Functions and Governance Instruments domain), and Strategy and Structure for Public 

Management (under the Tools and Skills domain). 

 

Atlas of Public Management: Subject Area Examples 

Budgeting and Financial Management 

The Budgeting and Financial Management subject is grouped under the domain of 

Management Functions and Governance Instruments. At this stage, it is most heavily 

populated with Advisory Topics, a total of 29. Again, at this stage, it has only one formal 

teaching topic (Financial Statements), but a possible fifteen more drawn from the Harvard 

course, MLD-401M B: Financial Management in Public and Non-Profit Organizations 
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(Kennedy School). There are seven courses (all at Canadian universities at this stage) listed 

dealing with the subject, and 223 concepts, though as we noted above, while the concepts 

are “primarily” assigned to this subject, they may come up under other subjects and 

domains.  

The first point to note is the mutually reinforcing structure of the concepts and the 

courses. In the first instance, most of the concepts came from courses or from key texts – in 

this case Andrew Graham, Financial Management in Canada’s Public Sector (2007). The 

course entries have syllabi attached (these have been made publicly available by the 

universities) that in turn list other sources and also provide the usual division of topics 

into 12-week blocks. From a mapping perspective, the combination of syllabi pointing to 

other sources, the breakdown of the subject in the syllabi themselves, and the over 200 

concepts (the micro-level) provides a rich snapshot of the content of budgeting and 

financial management as a subject area within the field of public management. In a sense, 

a good textbook does much the same – it presents key concepts within a structured format, 

refers to different approaches in the field, and lists other sources. This is essential from a 

pedagogical perspective – it is an important tool for delivering this knowledge and 

information. However, the mapping function is different – the imperative here is to 

provide as rich an empirical snapshot of what the content of this subject actually is, and to 

do so as neutrally as possible. The Atlas approach is superior in this respect.  

The true advantage, however, of the Atlas is the additional component of Advisory 

Topics. As we argued above, a continual challenge in a field like public management is 
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bridging theory and practice. This is the Achilles’ heel of most if not all textbooks – they sit 

squarely in the theory or academic camp. Ironically, an area like budgeting and financial 

management probably has better bridges than most other subjects because it rests on 

highly specialized and even professionally grounded concepts (most drawn from 

accounting). But even the most practically oriented texts (such as Graham’s) cannot do 

justice to the world of management practice around budgeting and finance. The Advisory 

Topics entry in the Atlas does just that. Exhibit 5 lists these topics. 

Exhibit 5: Advisory Topics in Budgeting and Financial Management

Achieving and sustaining fiscal 

consolidation 

Budget functions 

Central input controls 

Citizen’s guide to the budget 

Comprehensive government budgets 

Cost reflective pricing 

Financial assets and liabilities disclosure 

Financial management and accounting 

principles 

Fiscal consolidation instruments 

Fiscal projections 

Fiscal rules 

Implementing tax reform 

Intergovernmental grants 

Loan guarantees 

Medium-term budget frameworks 

Off-budget expenditures 

Performance budgeting 

Pre-budget reports 

Pre-election budget reports 

Prudent economic assumptions 

Role of legislature and civil society in the 

budget process 

State-owned enterprises: debt neutrality 

and subsidies 

State-owned enterprises: tax neutrality 

Tax competition between sub-central 

governments 

Tax expenditures 

Tax policy 

Top-down budgeting techniques 

Transparency in government budgets 

User fees 

 

 

The distinctive character of Advisory Topics is evident just from the titles. These 

are not primarily concepts or teaching tools; they purport to be distillations of best practice 

and consequently have a normative character. Even a topic like “Loan guarantee” is 

actually about the risk that such guarantees might, for example, be less transparent 
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because they receive different treatments in budgets. “User fees” consists of a list of do’s 

and don’ts regarding such things as legal authority and the determination of full costs.  

This is not the place to engage in a detailed discussion of the content of these 

Advisory Topics, though they do raise interesting questions about what is collectively 

determined about what constitutes best practice and why. At this point we merely wish to 

underscore the point that this configuration of entries in the Atlas under a subject – in this 

case Budgeting and Financial Management – provides a map that is both finely grained 

and comprehensive in its inclusion of the worlds of theory and practice.  

Strategy and Structure for Public Management 

We briefly discussed this subject earlier in the paper. To reiterate, it contains 28 

teaching topics (richer than Budgeting and Financial Management), but only 15 advisory 

topics. We provided a list of the 71 concepts primarily associated with this subject in 

Exhibit 4.  The architecture is exactly the same as for the previous subject, which is another 

advantage of the Atlas – it provides a consistent interface if one wishes to go through the 

entries under each subject (eventually, as the search capability is improved, it will be 

possible to find all entries associated with a query). We will not repeat what was just said 

about the advantages of the Atlas’s multi-layered approach as a mapping tool, but instead 

will highlight two elements: Teaching Topics and Advisory Topics.  

As we mentioned earlier, teaching topics are at the meso-level between concepts 

(the micro-level) and syllabi (the macro-level). In effect, they can be viewed as the week-
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by-week topics covered in a graduate level course in public management. Exhibit 6 

provides two examples of teaching topics grouped under this subject. 

Exhibit 6: Teaching Topics Strategy and Structure for Public Management 

 

 

As can be seen, these teaching topics are drawn directly from syllabi, in this case a 

course taught at the University of Toronto and one at Harvard’s Kennedy School. As we 

mentioned earlier, the mapping contribution here is essentially to complement the 

concepts that are associated both with the subject and with these teaching topics. 
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Eventually, someone interested in the subject of Strategy and Structure for Public 

Management, and in particular the topic of implementation, could marshal all the relevant 

concepts, teaching topics, courses, and advisory topics.  

Exhibit 7 provides a pertinent example of an advisory topic under this subject. 

Exhibit 7: Example of an Advisory Topic entry 

 

This demonstrates a typical advisory topic entry – a tight summary followed by a 

listing of the main points, and a source citation (in most instances, to a web-based 

document). We can also note, as was mentioned earlier, the distinct character of an 

advisory topic. It obviously uses concepts (e.g., accountability), but not in a pedagogical 

way – i.e., to teach classroom lessons. The lessons learned are presented as best practices 
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for actual government managers to guide their work. It is tempting, in looking at this 

example, to write off advisory topics as mere platitudes – i.e., public sector reform requires 

leadership, vision, priorities, participation, and so on. Again, this is not the place to have a 

detailed discussion, except to make two points. The first is that Exhibit 7 is only a 

summary of the original document. It is intended as an aid. The second is that this advice 

is not as innocent or platitudinous as it might seem, even in the summary. One of the 

bullets, for example, couples public service reform with downsizing. Another urges that 

administrative and economic reforms must be linked. There are edges to this advice topic, 

as there are for the others. This will be taken up in a forthcoming paper.  

 

Conclusion 

This paper has provided a typology of methods for mapping disciplines, and 

offered an example of what we consider to be a superior approach, at least with respect to 

the field of public management. The Atlas is, as far as we are aware, a unique 

methodology, with two distinct dimensions. One is the combination of an aerial view of 

the discipline (through the architecture of the ten units of analysis) with a finely grained 

topography of concepts. The other – crucial for a discipline like public management that 

has both theory and practice – is the bridging between the world of academic teaching 

topics and the world of best practice advice coming from international governmental 

organizations and leading public service organizations. 
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We close by mentioning one other advantage the Atlas provides. As it becomes 

more comprehensive, it has the potential to highlight not just the boundaries and content 

of the discipline, but also its fault lines and discontinuities. We offer two, tentative 

examples. First, the subject of oversight, risk and control is the subject of substantial 

international agency advice and yet seems to have almost no courses in the university 

programs that we have consulted to date.  Second, information and technology 

management has almost no courses in MPP/MPA programs that we could find, but it also 

is not a focus for governance advice coming from international agencies, despite its 

significance for the practice of public management.  

In short, a good map shows not only what is there, but what is not. We believe 

both are needed for successful navigation. 
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