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Abstract
How can we evaluate government transparency arrangements? While the 
complexity and contextuality of the values at stake defy straightforward 
measurement, this article provides an interpretative framework to guide 
and structure assessments of government transparency. In this framework, 
we discern criteria clusters for political transparency—democracy, the 
constitutional state, and social learning capacity—and for administrative 
transparency—economy/efficiency, integrity, and resilience. The framework 
provides a structured “helicopter view” of the dimensions that are relevant 
for a contextual assessment of transparency. An illustrative case discussion 
of the introduction of Freedom of Information (FOI) in the United Kingdom 
demonstrates its utility.
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Introduction

Transparency is supposed to make governments less corrupt, more efficient, 
more democratic, and more legitimate (Hood & Heald, 2006). Roberts (2006) 
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describes how Freedom of Information (FOI) as an idea and a practice has 
spread around the world in the past decades and even authoritarian states like 
China are now embracing transparency. At the same time, there is much resis-
tance to far-reaching forms of transparency, and not only from government 
bureaucrats clinging to convenient traditions. Etzioni (2010) argues that 
transparency is overrated and by no means able to produce the expected ben-
efits and O’Neill (2002) argues that transparency erodes trust and undermines 
governance. Other skeptics highlight its opportunity costs and unintended 
consequences (Bannister & Connolly, 2011; Erkkilä, 2012, pp. 21-28, 
226-229).

These transparency debates imply a variety of assumptions, but the 
absence of a normative bedrock results in often confusing exchanges, “dia-
logues of the deaf” rather than a productive deliberative engagement. We fill 
this gap in the academic literature by developing a comprehensive frame-
work for evaluating transparency. To escape the categorical and dichotomous 
nature of the discussions, we introduce a meta-level criteria map that can be 
used to interpret transparency debates and guide the (collective) assessment 
of specific transparency arrangements. Our framework forms the basis for an 
interpretative rather than a calculative evaluation of government transpar-
ency (Lagsten & Goldkuhl, 2008; Werner, 1978): This interpretative assess-
ment framework provides a structured “helicopter view” of the dimensions 
that are relevant for assessing both existing and proposed transparency 
arrangements. Our ambition is to develop a framework that can form the 
basis for an interpretative assessment of transparency in a specific context.

A key problem in transparency assessment is that the (political, adminis-
trative, institutional, cultural, demographic) contexts in which transparency 
is constructed vary considerably. Transparency is developed in democratic 
but also authoritarian states (Rodan, 2004), in adversarial but also consensual 
political cultures (Erkkilä, 2012), in countries with a highly developed or 
limited civil sector with strong NGOs and media (Welch, 2012) and for a 
highly educated and information-savvy or low-educated population 
(Bannister & Connolly, 2011). We surmise, however, that the underlying 
value clusters at stake in designing and assessing government transparency 
are—or at least ought to be—broadly similar across contexts.

In the construction of the interpretative assessment framework, we start by 
making a distinction between transparency in the political and administrative 
realms of “government.” Building an assessment framework of government 
at this level of abstraction is exceedingly complicated and needs to be based 
on a broad overview of normative approaches of government. After an explo-
ration of previous efforts to categorize evaluative frameworks, we selected 
Bovens, Schillemans, and ’t Hart’s (2008) framework for accountability 
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evaluation as well as Hood’s (1991) typology of administrative values as 
building blocks for our frameworks. These meta-perspectives have proven to 
be useful for developing closely related assessment frameworks and they are 
both widely cited by other authors in the field.

We illustrate the applications of the framework we developed on the basis 
of Bovens et al. (2008) and Hood (1991) with reference to the case of FOI in 
the United Kingdom. We conclude that articulating these value sets and 
inducing stakeholders and evaluators to systematically engage in more struc-
tured discursive argumentation offers a conceptually rich yet methodically 
parsimonious way of assessing contextual transparency arrangements. This 
article contributes to the academic literature on government transparency that 
is already rich in comparative evaluation frameworks (see, for example, 
Ferreira da Cruz, Tavares, Marques, Jorge, & De Sousa, 2015) by providing 
a structured framework with the dimensions that are relevant for a specific, 
contextual assessment of transparency.

Two Realms: Political and Administrative 
Transparency

The debate about government transparency takes place in two (intercon-
nected) realms. The first is the political realm and it focuses on (participa-
tory) democracy and the constitutional state (Fung, 2013; Naurin, 2006). 
Arguments in favor include the right to know, the contribution to a strong 
democracy, and checks and balances. Critics use the full catalogue of perver-
sity, futility, and jeopardy arguments that change critics usually employ 
(Hirschman, 1991), but their core claim is that transparency breeds mistrust 
and undermines the legitimacy of public institutions. The overarching ques-
tion in this realm is how and when transparency contributes to the democratic 
quality of government.

The second is the administrative realm and it focuses on managerial con-
cerns related to the idea of “good governance” (Fung, Graham, & Weil, 2007; 
Hood & Heald, 2006; Meijer, 2007). While transparency is often introduced 
to curb corruption and stimulates more efficient decision making and public 
service delivery, it may in effect breed risk avoidance, myopia, middle of the 
road thinking, and the death of administrative entrepreneurship, and increases 
compliance and control costs (Heald, 2012; J. Roberts, 2009). The key ques-
tion in this realm is how and when transparency contributes to the executive 
competence of government.

Both realms are highly connected since transparency arrangements that 
feed into democratic debates may also have consequences for debates about 
the government administration (Hood & Heald, 2006; A. Roberts, 2006). 
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And, vice versa, increasing administrative transparency can have political 
implications when seemingly technical administrative processes affect the 
impact or perception of political policy decisions or leaders. We acknowledge 
the permeability of the politics-administration dichotomy (Svara, 2001), but 
still develop separate sets of criteria for the two realms to enable evaluators. 
The interpretation of the assessments needs to take the various connections 
and interrelations between these realms into account.

Assessing Transparency in the Political Realm: 
Toward a Framework

In the political process, the key normative question is whether transparency 
strengthens or undermines our constitutional democracies. Three core value 
clusters are pertinent, according to Bovens et al. (2008): the democratic per-
spective, the constitutional perspective, and the social learning perspective. 
Each entails a distinctive criteria set for the evaluation of political transpar-
ency arrangements.

In the democratic perspective, a key issue is whether transparency 
arrangements strengthen the (information) position of citizens (Bovens 
et al., 2008). The position of citizens refers to their electoral role but also to 
their direct engagement in political agenda-setting, policy deliberation, and 
decision making. The basic argument in the democratic perspective is that 
citizens should be enabled to participate in the public sphere, as well as to 
oversee how their political representatives use their mandates. Transparency, 
in other words, is needed for public engagement, a precondition for a 
“strong democracy” (Barber, 1984). Information about the performance 
and integrity of politicians strengthens the information position of citizens 
and helps them to make better decisions in the electoral process (Piotrowski 
& Borry, 2010).

The counterargument is that citizens do not have the capacity to properly 
process all the information about their governments that becomes available to 
them through the Internet (Margetts, 2011). A. S. Roberts (2012) convinc-
ingly argues that the idea that Wikileaks would strengthen the position of citi-
zens has proved illusory: It has yielded mountains of data, but not necessarily 
coherent and easily processed “information.” Nor is it clear that citizens are 
willing and able to make proper use of disclosed information. Recent studies 
point toward the public frequently using of “shortcuts” to understand com-
plex topics and to interpretations being shaped by preexisting biases (James, 
2011). Moreover, some theorists of democracy argue that a certain degree of 
“virtuous ignorance” may strengthen rather than undermine representative 
democracy (cf. Keane, 2009).
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In what Bovens et al. (2008, p. 231) call the constitutional perspective, the 
key issue is whether transparency strengthens or undermines institutional 
checks and balances. Good governance arises from a dynamic equilibrium 
between the various powers within the state; transparency is needed to curtail 
the abuse of executive power. Countervailing powers are the key to “keep the 
bastards honest.” In that respect, proponents of government transparency cite 
U.S. Justice Brandeis’ famous quote that “sunlight is the best disinfectant” 
(Freund, 1972): Bringing information out in the open will thwart incompe-
tence and agency drift (Heald, 2012). Curtin and Meijers (1995) argue that 
transparency is an important addition to the systems of interinstitutional 
checks and balances that states have developed over time.

The idea of the open truth bringing us honest governments is appealing but 
A. S. Roberts (2012) argues that there is no such thing as the instantaneous 
and complete revelation of the truth: “Raw data must be distilled; the atten-
tion of the audience must be captured; and the audience must accept the mes-
sage that is put before it” (p. 130). He concludes that processing transparency 
and making it result in better checks and balances requires hard work. A key 
issue in this perspective is the relation between transparency and account-
ability. While there may be a mutually supportive or complementary relation-
ship, this cannot be taken for granted (Hood, 2010, 2006; Heald 2006). 
Transparency may even undermine accountability by reducing complex pro-
cesses of accountability to “low-intelligence defensive box-ticking and one-
way communication” (Hood, 2010, p. 992).

While trivializing existing checks and balances is one risk of transparency, 
the opposite risk is no less real: undue expansion of transparency to hold 
public office-holders in check. Heald (2003) stresses that increased monito-
rial capacity may eventually result in excessive politicization and dysfunc-
tional surveillance. Small errors or flaws can be exaggerated by “moral 
entrepreneurs” to frame government as incompetent or unresponsive to the 
needs of citizens. A focus on minor mistakes on the basis of “neutral informa-
tion” may result in misrepresentations of corrupt politicians and self-righ-
teous elites. When these allegations are not embedded in proper procedures 
for debate, they may result in widespread mistrust and cynicism.

In the social learning perspective, the key issue is whether transparency 
strengthens the quality of public debate and collective problem-solving capac-
ity. In this perspective, social learning processes are seen as the key to the 
“intelligence of democracy” (Lindblom, 1965). Specifically, debate is at the 
heart of modern democracies and therefore states should develop institutions 
that guarantee free and informed exchange of opinions (Dryzek & Niemeyer, 
2010; Habermas, 1981). Transparency is expected to add to the quality of this 
debate as it reduces the information asymmetry between the participants in 
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public debates. It brings the Habermasian ideal of an open debate closer as all 
the relevant information becomes available to democratic actors and, as a con-
sequence, relevant issues, assumption, and rationales can be openly debated.

The counterargument is that the provision of information is framed by 
dominant actors. De Fine Licht, Naurin, Esaiasson, and Gilljam (2013) argue 
that decision makers polish the reasons made public and conduct various 
forms of window-dressing and Grimmelikhuijsen (2012, p. 141) stresses that 
organizations “spin” a message to frame debates in a favorable manner. 
Meijer (2013) indicates that transparency is a strategic resource: Some actors 
want access to the resource, while others want to retain the resource for them-
selves. The outcome of these interactions should not be understood as “fish-
bowl transparency” but as a strategic representation of government decision 
making: Neutral information is an oxymoron.

In sum,

•• In the democratic perspective, transparency may result in citizen 
empowerment and a stronger electoral and participatory position but 
also in differential access (digital divide; financial barriers) and utili-
zation capacities (political competences of citizens).

•• In the constitutional perspective, that thwart incompetence, prevent abuse 
of power and agency drift. It may also create pressure for watchdog 
expansion, moral entrepreneurship, and shock-horror self-dramatization.

•• In the learning perspective, transparency may facilitate access to pub-
lic debates and decision-making circuits, but there may also be sense-
making and meaning-making problems as all information is framed 
and spinned.

A general issue in all these perspectives is the opportunity costs of systems 
of transparency. In all three perspectives, the benefits may merit substantial 
investments in transparency, but there are also opportunity costs. Money 
spent on transparency cannot be used to strengthen other citizen participa-
tion, checks and balances or learning mechanisms in different—and possibly 
more effective—ways (Etzioni, 2010).

The key design question is how we can develop mechanisms and practices 
of transparency that bring advantages while not creating adverse or perverse 
effects (Dror, 1999). Finding the desirable position is not only about the extent 
of transparency but certainly also about the desirable mix of transparency 
mechanisms. In general terms, in the democratic perspective, transparency 
should strengthen civic competence across the political community and help 
to “roll back” existing differences in the information position between citizens 
and the state. In the constitutional perspective, transparency arrangements 
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should strengthen institutional checks and balances without generating per-
verse effects such as risk avoidance, goal displacement, and dramatization. 
And in the learning perspective, the desirable position is one where public 
debates are fed by “rich feedback”—multisource, multiperspective, relevant, 
timely narratives—without overloading citizens.

Debating what constitutes a desirable level of transparency in a specific 
polity thus means analyzing the specific consequences from a democratic, a 
constitutional, and a learning perspective and debating what this means for 
the desirable mix of transparency mechanisms. The degree of consensus 
between stakeholders in a transparency design or assessment exercise can 
thus be ascertained systematically; the points of difference will be high-
lighted and can be subjected to rigorous debate. The multiperspectivist 
framework can be used to identify key assumptions, focus the evidence base, 
and cut down on sweeping assertions. We now use the case of FOI in the 
United Kingdom to highlight how the framework can be usefully applied.

Assessing Transparency in the Political Realm: An 
Illustration

The United Kingdom FOI Act has been subject to rigorous analysis through a 
series of academic studies (Hazell, Bourke, & Worthy, 2012; Hazell, Worthy, & 
Glover, 2010; Worthy, 2010, 2013) and inquiries by a Parliamentary Select 
Committee and the Ministry of Justice (MOJ 2012; Justice Committee, 2012). 
The academic studies sought to triangulate elite interviews with surveys of 
users, media analysis, and assessment of requests. The broad approach was to 
measure the legislation against stated objectives: whether FOI increased the 
“core” values of transparency and accountability and had the secondary effects 
of improved decision making and increased public trust, understanding, and 
participation (Hazell et  al., 2010). Methodologically, the academic studies 
highlighted how FOI impacts depended on the perceptions and views of those 
involved, particularly senior officials, politicians, and the media (Worthy, 2010, 
2013). The impact is contested between critics, particularly senior politicians, 
portraying FOI as “counterproductive” and supporters highlighting successful 
exposure. Even members of the same organization held very different views 
(Worthy, 2013). FOI sits within a broader suite of transparency instruments, 
from lobbying registers to Open Data (Heald, 2012; Moss & Coleman 2014). 
Although it contains proactive components, FOI is primarily reactive, shaped 
by whether questions are asked or not and the bureaucratic response to them—
with the differing response to legislators’ expenses in the Westminster and 
Scottish Parliament, with “cover-up” versus total publication, a prime example 
(Dunion, 2011).



508	 Administration & Society 50(4)

Democratic Empowerment?

The extent to which FOI serves to empower the public is dependent on who 
is using it (Meijer, Curtin, & Hillebrandt, 2012). The overall shape of requests 
fits with the “iceberg effect” (Hazell et al., 2010, pp. 65-66; White, 2007) 
whereby a small percentage of cases attract a disproportionate amount of 
attention. There is no “mass involvement,” as less than 1 in 1,000 citizens 
make an FOI request (Hazell & Worthy, 2010). Instead, as  Table 1, shows, 
FOI appears to be driven by a diverse mixture of the public, small groups of 
journalists, NGOs, and businesses (Worthy, 2010, 2013). The “public” is con-
stituted of a small group of “politicized” requests with a wider, looser group 
using it for “micro-politics” or private interests (Worthy, 2013).

Requesters have been alternately characterized, somewhat pejoratively as 
the “usual suspects” or the active “minority” already involved in politics, or, 
more positively, as a politically motivated “vanguard” securing information 
and change for others (Dunion, 2011; Hazell et al., 2010).

Given the patterns of use above, there is little evidence of any “direct” 
empowerment of the public due to FOI (Hazell et al., 2010). Two detailed 
studies of the electoral consequences of the Members of Parliament expenses 
controversy found it had little impact on voting patterns and that the public 
were unwilling or unable to hold specific errant MPs to account (Pattie & 
Johnston, 2012; Vivyan, Wagner, & Tarlov, 2012). There is, however, evi-
dence of indirect influence through proxies. To see FOI as a direct tool may 
be to misunderstand an instrument that works best in combination with what 
Keane calls other “monitory” bodies (Keane, 2009). Use by the media and 
MPs has highlighted important issues, from rendition to banking scandals. At 
local government level, NGOs have used FOI as an effective “information 
gathering” tool in a range of campaigns (Worthy, 2013). In this less direct 

Table 1.  FOI Requests in the United Kingdom (Hazell & Worthy, 2010; Worthy, 
Hazell, Amos, & Bourke, 2011).

Requester Local government (%) Central government (%)

Public 37 39
Journalist 33 8
Business 22 8
Academic 2 13
Campaigner 0 12
Othera 6 20

a“Others” include use by political parties and use on behalf of another.
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sense, as the Justice Committee concluded, FOI has added to a greater culture 
of involvement (2012).

If the objective of the transparency arrangement is to empower citizens, 
additional mechanisms to strengthen civic competence in an equitable fash-
ion, that is across the board of the relevant (groups within) the political com-
munity, would need to be considered. Both academic studies and 
postlegislative scrutiny have concluded that FOI has enhanced political 
accountability across all levels of government (Justice Committee, 2012; 
Worthy, 2010). It is now embedded within a range of other mechanisms 
(Worthy, 2013).

FOI has triggered a series of high profile scandals, most notably the expo-
sure of MPs’ use of their Parliamentary expenses in 2009. This led to ministe-
rial resignations and a record number of MPs stepping down at the following 
general election (Hazell et al., 2012). The leader of the Scottish Conservatives 
and a Member of the Northern Irish Assembly stepped down following 
requests revealing impropriety and one Parish council resigned en masse fol-
lowing an FOI campaign (BBC, 2012; Hazell et al., 2010).

Underneath the controversy, there is also a daily flow of FOI driven 
accountability to central and local government on a range of more quotidian 
topics from planning to car parking (Justice Committee, 2012; Worthy, 2013). 
Dunion (2011) observes that “the real worth of freedom of information [is] to 
be found in the pages of the local rather than the national newspaper” (p. 458).

FOI has become part of the constellation of checks and balances within the 
U.K. system. Evidence from the United Kingdom points toward FOI working 
best alongside these other mechanisms and being most frequently used in 
combination with other mechanisms, such as the media, NGOs and, less fre-
quently, MPs, as a “picture-building” tool to gather information for wider 
campaigns (Worthy, 2013). In the case of MPs’ expenses, it worked alongside 
journalists, rulings from appeal bodies and the courts before been revealed 
via a leak (Hazell et al., 2012). It has become a new weapon in the armory of 
the formal and informal “watchdogs” of government.

Though FOI is widely accepted by officials, politicians are less tolerant. 
Partly because of the way in which they come into contact with FOI through 
the “high profile” checks, politicians frequently see it as an “abused” process 
(Worthy, 2013). In his memoirs, Tony Blair sighed: “For political leaders, it’s 
like saying to someone who is hitting you over the head with a stick, ‘Hey, try 
this instead,’ and handing them a mallet . . . it’s used as a weapon” (Blair, 
2010, pp. 516-517).

The Justice Committee (2012) acknowledges that “irregularities, errors, 
and inefficiency” prove “more newsworthy” and a type of use likely to attract 
politicians’ attention (p. 17). Despite the diverse use outlined above, Blair’s 
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portrayal of FOI being wholly “abused” appears to be shared at senior levels 
by Ministers and officials (Justice Committee, 2012). In this sense, key 
actors’ perceptions of how FOI is used are as important in defining the shape 
and impact as the actual statistics, which may in turn encourage resistance, 
game playing, or even attempts to change the Act (Worthy & Hazell, 2013).

From the constitutional perspective, FOI clearly contributes to more 
checks and balances. The current debate focuses on the extent to which they 
also produce unintended consequences such as “politician slapping.” This 
highlights the need to evaluate whether transparency can strengthen them 
without generating perverse effects such as risk avoidance, goal displace-
ment, and dramatization.

Social Learning?

The Justice Committee (2012, p. 20) felt that the Act had not increased public 
understanding of politics or decision making generally. Indirectly however, 
the media use and coverage of FOI has undoubtedly played a role in inform-
ing the wider public on a range of matters from the War in Iraq to National 
Health Service (NHS) reform. More importantly, requesters, particularly at 
local government level, felt their understanding of specific issues had 
increased (Worthy, 2013).

The wider consequences of these learning processes are less clear. 
Information released may be limited by framing and bias (Hazell et al., 2012). 
Studies of U.K. local voting behavior point to a negativity bias in information 
received: Voters “punish” poor performing authorities but do not reward well 
performing ones (Boyle et al., 2009). The general “negativity bias” among 
the public is often amplified by media framing (James & Moseley, 2014). 
Even the “learning effects” of the MPs’ expenses effect was more nuanced 
than they appeared. To many voters, the scandal was a “confirmation” of their 
preexisting misgivings rather than a shock “revelation” that decreased their 
trust in politicians (Hazell et al., 2012). Despite media claims of an “expenses” 
election, the issue had little effect on voting patterns in the 2010 general elec-
tion (Hazell et al., 2012; Pattie & Johnston, 2012).

An assessment from the social learning perspective shows that FOI can 
potentially enrich social learning processes, but few FOI users felt it increased 
their general understanding. Framing and bias seem to hamper the contribu-
tion of transparency to social learning and negativity bias resulted in a selec-
tive usage of information for punishing poor performance and confirming 
misgivings about politicians. The question here is how transparency can feed 
public debates with open information about government while preventing 
public confusion and mistrust.
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In sum, applying our interpretative transparency assessment framework to 
the political realm helps to identify a variety of pros and cons of the current 
FOI arrangement. In addition, it raises three questions relevant to debates 
about current and future forms of FOI in the United Kingdom:

•• Is there a need for additional measures to ensure that FOI as a mecha-
nism of transparency does not only benefit a selective group of citi-
zens but also results in broader forms of citizen empowerment?

•• Is there a need for measures to limit the perverse effects of FOI as an 
element in a system of checks and balances such as risk avoidance, 
goal displacement, and dramatization?

•• Is there a need for measures to ensure that FOI enriches public debates 
with open information about government performance and decision 
making while preventing public confusion and mistrust?

These questions can help to turn a polarized debate focusing on issues of 
trust in government into a broader and more pragmatic debate about adjust-
ments and explorations that can help to construct broadly supported forms of 
transparency.

Assessing Transparency in the Administrative 
Realm: Toward a Framework

In the administrative realm, transparency is about providing information 
about the administrative processes inside executive government, the integrity 
of public officials, the implementation of public policy, and the provision of 
public services. The key normative question is whether transparency strength-
ens the quality of the executive branch of government (the public administra-
tion). Following Hood’s (1991) well-known categorization of core 
administrative values, we discern three types of criteria commonly used to 
evaluate public administration: economy/efficiency, integrity, and resilience.

In the economy/efficiency perspective, the key evaluative question is 
whether transparency contributes to the achievement of policy objectives and 
whether it promotes the search for the most efficient ways of realizing these. 
The key imperative, Hood (1991) surmises, is to keep it lean and purposeful. 
Frugality is the gold standard of quality in this perspective. Conversely, 
waste, muddle, confusion, and inefficiency are the hallmarks of failure.

Institutional economists believe that better information will result in more 
rational behavior. For example, a dominant argument for school transparency 
is that it enables citizens to make better choices, which will create an incen-
tive for better school quality (Meijer, 2007). Fung et  al. (2007) argue that 



512	 Administration & Society 50(4)

disclosure of inspection data enables citizens to evaluate private and public 
actors on the basis of neutral information and pressure from citizens is sup-
posed to result in more effective regulation. There is certainly evidence to 
suggest this might be so. For example, Meijer et al. (2012, p. 21) highlight 
that transparency improves the quality of administrative decision making 
when factual misconceptions among implementers and service providers are 
challenged and corrected by citizens. Institutional memory is also seen as 
important to efficient government by preventing repetitive errors. Drew and 
Nyerges (2004) indicate that open and retraceable records are especially 
important when key actors come and go. Impersonal access to information 
about previous actions is then crucial to producing efficient government.

Various counterarguments have been presented. First, Heald (2012) high-
lights the administrative costs of complying with an ever-expanding wave of 
FOI requests or the maintenance and publication of data sets, without produc-
ing clear benefits for clients or delivery agencies. Institutionalizing transpar-
ency requirements forces service providers to spend substantial amounts of 
their resources on “producing” transparency, and responding to the feedback, 
demands, and critiques from citizens. Second, many if not most citizens will 
not be willing and able to effectively discern, combine, and use all the avail-
able data about administrative events, processes, and decisions effectively 
(Bannister & Connolly, 2011). Meijer (2007) shows that school information 
tends to be processed and utilized systematically by a relatively limited group 
of citizens: Most citizens rely on shortcuts such as the opinion of their neigh-
bors or articles in local newspapers rather than processing the complex school 
inspections reports. Third, transparency means that information about admin-
istrative processes within government also becomes available to third parties 
who might derive unfair advantages from it (Prat, 2005; Stiglitz, 1999, p. 18). 
Finally, transparency may enhance risk avoidance among bureaucrats 
(Bannister & Connolly, 2011; Prat, 2005): In the eye of the public, adminis-
trative agencies may prefer tried and tested yet suboptimal, conservative 
approaches instead of bolder, more innovative yet potentially riskier 
approaches to enhancing effectiveness and efficiency.

In the integrity perspective, the key issue is whether transparency induces 
officials to use their mandates and the resources at their disposal to imple-
ment the public will and not for the advancement their own interests or those 
of particular others. The integrity maxim is to keep it honest and fair (Hood, 
1991, p. 11). Rectitude—achievement of fairness, mutuality, the proper dis-
charge of duties—is the standard of success, and malversation—unfairness, 
bias, abuse of office—the standard for failure.

There is some evidence that indicates that transparency indeed helps to 
curb corruption through exposure and “anticipated reactions.” Piotrowski 
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and Borry (2010) argue that transparency deters misappropriations as citi-
zens can see how the money is spent. Park and Blenkinsopp (2011) find 
that transparency plays a key role in reducing corruption but, at the same 
time, they acknowledge that transparency as a method for deterring cor-
ruption has clear limits as government administrators have a certain right 
to privacy. A high level of transparency may expose, for example, the 
whereabouts and spending patterns of individual officials, blurring the 
boundaries between what the public gets to know about them “in role” and 
in “private.” It is interesting to note that there are substantial differences 
between countries when it comes to public officials’ privacy: While the 
U.S. government publishes the incomes of all civil servants, this would be 
unthinkable in many other countries. In addition, high levels of transpar-
ency could result in the “death of entrepreneurship” within the public sec-
tor: Civil servants and even private contractors performing public services 
may shun any form of risk.

From the resilience perspective, the key issue is whether transparency 
enhances the robustness and adaptive capacity of administrative systems in 
the face of ongoing and episodic, even spasmodic, changes, risks, and threats. 
Rodan (2004) highlights how Asian states enhanced their transparency after 
the economic crisis of the 1990s to restore faith in their economies. Fung 
(2013, pp. 195, 196) points at the fact that transparency can help to manage 
the risks that come from the harmful externalities that are produced as the 
consequence of ordinary activities of large organizations. The standard of 
success is resilience—achievement of reliability, adaptive capacity, and 
robustness (e.g., Comfort, Boin, & Demchak, 2010)—while catastrophe—
risk, breakdown, collapse—is the standard for failure.

Resilience has received relatively little attention in debates about gov-
ernment transparency, but it plays a key role in debates about reducing 
financial fragility (Draghi, Francesco, & Merton, 2004). The public avail-
ability of information enables outsiders—such as international financial 
investors (Rodan, 2004)—to scrutinize government and to detect (finan-
cial) risks. The counterargument is that too much transparency may result 
in a self-fulfilling prophecy: financial risks may indeed result in catastro-
phes because they were exposed (J. Roberts, 2009). Similarly, publicly 
reporting school performance may result in exit behavior from “very weak” 
schools, setting in motion a vicious cycle of decline (cf. Meijer, 2007; van 
Twist, van der Steen, Kleiboer, Scherpenisse, & Theissens, 2013). A similar 
pattern may occur in poor and/or unsafe neighborhoods: transparency about 
the state of the neighborhood may result in a vicious cycle of community 
decline through business, investor, and property buyers’ reluctance to com-
mit resources to the area.
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In sum,

•• In the economy/efficiency perspective, transparency may result in pol-
icy error reduction and delivery optimization but also in an explosion 
of transaction costs (i.e., audit society burdens on executive branch).

•• In the integrity perspective, transparency may result in the prevention 
and detection of transgressions but also in blame avoidance patholo-
gies (end of “frank and fearless advice,” oral culture, middle of the 
road thinking, death of entrepreneurship).

•• In the resilience perspective, transparency may result in (financial) 
risk reduction, mitigation, and response capacity and also in self- 
fulfilling prophecies and the amplification of “underperformance” 
through vicious cycles of exit behavior (e.g., around schools and in 
unsafe neighborhoods).

Similar to the political realms, there is a debate about the opportunity costs 
of transparency. The objectives of economy/efficiency, integrity, and resil-
ience merit substantial investments, but the organization can no longer use 
these resources in other ways to strengthen the economy/efficiency, integrity, 
and resilience of public organizations.

As for the political realm, the multiperspectivist framework constructed 
above can be used as a map to interpret and assess debates about the desirable 
level of transparency in a specific administrative system. It suggests that one 
should design and assess administrative transparency from an economy/ 
efficiency, an integrity, and a resilience perspective, and debating what this 
means for the desirable variety and mix of transparency mechanisms.

Assessing Transparency in the Administrative 
Realm: An Illustration

We revisit the example of FOI in the United Kingdom. Again, the multiper-
spectivist framework is used to establish a set of specific questions that can 
help to structure the debate about current and future forms of transparency in 
the United Kingdom.

Economy and Efficiency?

It is not clear whether FOI increases efficiency, either through high profile 
exposures curbing “profligate” activity or through anticipated reactions, in part 
because FOI cannot be disentangled from other reforms with the same intent 
(Hazell et  al., 2010). Central government departments and local authorities 
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have identified improvements in internal processes such as records manage-
ment (Hazell et al., 2010; Worthy, 2013). It may also have discouraged “extrav-
agant” spending on, for example, foreign travel or credit cards (Justice 
Committee, 2012). However, as few FOI requests have focused on the policy 
process and on service delivery, and as the policy process is partly exempt from 
FOI, the actual impact on the efficiency of decision making is unclear (Worthy 
et al., 2011). The actual internal impact of FOI on processes appeared to vary 
from government department to department and between local authorities.

From the opposite perspective, the financial “costs” of FOI are frequently 
discussed. However, studies have come to varying figures as Table 2 shows.

The reason for the ambiguity is twofold. First, the costs of FOI are hard to 
determine and different methods reach very different conclusions (Colquhoun, 
2010; Justice Committee, 2012). Measurement is further complicated by the 
fact that a small proportion of requests appear to consume a large amount of 
resources (Justice Committee, 2012, p. 29). Second, the cost is politically 
contentious as the “benefits . . . cannot be usually costed” and feed the narra-
tive of FOI as a burden (Justice Committee, 2012, p. 22). The supposed 
“costs” of FOI is one of the key arguments deployed by the opponents of FOI, 
alongside the Act’s supposed damage to decision making (see below).

An assessment from the perspective of economy/efficiency highlights the 
unpredictability of the impact of FOI on government organizations. The key 
issues here seem to be the actual usage of information related to financial affairs 
by citizens and proactive transparency created by administrative leadership to 
stimulate economy and efficiency. The question is how to further develop the 
current FOI regime as to strengthen the overall focus on economy and effi-
ciency through, for example, directed and proactive forms of transparency.

Integrity?

The integrity dimension may work either through anticipated reactions or 
exposure (Meijer et al., 2012). As outlined above, there have been a series of 

Table 2.  Estimated Costs of FOI in the United Kingdom (Colquhoun, 2010; 
Worthy, Hazell, Amos, & Bourke, 2011).

Body examining cost Estimated cost (£) per request

U.K. Central Government 293
Scottish Executive 189
Cornwall Council 150
Bexley Council 36
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high profile exposures at central and local government level. There also has 
been some evidence of, for example, reduced spending by MPs or local coun-
cilors (Justice Committee, 2012). The expenses scandal triggered a wave of 
similar FOIs against local government, the police, and health service (Worthy, 
2013). Indirectly, the Act also triggered several “integrity” reforms, including 
the creation of the Independent Parliamentary Standards Authority (IPSA) to 
regulate MPs’ pay, and legal changes to the tax status of the members of the 
House of Lords (Worthy & Hazell, 2013). Local authorities saw FOI as one 
part of a wider set of integrity structures that meant they “would not do any-
thing they wouldn’t feel comfortable with in the local newspaper” (Worthy 
et al., 2011). The evidence so far points to the power of FOIs “unpredictabil-
ity,” as the inability to know when and where requests can come from gener-
ates uncertainty, which may in turn affect behavior (Worthy, 2013).

Yet there may be negative effects. Some claim FOI triggers a chilling 
effect whereby the record is either reduced or exists “off paper,” a process 
labeled the “empty archives” phenomenon in Sweden (Ostberg & Erikkson, 
2009, pp. 118-119). Skeptics argue a balance needs to be struck between 
access to decision-making information against the need to enable “accurate 
and sufficiently full” discussion, “full, frank advice” and, if necessary “hon-
est disagreements” when formulating policy (Justice Committee, 2012,  
p. 54). A former Cabinet Secretary and Justice Minister both argued that a 
“chilling” took place, though they offered anecdotes rather than firm evi-
dence (Justice Committee, 2012, pp. 74-75). The Justice Committee “was not 
able to conclude, with any certainty, that a chilling effect has resulted from 
the FOI Act” (Justice Committee, 2012, p. 75). A study of U.K. central gov-
ernment found “rare” and “isolated” occurrences but concluded that “changes 
in recording were due to other factors . . . Moreover, many officials pointed 
out that the dangers of not having a decision outweighed the dangers of hav-
ing one and it being released” (Worthy, 2010, p. 571).

Indeed “resources, fear of leaks and changing decision-making styles” all 
appeared to have more impact than FOI (Worthy, 2010, p. 571). Similarly, at 
local level specific incidents were identified, but no conclusive link was 
found (Worthy et al., 2011). Measuring such an effect is fraught with difficul-
ties and also presupposes that the actual politics of decision making are 
always written down (Worthy, 2010). However, as with concern over media 
“abuse,” the claim that such an effect may exists may encourage caution in 
others and may itself prove self-fulfilling.

A further problem is that the arrival of FOI paralleled the rise of “blame 
avoidance” and “spin,” so that the arrival of FOI clashes with a growing pres-
sure to control information (A. S. Roberts, 2005). In the United Kingdom, 
there was evidence of “game-playing” by some parts of government, with 
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attempts to deflect, hide, or delay information release (Hazell et al., 2010). 
FOI and “spin” highlight a conundrum for public bodies as to how open to be. 
This was seen in the case of expenses, when both the Scottish and U.K. 
Parliament received requests for details of Members’ expenses claims. The 
former quickly published all expenses, experiencing little scandal after one 
Member of the Scottish Parliament resigned (Dunion, 2011). By contrast, the 
U.K. Parliament’s drawn out attempt to withhold expenses undoubtedly 
worsened the situation. Yet such a “total” openness approach is unlikely to be 
welcomed and may not always work.

This assessment from the perspective of integrity clearly highlights FOI’s 
contribution to curbing corruption and unwarranted spending of public offi-
cials. At the same time, there is debate about the extent to which transparency 
stifles government. Research of these impacts is difficult and has not resulted 
in conclusive findings. The important question is whether additional measures 
need to be taken to ensure that transparency prevents corruption without 
inflicting upon the space to think and privacy of individual civil servants.

Resilience?

In so far as it can be measured, the resilience of public bodies has been slightly 
improved by transparency. The increased professionalization, better internal infor-
mation flows, and improved records management would all be likely to reduce 
“risk.” Both central government and local government identified a “cleaning up” 
and professionalizing of records (Worthy et  al., 2011, pp. 17-18). A National 
Health Service representative also identified a “change in culture in decision-mak-
ing” and greater engagement with the public (Justice Committee, 2012, p. 19). 
Other bodies identified increased engagement with stakeholders and, in a few 
cases, better relations with the media (Hazell et al., 2010). Taken together, these 
improvements may make a public body more resilient, more responsive to exter-
nal views and mitigate the risks of, for example, embarrassing leaks.

Yet there exists skewed patterns within use that may trigger underperfor-
mance and poor perceptions. Certain issues and areas of government attract 
far more “FOI attention” than elsewhere. Local government attracts some-
where between 70% and 80% of all FOI requests and there is evidence that 
poorly performing local authorities may attract more FOIs in sensitive areas 
than those better performing ones (Worthy, 2013). At central government 
level, there is variation between departments. In 2013, the Department of 
Works and Pensions, engaged in controversial welfare reform, received 5,600 
FOI requests, the Home Office 3,500 while the Department of Culture 
received only 700 (MOJ, 2014). Unsurprisingly, the activities of MPs remain 
of interest to requesters and the media, with a spillover conflict between the 
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new regulator IPSA and groups of MPs and a continued “drip” of minor scan-
dals (Worthy & Hazell, 2013).

The minority of “political” requests tend to cluster around controversy, and 
disclosure may further fan controversy and attention, amplifying “problems.” 
The response of public bodies may then further aggravate the situation. FOI 
use can be met with variable responses, from total openness to a “bunkering 
down” but those that choose resistance run the danger of further attention 
(Heald, 2012; Worthy, 2013). The danger is that, while the “best” get better 
and more open, the “worse” get worse, more secretive and even more of a 
target, in a self-perpetuating cycle of conflict. Such conflict also feeds the 
arguments of critics that FOI leads to conflict and is being “abused.” The 
emergence of narrative that transparency is being “abused” and a “resource 
burden” may well hamper resilience more than the actual effects of the Act.

The assessment from the perspective of resilience highlights that there 
may be more resilience at an operational level through better information 
exchanges but, at the same time, resilience at an institutional level may be 
undermined through the emergence of narrative and perception that transpar-
ency is being “abused” and a “resource burden.” This may result in an unwill-
ingness to cooperate with citizens or stakeholders. The question here is how 
and whether increased monitoring of government agencies and officials can 
strengthen operational resilience without undermining relations of trust or 
whether “it is a price well worth paying for the benefits greater openness 
brings” (Justice Committee, 2012, p. 18).

Overall, applying a multiperspectivist lens to the administrative realm has 
resulted in the identification of a variety of pros and cons and also of three 
additional questions that are relevant to debates about current and future 
forms of FOI in the United Kingdom:

•• How can the current FOI regime be developed further as to strengthen 
the overall focus on economy and efficiency through directed and pro-
active forms of transparency?

•• Is there a need for additional measures to ensure that transparency 
prevents corruption without inflicting upon the space to think and pri-
vacy of individual civil servants?

•• How can the increased monitoring of government agencies and offi-
cials on the basis of FOI strengthen operational resilience without 
undermining relations of (international) trust in the public sector?

This means we have identified three questions for the administrative realm 
and previously we had identified three questions in the political realm. These 
questions have been based on the political and administrative logics but, in 
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view of the permeability between politics and administration, the questions 
may “travel” between the realms. The question about corruption versus pri-
vacy, for example, may also be raised in the political realm and the question 
about citizen empowerment versus inequality between groups may play a 
role in administrative interactions. In that sense, the analysis of for the two 
realms helps to identify a rich set of questions and issues.

Conclusion: Toward a “Golden Mean” of 
Government Transparency?

We have developed an interpretative assessment framework that can hope-
fully be helpful to advance debates about the required level of transparency 
and establish the need for transparency in a specific situation. The argument 
driving this article has been threefold:

1.	 Transparency assessment can never be reduced to simple metrics and 
box-ticking exercises as it requires explicit incorporation and com-
parison of distinct political and administrative value sets;

2.	 The complexity argument does not mean that transparency cannot be 
evaluated. There is a need for an instrument that helps stakeholders to 
engage in a structured debate about the question to what extent differ-
ent forms of transparency result in desirable outcomes. That means 
the different normative claims need to be structured and/or interpreted 
in terms of underlying value sets pertinent to the assessment of gov-
ernment transparency;

3.	 Articulating these value sets and inducing stakeholders and evalua-
tors to systematically engage in more structured discursive argumen-
tation offers a conceptually rich yet methodically parsimonious way 
of identifying areas of consensus and disagreement in the way stake-
holders judge the performance of existing and new transparency 
mechanisms in and around government.

Table 3 synthesizes the core value propositions in the form of a “golden 
mean” of the criteria sets we have presented in this article. One should note 
that the precise position of the “golden mean” is by no means universal but 
contextual and time-bound: The search for the “golden mean” is the key chal-
lenge for developing legitimate transparency arrangements. This framework 
identifies general questions but is not meant for identifying a universal stan-
dard for government transparency: The “golden mean” needs to be applied in 
specific contexts to advance public debate and decision making about spe-
cific transparency mechanisms.
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To advance our understanding of the different assessments of transparency, 
the framework needs to be applied differently in different countries. Previous 
work suggests that transparency has a different impact in different institutional 
and cultural settings (Grimmelikhuijsen, Porumbescu, Hong, & Im, 2013; 
Worthy & Grimmelikhuijsen, 2012). The framework may also need to be 
applied differently for different policy realms as undesirable effects such as 
risk avoidance and goal displacement may emerge more rapidly in controver-
sial than in more technical realms. Our knowledge about the specific relations 
between the institutional and cultural context and resulting effects is still lim-
ited and especially the differences in transparency arrangements and outcomes 
of democratic and (semi)authoritarian states merit more research (cf. Rodan, 
2004). Using the framework in different policy, institutional and cultural set-
tings will help to develop a sophisticated understanding of the relation between 
context and assessment of various types of transparency arrangements.

A limitation of our framework is that it helps to assess specific questions, 
but it does not stipulate how these dimensions relate, interact, and/or conflict. 

Table 3.  Assessing Government Transparency: Synthetic Propositions.

Realm Perspective Golden mean

Politics Democracy Transparency 
strengthens civic 
competence.

←→ Transparency creates 
inequality between 
groups of citizens.

Constitutional 
state

Transparency 
strengthens checks 
and balances.

←→ Transparency 
generates risk 
avoidance 
and goal 
displacement.

Learning Transparency feeds 
public debates 
with open 
information.

←→ Transparency 
generates public 
confusion.

Administration Economy/
efficiency

Transparency 
produces policy 
error reduction.

←→ Transparency 
generates 
administrative 
burdens.

Integrity Transparency 
prevents 
corruption.

←→ Transparency 
inflicts upon the 
individual space 
to think.

Resilience Transparency 
facilitates risk 
management.

←→ Transparency 
amplifies risk 
(perceptions).
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Transparency in one dimension may yield positive effects in another dimen-
sion, but it may also result in an excess of transparency with perverse effects 
in other dimensions. The positive spillover effects from one transparency 
dimension to another are certainly no given. Rodan (2004) argues that trans-
parency in one dimension—transparency for (financial) resilience—may 
falsely generate the impression that transparency is also created for democ-
racy and constitutional checks and balances. The relations between these 
dimensions need to be investigated in further research.

We would like to stress that the balance that we discuss is specifically 
relevant for states that already have a reasonably high level of openness. 
The discussion about a balance should not be abused to curtail transparency 
and deny citizens, journalists, stakeholders, and NGOs access to a basic 
access to information. The objectives of democracy, checks and balances, 
learning, economy/efficiency, integrity, and resilience are served by a cer-
tain level of transparency and drawbacks only occur at a high level of it. 
There can be no doubt that states should enact fundamental rights of access 
to information to empower citizens. The argument in this article should be 
understood in relation to those that are arguing for full transparency and 
highlights that, at a high level of openness, perverse or unintended effects 
may become dominant.

When it comes to government transparency, we are only starting to under-
stand the variety in potential benefits and drawbacks. Many analyses focus 
on a limited set of benefits and drawbacks which makes these analyses of 
only limited usefulness (e.g., O’Neill, 2002; Welch, 2012). The interpretative 
assessment framework presented in this article provides an effective heuristic 
tool for progressing our understanding. While the complexity of the values at 
stake defies straightforward operationalization and measurement of the crite-
ria proposed, this article provides an interpretative assessment framework to 
bring focus and nuance to the often heated debates. The framework is no 
calculative measurement tool that will result in a conclusive judgment about 
the desired level of transparency, but it does provide an interpretative frame-
work for systematically analyzing the (de)merits of transparency in a wide 
variety of political and administrative contexts.
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