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1 Why Do We Need Robust Governance?

Human life on the planet Earth has always been turbulent and full of perils and

risks, including personal injury, famine, natural catastrophes, the spread of

infectious diseases, economic depression, social and political unrest, violent

clan struggles, and devastating wars. Political philosophers from Aristotle and

Plato, through Hobbes and Locke, to Hegel and Marx have spent much time

pondering whether and how a stable social order is at all possible. In modern

times, we have tried to predict, forecast, and prepare for the inevitable spells of

turbulence inherent in social life. We have built systems for national security

and economic regulation together with elaborate welfare systems that socialize

the individual risks of poor health, occupational hazards, unemployment, and

old age.While these systems offer safety and comfort to the members of society,

they are prone to failure and seem to generate new risks, either because the

societal conditions for their functioning change or because the various systems

interact in unforeseen ways, giving rise to externalities and occasional break-

downs (Beck 1992). In the new age of globalization, digital communication,

and accelerated technological innovation, the speed of societal transformation

and the interpenetration of socioeconomic systems have increased, and the

world has shrunk to a global village. This development spurs the production

and experience of turbulence, defined as the complex interaction between

unpredictable, partly unknown, and mutating events and developments with

inconsistent and ambiguous effects (Ansell & Trondal 2018). Without denying

the presence of heightened turbulence in the past (e.g., in the run-up to World

Wars I and II), turbulent events and developments seem to be lining up in

a hitherto unprecedented manner. Turbulence, we will argue, has become the

new normal.

This increasing turbulence is a growing problem for public governance.

Governance is basically about formulating and achieving common goals

(Torfing et al. 2012), and the popular demands for and political ambitions of

public governance have drastically increased in recent decades. One driver of

these increasing public demands is that the frequent and overlapping crises

create social and economic hardships calling for government interventions.

Moreover, the rapid pace of technological and societal development creates

new needs that are translated into new demands. Another driver is the digital-

ization of information flows, which brings to light new problems and potential

solutions at breathtaking speed that were previously unknown or ignored by

citizens, organized stakeholders, and policy experts but are now generating

demands for action (Aksin-Sivrikaya & Bhattacharya 2017). A final driver is

the rise of new social media, which provide low-threshold opportunities for

1Robust Governance in Turbulent Times
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citizens and organized interests to set the agenda and voice their demands. In

many countries, such opportunities are exploited by a growing number of

competent, assertive, and critical citizens (Dalton & Welzel 2014; Esser &

Strömbäck 2014). Equipped with new knowledge and new communication

channels, politically self-confident citizens are keen to demand tailor-made,

high-quality public services that increase their quality of life, and when their life

is negatively impacted by crises, they use all available means to cry for help,

expecting the government to find new governance solutions.

At the same time, the ambitions of elected politicians and public managers

have increased. Healthcare is no longer merely about curing illnesses but about

preventing disease from occurring through health promotion. Employment

policy is no longer merely about securing the livelihood of those who become

unemployed but about training and educating these people to get them back into

paid employment. Economic policy is no longer only focused on stabilizing

markets but also seeks to enhance the structural competitiveness of national and

regional economies. And the list goes on. The growing demands and ambitions

seem ever more difficult to meet due to the heightened and near-permanent

turbulence currently facing the public sector. Public governors must deliver

more and more, but the conditions for doing so are deteriorating. They are

increasingly busy, putting out small and large fires, and the unpredictable

dynamism of politics, society, and the global economy is constantly jeopardiz-

ing the execution of public policies.

Public governance must deal with a growing number of turbulent events and

developments that tend to interact and multiply, thus producing even more

turbulence. This snowballing effect is clearly visible in the wake of the

Russian invasion in Ukraine, which has triggered a refugee crisis, an energy

crisis, an inflation crisis, and a security crisis, all within a very short time span.

The public sector is ill-equipped to deal with heightened turbulence. Public

governors can no longer avail themselves of the classical risk strategies of

prevention, foresight, and insurance. These strategies are unable to deal effect-

ively with the unpredictable emergence of complex and partly unknown prob-

lems that are constantly changing and have inconsistent effects. In response to

this insight, governance researchers and public decision-makers have recently

begun to look to either agility or resilience as strategies for dealing with

turbulence.

Agility and agile leadership have received much attention and praise in the

business management literature (Attar & Abdul-Kareem 2020; Theobald et al.

2020), which encourages business leaders to observe and quickly respond to

new and changing social, political, economic, and technical conditions. Agile

leaders build relationships, promote organizational learning, and encourage

2 Public Policy
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teams to experiment with improved products and processes. The goal is to

produce pervasive change at all levels of the organization in response to threats

and opportunities and to stay ahead of the game in the pursuit of success. Agile

leaders are visionary, curious, and willing to fail fast. They are good listeners,

continuous learners, and “fast executors,” who typically accept the unpredict-

ability of change (Lang & Rumsey 2018).

In the public sector, agile leadership is needed to adopt and realize the

benefits of new digital technologies (Mergel et al. 2018). More generally,

agile government is important to reduce red tape and to mobilize talent and

tacit knowledge in public organizations, to flexibly adjust policies in the face of

changing conditions, and to produce value for citizens (Rulinawaty &

Samboteng 2020). However, while permanent adaptation and radical innov-

ation are essential for private businesses to survive in cutthroat markets and they

may completely transform the form and function of a company as long as it

makes a profit, public organizations are slightly different. Government organ-

izations are formed to maintain and preserve some basic functions, goals, and

values that cannot be sacrificed in the relentless search for new products,

markets, technologies, and forms of organization. Theymust adapt and innovate

their organizational form and its different procedures, processes, and outputs,

but the need for change must be balanced against the need for stability. Or, in

other words, in turbulent times, public organizations must change their modus

operandi to uphold their stable foundation for delivering particular functions,

goals, and values.

Resilience provides an alternative to agility that stresses the need for system

maintenance and thus aims for a rapid and effective return to the status quo ante

when the system is disturbed. A sociopolitical system is resilient if it has the

capacity to bounce back and restore its original equilibrium when exposed to

a shock (Davoudi et al. 2012). To illustrate, a community resilience plan is an

action plan that allows for a community to rebuild after a disaster by mobilizing

its citizens (Norris et al. 2008). While community resilience aims for adaptation

to a one-time crisis, strategic resilience aims to continuously anticipate and

adjust an organizational system in response to disruptive events (Shaw &

Maythorne 2013). This approach is sometimes summarized by the conceptual

trinity of protection, response, and recovery, which serve to underscore how

resilience must be built before, during, and after a crisis. While the agility

strategy may be too much of a senseless and directionless change-for-the-sake-

of-change strategy for the public sector that risks compromising its key func-

tions, goals, and values, the resilience strategy may be too much of

a conservative return-to-the-status-quo strategy that risks blindly preserving

the existing structures without contemplating either their attractiveness or the

3Robust Governance in Turbulent Times
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need and opportunity to change them (Capano & Woo 2017). Hence, public

governors may benefit from developing and adopting an alternative “dynamic

conservatism” strategy, adapting and innovating the modus operandi of public

governance to maintain some basic public functions, goals, and values in the

face of heightened turbulence (Ansell et al. 2015).

A strategy that aims to find a middle road between agility and resilience can

be detected in the suddenly emerging governance responses to the COVID-19

pandemic, which followed an unpredictable trajectory. The pandemic cost many

lives, led to social and economic ruin for many, and disrupted the normal

functioning of the public sector. Many public organizations were forced to

operate in a highly turbulent environment with recurrent lockdowns, new and

constantly changing health regulations, and increasing demands from citizens

who were hit by the health crisis. Let us briefly consider some of the strategies

pursued by local public employees, regional middle managers, and national

policymakers. We shall present the various strategies as illustrative fictional

vignettes, although they refer to real-life experiences.

At the local level, John and his colleagues at the local job center faced the

challenge that the lockdown and health regulations prevented them from hold-

ing meetings with unemployed job seekers to help them find work. To uphold

the law and conduct the mandatory interviews, the job center workers were

forced to adjust their standard practices. They came up with an innovative

solution: walk-and-talks with the unemployed in a nearby park. They found

that walking together while enjoying the greenery produced good and construct-

ive conversations that unearthed the job seekers’ dreams and wishes, together

with their need for new competences. This new practice enabled the job center

employees to provide helpful advice and training offerings that facilitated the

return of many of their clients to the labor market. Hence, flexible adaptation

and proactive innovation of public services helped to maintain a key function in

a public sector facing turbulence. While the new employment-interview format

was suspended after the pandemic, important lessons were drawn that changed

the interactive dynamics between the job seekers and center personnel.

The pandemic also posed an obstacle to Charlotte and her team in the local

child protection office, which works with at-risk children and youth who have

been removed from their troubled homes and placed with a foster family. Their

job is partly to organize regular meetings between the children, foster families,

biological parents, and the municipality, but the Corona restrictions prevented

physical meetings. Charlotte’s team quickly switched to online meetings, which

were easy to organize, could be called by the kids themselves, and could include

a wider set of actors (e.g., an uncle or older sibling living in another town). The

online meetings facilitated the mandated interaction while also improving its

4 Public Policy
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frequency and quality. The experiences were so positive that the new format

survived as a supplement to face-to-face meetings in the post-pandemic period.

Jane, the chief regional health services manager, trembled in the face of the

growing number of Corona patients, the demands for testing and vaccination,

and the risk that health personnel would need more sick leave. There were

already staff shortages prior to the pandemic, and the situation would soon

become untenable. Other urgent healthcare tasks would have to be cancelled to

meet the COVID-related demands. Jane feared the public reactions and critical

news coverage if regional hospitals could not uphold their basic health services.

Searching for solutions, Jane and her colleagues saw that another regional

health authority had created a flexible reserve workforce comprised of retired

nurses and doctors together with nursing and medicine students. This reserve

workforce facilitated a flexible mobilization of hospital staff in response to the

varying numbers of patients and vaccine availability.

National Deputy Minister of Employment, Cavani, soon realized that the

national activation policy was under strain from worsening unemployment

resulting from the pandemic and recurrent lockdowns. Moreover, the health

restrictions and stress experienced by many families made job-seeking increas-

ingly hard. After consultation with the major labor-market organizations, it was

decided to temporarily suspend the requirement of unemployment-benefits

recipients having to demonstrate that they were actively seeking work and

participating in mandatory job-training offers. Policymakers learned that the

unemployed were less stressed during the pandemic and gained self-confidence

from investing fewer emotional resources in hopeless job-search activities,

which typically foster a sense of failure and rejection. Paradoxically, the

outcome of the adaptive suspension of conditionality requirements was that

the unemployed became better job candidates with better long-term job

chances.

Finally, Prime Minister Duvall was informed that there was a severe lack of

protective equipment throughout the public sector, including many hospitals.

Hence, the demand for protective equipment early in the pandemic clearly

exceeded what was in stock, and the rise of global demand made new supplies

difficult. Her advisors helped to put together a task force that solved the problem

by involving global logistics companies to use their contacts and transport

systems to procure necessary equipment and by persuading private plastics

companies to retool their flexible production techniques to produce much-

needed protective gear.

The lesson from these illustrative vignettes is that upholding basic public

functions in the face of turbulence requires adaptation and innovation. It is

5Robust Governance in Turbulent Times
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the strategy of making changes to preserve something valuable, which this

Element refers to as robustness.

Robust strategies for dealing with turbulence are also found in some of the

major crisis-management organizations, such as the Federal Emergency

Management Agency (FEMA) and the United States Coast Guard (USCG).

We have explored their strategies for dealing with unpredictable and dynamic

events and developments.

The FEMA is responsible for protecting and preserving the lives and property

of American citizens. Part of FEMA’s role is to mobilize state and local

governments, private entities, and non-volunteer organizations in the efforts

to mitigate and prepare for disasters, coordinating their efforts during disaster

response and recovery. However, FEMA only gets involved at the request of

local authorities or federally recognized tribes. As such, it is a responsive

organization that offers help when local actors cannot handle the situation

themselves. The FEMA is governed by the National Response Framework,

which provides a guide for the national response to disasters and emergencies. It

is built on scalable, flexible, and adaptable concepts identified in the National

Incident Management System.

Interviews with FEMA officials, conducted by the authors, confirm that

FEMA is experiencing growing amounts of turbulence. The expanding range

of problems, growing scope, and frequency add to the feeling that the agency is

“looking at chaos.” The informants expressed their concerns about whether

FEMA will be able to respond adequately to the growing number of disasters

and emergencies.

The FEMA spends considerable resources training local people to be resilient

by preparing and insuring themselves for disasters. However, FEMA has also

long worked with the “building back better” concept, thereby aiming to “bounce

forward” rather than merely “bouncing back.” Hence, FEMA aims to reduce

future risk by building back safer and smarter. Damaged wooden power poles

are replaced with new and stronger concrete poles. Houses, bridges, and roads

are rebuilt in more robust ways, capable of resisting flooding and high winds.

But FEMA can only invest in building back better if it is public (not private)

infrastructure. Still, FEMA can help people to build back better by advising

them to use new, more resistant materials. On a larger scale, the Hazard

Mitigation Grant Program helps to mitigate wildfires and related hazards by

funding eligible wildfire projects aimed at creating defensible space measures,

ignition-resistant construction, and hazardous fuels reduction.

The work of FEMA to transcend simple repairs and attempt to build back

better is based on adaptation, innovation, and resource mobilization. In the

wake of massive criticism of its response to Hurricane Katrina, FEMA adopted

6 Public Policy
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a new Whole Community approach to emergency management that reinforces

the basic principle that first responders are only one part of the national

emergency management team. The larger team includes relevant and affected

public and private actors, such as public agencies from different levels of

government, faith-based and nonprofit groups, private businesses, and individ-

uals and their families. The FEMA aims to collaborate with all these actors

based on shared planning and information to provide robust responses to

enhanced turbulence.

The US Coast Guard (USCG) is a military service under the Department of

Homeland Security that protects and defends the US coastline and inland water-

ways. It has a broad range of responsibilities, extending frommaritime safety and

security to marine law enforcement and environmental protection, also serving as

an important first responder during natural and man-made disasters.

TheUSCGwas one of the feworganizations to receive praise for the government

response to Hurricane Katrina, conducting many successful search-and-rescue

operations. According to USCG officials, successful operations are conditioned

on some key factors: (1) staff training, (2) establishing partnerships ahead of

responses, (3) interagency collaboration, (4) the ability to delegate, (5) adaptive

leadership, and (6) strong personal and team relationships. In line with the call for

adaptive leadership, an incident commander observes, “The harder I tried to apply

linear thought, prescriptive policy guidance, and structured procedures to my

decision-making, the more I realized our response was not moving forward. I had

to let go of my preconceptions about procedures and processes, and direct more of

my time and focus on the problem” (Stewart 2020: 15). Hence, the key to mission

success is the flexible adaptation of principles, procedures, and tools for the

problem and the context in which they emerge.

The ability to adapt flexibly to concrete and changing circumstances and

outside-the-box thinking relies on collaboration. Former USCG Commandant

Thad Allen (2012: 321), who was the incident commander for the Deepwater

Horizon oil spill in 2010, explains: “The central concept in successful adapta-

tion and response in these cases is a focus on working across traditional

boundaries (legal, organizational, and cultural) and understanding that trust,

networks, collaboration, and cooperation are the building blocks.” Hence, the

lesson learned seems to be that as complexity increases and knowledge becomes

more distributed, collaboration and bricolage are required to adapt and innovate

in turbulent situations.

Those we interviewed praised the USCG for its good leadership system that

makes it effective at stopping to reflect and then getting the right people

involved in finding adaptive and innovative solutions. One of the informants

referred to an incident where a large ship got stuck under a drawbridge and

7Robust Governance in Turbulent Times
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damaged a bolt necessary for operating it. Procuring a new bolt would take

weeks and negatively affect the Bay Area traffic. To find an innovative solution

to the problem, the USCG pulled together many people, including several

nontraditional players who did not know each other. The USCG leadership is

good at gathering people and getting them to address a common problem and

engage in creative problem-solving.

The FEMA and USCG cases inspire our thinking about robust responses to

turbulence in different ways. The FEMA experience highlights the ambition to

bounce forward and build back better, whereas the USCG experience empha-

sizes the importance of collaboration as a driver for adaptation and innovation.

Bringing these insights together in a coherent account of how to deliver robust

governance in turbulent times is a key ambition of this Element.

Based on the new ideas and practices in the health crisis management and

disaster response fields, this Element aims to build, promote, and consolidate

a new social science research agenda by defining and exploring the concepts of

turbulence and robustness, and subsequently demonstrating the need for robust

governance in turbulent times. The Element is structured as follows. Section 2

defines turbulence, discussing the origins of the concept and how it challenges

public governance. Section 3 defines the concept of robust governance, explains

its different dimensions, and assesses its distinctive contribution. Section 4

presents and discusses the repertoire of strategies for providing robust govern-

ance and reflects on their scope conditions. Section 5 accounts for the systemic,

institutional, and actor-related conditions for robust governance. Section 6

summarizes the main points, draws some implications for practitioners, and

sets out an agenda for future research.

2 Turbulence: A Challenge for Public Governance

Living in Turbulent Times

Thinking back, public governance has always been challenged by turbulence,

defined as situations where events, demands, and support interact and change in

highly variable, inconsistent, unexpected, or unpredictable ways (Ansell &

Trondal 2017). There are multiple sources of turbulence, including government

failures to address pressing problems properly and the implementation of ill-

conceived solutions, both possibly provoking social protests, political conflicts,

and economic problems that are difficult to resolve. Political scandals some-

times trigger so-called shitstorms, intensified political struggles, and govern-

ment crises that lead to new elections, unpredictable political negotiations, and

enhanced volatility. International conflicts and war sometimes prompt sanctions

that challenge established supply chains, resulting in inflation, shortages, social

8 Public Policy
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unrest, and political disputes. Economic crises caused by massive public debt

combined with lost tax revenues resulting from tax evasion may give rise to

austerity measures that create social problems, catalyze the formation of new

political parties, and transform national economic structures and the relations to

international financial organizations. Demographic changes, changing values,

and new family structures may gradually undermine the eldercare system and

create labor-market problems, which in turn give rise to demands for change,

political disputes, and new migration patterns. Indeed, these and many other

disruptive events demonstrate how public governance rarely operates in calm

waters, often facing rough seas – and sometimes even a tsunami of unpredict-

able social, political, and economic dynamics that challenge the ambitions and

effectiveness of governance.

Public governors rarely acknowledge this challenging turbulence explicitly;

instead, they assume it to be business as usual. They carry on with standard

procedures for formulating and achieving public goals, calculating the costs and

benefits of different solutions, improving administrative structures and proced-

ures, monitoring regulations, and delivering services in accordance with trad-

itional Weberian values of fairness, transparency, and predictability. While the

odd extraordinary crisis situation calls for a particular type of crisis manage-

ment, many government officials will typically assume that the crisis will blow

over and allow a return to business as usual.

Today, however, this tendency to neglect the pervasiveness of turbulence is

becoming increasingly difficult to maintain. The basic level of societal turbu-

lence has increased due to a combination of intensified globalization, structural

transformation of the international order, spread of new technologies and

communication systems, emergence of new lines of social and political conflict,

and so on. Moreover, the basic level of turbulence is constantly heightened by

a growing frequency of economic, political, social, and environmental crises

that overlap and coexist and are only partially resolved, if at all. In effect,

governments around the world are continuously struggling to make sense of and

deal with all kinds of interrelated crises, chaos, and turmoil that come and go in

unpredictable ways.

This development seems to produce a new and growing sense that turbulence

is a chronic and endemic condition for modern governance. The ongoing

COVID-19 pandemic has magnified the importance of building governance

capacity to deal with turbulence. Experts may have warned us that a pandemic

was imminent, but it was still unexpected when it hit and spread surprisingly

quickly. The impact of the new virus in different countries and on different

population groups varied, changing over time with new mutating variants. All

parts of society were negatively affected by the attempts to contain and fight the
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virus through lockdowns and extensive health regulations. The government

response strategies around the globe varied in timing, scope, content, and

impact, which created a series of social and economic problems that generated

demands for compensation. The development, purchase, and administration of

vaccines added yet another tumultuous chapter to the unfolding story of gov-

ernance responses to turbulence. Perhaps more than anything else, COVID-19

convinced government officials that turbulence is less exceptional and more the

new normal – and that something must be done to tackle unpredictable societal

dynamics.

We are living in turbulent times that prompt governors to change public

policy, institutions, regulations, and services constantly in order to create

a provisional stability that allows basic societal functions, goals, and values to

be maintained under changing conditions. When dealing with the increasingly

turbulent conditions for public governance, public officials draw on the avail-

able and relatively stable institutions, arenas, and authority structures to prepare

for the next wave of disruptive events. As such, government actors may come to

appreciate that obtaining some degree of functional stability in a turbulent world

requires change; and, reciprocally, that the continuous effort to make necessary

changes requires some degree of stability. Recognizing the mutually condition-

ing stability–change relationship represents a big step forward for public gov-

ernance, as it takes us beyond traditional ideas about long periods of stable

governance occasionally disrupted by short periods of crisis, chaos, and turmoil

spurring corrective change. In a turbulent world, change is permanent; stability

is both the condition for and outcome of change (Ansell et al. 2023).

In support of this new insight, this section aims to trace the rise of turbulence as

a distinct governance challenge. It explains the scientific use of the turbulence

concept, identifies the drivers of turbulence, and discusses the crisis–turbulence

relationship. Finally, it reflects on the many challenges that turbulence poses for

public governance.

From Simple andWicked Problems to Turbulence as a Governance
Challenge

After World War II, many countries expanded the public sector to solve a range

of fairly simple and “tame problems,”where both the nature of the problem and

the likely solution were clear to the decision-makers. Infants, children, and

young people required daycare, education, and training before they could enter

the labor market. Those who could not sustain their living through paid employ-

ment needed social assistance, unemployment benefits, or retirement pensions.

The injured, ill, and frail required hospital treatment, healthcare, and nursing

10 Public Policy
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homes. In response to these well-defined and relatively predictable needs, the

welfare state provided a broad range of public services that were often stand-

ardized and produced in large quantities, exploiting scale economies.

In the 1960s and 1970s, researchers and practitioners discovered a new type

of “wicked problem” that became particularly visible in public planning

(Churchman 1967; Rittel & Webber 1973). Wicked problems are difficult to

define, and closer scrutiny tends to reveal them as symptoms of other problems.

The problem settings often comprise multiple stakeholders with different per-

spectives and interests, giving rise to goal conflicts that preclude trial-and-error

strategies. There is no ultimate solution to the wicked problems emerging in

social systems that are open and subject to constant change. At the same time,

there tends to be no room for error or delay in solving them due to their urgent

character. In short, wicked problems are both cognitively and politically

complex.

The scientific discovery of wicked problems was an important achievement

that helped to explain why certain policy problems were difficult to solve and

why there were so many examples of policy failures. Over the years, the

diagnosis of wicked problems has become so popular that we must remind

ourselves that not all problems are wicked and that there are different degrees of

wickedness (Alford & Head 2017; Peters 2017). Critics have pointed out

a series of limitations and flaws in the wicked problems concept, but they

tend to admit that talking about wickedness makes sense in terms of high levels

of unstructuredness or problematicity around a policy problem and wide and

conflictual distances between stakeholders (Turnbull & Hoppe 2019). Other

researchers have expanded the diagnosis of wicked problems and talk about

“super-wicked problems” (Lazarus 2009; Levin et al. 2012): Wicked problems

where the time for solving them is running out, those seeking to solve the

problems are causing them, government does not control the choices necessary

to solve them, and the future is irrationally discounted as decision-makers make

short-term choices. The current climate crisis and COVID-19 pandemic are

examples of super-wicked problems (Auld et al. 2021).

There is widespread agreement that wicked problems are best dealt with

through collaboration in networks and partnerships that allow a plurality of

actors to arrive at a shared understanding of the problem at hand and to identify

possible solutions (Head & Alford 2015). Roberts (2000) argues that collabora-

tive strategies for solving wicked and unruly problems are needed when power

is dispersed. Such strategies will work well when actors recognize their mutual

resource dependence and the need to exchange knowledge, ideas, and know-

how in the pursuit of “collaborative advantage” (Huxham 1996). Weber and

Khademian (2008) claim that wicked problems that are characterized by being
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unstructured, crosscutting, and relentless are best solved in networks of actors

engaged in sending, receiving, and integrating different forms of knowledge

and ideas. As such, the capacity for networks to spur collective learning through

the integration of disparate forms of knowledge is key to solving wicked

problems. Head and Alford (2015) contend that collaborative governance

allows distributed actors to reduce conflict through dialogue, eventually agree-

ing on tentative solutions. Network governance facilitates “frame reflection,”

a more holistic inquiry into the causes and impacts of wicked problems and

a flexible adaptation of agreed-upon solutions to subsequent developments.

New research emphasizes the temporal dimension of wicked problems and

discusses turbulent problem situations that, in addition to being cognitively and

politically complex, appear to be highly variable, inconsistent, unexpected,

unpredictable, and potentially overwhelming (LaPorte 2007; Ansell &

Trondal 2017; Ansell et al. 2021; Dobbs et al. 2021). Hence, problems are

unstable and change over time, their occurrence and intensity vary, and their

impact is inconsistent in time and space. When and how these problems emerge

and spread is surprising and largely unpredictable. Finally, the gradual accumu-

lation of direct and indirect effects makes them appear overwhelming. As such,

the temporal dimension introduces a dynamic flux and mutability to problem

situations, meaning that governors must constantly reexamine, redefine, and

reevaluate the situation to tailor new, provisional responses.

The unpredictable temporal mutability of the content, form, and impact of

turbulent problems renders the traditional recommendation to embrace

a collaborative strategy for solving complex problems insufficient. Although

collaboration remains valuable for jointly assessing changing problems and

flexibly adjusting and coordinating responses, it takes more time to negotiate

problems effectively and to find solutions than is often available, particularly as

the number of stakeholders and the complexity of the issues grow (Klijn et al.

2010; Johnston et al. 2011). The failure to build trust, spur mutual learning, and

develop shared understandings in networks and partnerships may produce

“collaborative inertia” (Huxham 2003). Moreover, as described in Section 4,

governance networks may confront challenges related to their flexibility, self-

organization, and informality when operating in turbulent environments. These

challenges point to the importance of the careful metagovernance of collabora-

tive networks in order to improve their functioning and decision-making cap-

acity and to the potential value of hybrid forms of governance that allow us to

capitalize on the combined advantages of networks, hierarchies, and markets

and to engage in bricolage by drawing on tools from different governance

paradigms (Carstensen et al. 2023).

12 Public Policy

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/9

78
10

09
43

30
06

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009433006


The Concept of Turbulence

Coming from the Latin turbulentia, meaning perturbation, trouble, and irregu-

larity, “turbulence” has long been colloquially used to describe movements

within crowds of animals, children, or troops. In science, the concept originally

developed in physics to describe unsteady and chaotic fluid dynamics, such as

stormy weather, cloud dynamics, or fire whirls (Schmitt 2017). In the early

twentieth century, the concept gained popularity in the field of fluid mechanics

as a way to characterize “non-laminar” flows, like complex eddies in river

rapids (Eckert 2012). Even today, there is a whole physics journal devoted to

discussions of turbulence and a raft of physics books on the topic (Tennekes &

Lulmley 1972; McComb 1990; Libby 1996; Belotserkovskii et al. 2005;

Wyngaard 2010; Bradshaw 2013; Bailly & Comte-Bellot 2015).

The turbulence concept is also used in technical fields (e.g., engineering,

computer science) as well as in nontechnical disciplines such as anthropology,

relational psychology, digital communication studies, and the social sciences,

including its subdisciplines of economics, international politics, public admin-

istration, and governance. This section reviews some of the main contributions

from the different disciplines and subdisciplines to gauge conceptual variations

and similarities.

We begin with fluid mechanics, which defines turbulence as a form of gas or

liquid flow with random transverse pulsations (Kochetkov et al. 2019).

Researchers in this field describe turbulence as irregular but not totally dis-

orderly movements: “The swirling motion of fluids that occurs irregularly in

space and time is called turbulence. However, this randomness, apparent from

a casual observation, is not without some order” (Sreenivasan 1999: 383).When

observing turbulent fluids, we can therefore discern an irregular pattern in the

dynamic movements. In other words, turbulence involves the coexistence of

structure and randomness (Falkovich & Sreenivasan 2006). While the element

of structure and order allows scientists to try to model turbulent phenomena, the

irregularity and randomness make it difficult to solve the “turbulence problem”

by providing an accurate mathematical description. Lumley and Yaglom (2001:

241) echo this observation: “We are still discovering how turbulence behaves, in

many respects. We do have a crude, practical, working understanding of many

turbulence phenomena but certainly nothing approaching a comprehensive

theory.”

In engineering, an understanding of turbulence is important to calculate the

aerodynamic drag on cars, airplanes, and buildings (Davidson 2015). According

to Menter (2011: 1), engineers engage in turbulence modeling in an “attempt to

develop approximate formulations that, despite our incomplete understanding
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and limited computational resources, allow engineers to obtain approximate

solutions for their pressing technological applications.” A good example is the

use of turbulence modeling in wind engineering (Murakami 1998). Turbulence

is defined as a complex nonlinear multiscale problem with both expected and

unexpected risks that limit the validity of traditional planning approaches in

engineering and makes the outcome of strategic action unpredictable (Floricel

& Miller 2001).

In the adjacent field of computer science, there are many debates on how to

use computers to model turbulence. Here, much of the research studies the

influence of the evolution of computer power in recent decades on turbulence

research (Jiménez 2020). The speed and quality of computer simulations have

increased significantly, and the discussion now focuses on whether numerical

simulations will someday replace experimentation (Jiménez 2003; Reynolds

1990).

In the nontechnical field of anthropology, the notion of turbulence is used to

characterize the troubled inner life of people (Wikan 1990) or as a “metaphor for

the kind of ‘whirl’ which characterizes human life, history and everything that

has to do with the interpretation of meaning” (Strecker 1997: 207). Others

analyze sociocultural practices in turbulent times characterized by accelerated

change (Pijpers 2016) or study the local turbulence surrounding the discourses

of climate change (Michaud & Ovesen 2013; Bartlett 2020). Turbulence is

generally said to capture the moving, unpredictable, evocative, engaging, and

therapeutic dimension of anthropology.

Turbulence is also used in relational psychology, which focuses on courtship

and romantic relationships (Theiss & Solomon 2006; Knobloch et al. 2007). In

this specialized literature, relational turbulence refers to the encounter of stress,

irritation, and turmoil in the transition from casual dating to more serious

courtship (Solomon & Knobloch 2004).

In the field of digital communication, we find studies on how social media is

affected by heightened turbulence (Antonakaki et al. 2017) and how social

media creates turbulence (Margetts et al. 2015; Trepte 2015; Manrique et al.

2022). However, this relatively small literature seems to have few and limited

reflections regarding the nature of turbulence beyond the description of events

as unpredictable, unstable, and unsustainable.

In the social sciences, references to turbulence first appeared in the late 1960s

(Easton 1965; Emery & Trist 1965; Waldo 1971). Since then, increasing

numbers of scholars have used the concept when aiming to account for the

dynamic complexity of social, economic, and political processes at the organ-

izational, national, and international levels (Radford 1978; Drucker 1993;

Rosenau 1997a; Brown et al. 2008).
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The subdiscipline of economics includes a wide literature on turbulence at the

macroeconomic level in relation to financial and monetary volatility (Aliber

2011; Arellano et al. 2019), as well as volatility in the business cycle (Arias et al.

2007), productivity (Bosma & Nieuwenhuijsen 2000), and taxation (Ashworth

& Heyndels 2002). Here, turbulence is described as the constant flux created by

shifts in consumer demands, changes in technology, ongoing mergers and

acquisitions, and increased competition. Some economists speculate that turbu-

lence, perceived as a constant process of creation and destruction, contributes to

a stronger economy by making it more flexible and adaptable (Brown et al.

2008).

There is an even wider literature on how companies deal at the micro level

with turbulent environments that are complex and dynamic and characterized

by rapid changes in industrial structure and global competition (Achrol 1991).

Many contributions in this area see firm and product innovation as an important

element in the response to external turbulence (Calantone et al. 2003; Buganza

et al. 2009; Danneels & Sethi 2011; Tsai & Yang 2014; Bodlaj & Čater 2019).
Environmental turbulence calls for the development of ambidextrous firms that

can maintain effectiveness while creatively exploring alternatives. The condi-

tions for private firms to respond flexibly to environmental turbulence are also

a key theme in the economic literature (see Lichtenthaler 2009; Wilden &

Gudergan 2015).

A few articles broaden the conception of turbulent environments to include

the global challenges to natural resources and human life conditions and

recommend different types of adaptive management (Allen et al. 2011) and

innovative strategies (Davidson & Ridder 2006) and policies (Dobbs et al.

2021). Turbulence is seen as having an unpredictable, sudden, and devastating

impact on economic, social, and ecological life. In the face of the threats to

sociobiological sustainability, Zuber-Skerritt (2012) recommends action

research as a response to turbulence, because it can stimulate problem-

focused learning and the development of innovative change strategies.

In the subdiscipline of international politics, scholars have focused on the

rise of turbulence in international politics and the increasingly globalized world

system (Griswold 1999; Carty 2006; Chaisty & Whitefield 2017). Rosenau

(2018: 8) was the first to address the issue of turbulence in international politics,

defining it as “the tensions and changes that ensue when the structures and

processes that normally sustain world politics are unsettled.” The consequence

of heightened turbulence in world politics is that “demands are intensified,

tensions are exacerbated, policymaking is paralyzed, or outcomes otherwise

rendered less certain and the future more obscure” (Rosenau 2018: 8). Based on

this diagnosis, Rosenau (1966, 1995, 1997a, 1997b) studies how turbulence in
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the world system necessitates and conditions global order, governance, security,

and multilateralism. Haas (1976) is another prominent scholar discussing the

role of turbulence in international politics. His concern is that the growing

turbulence in international politics undermines the central assumptions guiding

theories of regional integration, which prevents the prediction of the patterns of

integration. Related publications either tend to focus on particular turbulent

crisis situations, such as the financial crisis (see Busumtwi-Sam & Dobuzinskis

2002; Maull 2011) or the foreign policy challenges of particular nation-states

operating in an increasingly turbulent world system (see Reus-Smith 2002;

Nimijean 2018; Lieber 2022).

In the subdiscipline of public administration and governance, Emery and

Trist (1965) offered an early agenda-setting account of how public and private

organizations change in response to their environment. While some organiza-

tional environments are passive and random, reactive and clustered, or interact-

ing with the organization, it is also possible that organizations face a turbulent

field where internal dynamics produce uncertain and unpredictable change.

Waldo (1971) observed how public administration confronts an increasingly

turbulent environment and identified a growing conflict between the rising

materialistic expectations related to urbanization, mass consumption, and

industrial production and the emerging anti-materialistic revolt stressing the

destruction of the biosphere, pollution of the environment, inner-city decay, and

declining quality of life. There will be an increasing turbulence to the extent that

the two opposing logics collide, and public administration will find itself in the

midst of this turbulence and must prepare to act or react intelligently (Waldo

1971: 277–8). Drucker (1993) tends to agree with Waldo’s diagnosis of a rising

social, economic, and political turbulence from the early 1970s onwards. While

rapid but predictable change characterized the postwar period, the new turbu-

lence was characterized by less predictable rapid change marked by radical

structural shifts that unsettled the critical parameters in which public managers

operated. While both Waldo and Drucker focus on the need for public adminis-

tration to respond to societal turbulence by intervening in socioeconomic

processes, more recent contributions investigate how turbulence may enhance

administrative discretion (Holzer &Yang 2005) and how turbulence may enable

organizational leaders to pursue internal organizational politics (Kurchner-

Hawkins & Miller 2006).

Going beyond the organizational perspective of the public administration

literature, the new governance research aims to understand how dynamic

interactive change challenges governance, defined as the formulation and

realization of common goals (Ansell et al. 2017; Ansell & Trondal 2018;

Nolte et al. 2020; Ansell et al. 2021; Ansell et al. 2023; Lund & Andersen
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2023; Carstensen et al. 2023; Zhong et al. 2023). Turbulence is typically defined

as “situations where events, demands, and support interact and change in highly

variable, inconsistent, unexpected or unpredictable ways” (Ansell & Trondal

2018: 1) and seen as providing a problematic condition for public governance

that tests the sustainability of existing institutional arrangements, forcing public

and private actors to act in new ways.

Drawing on the previous literature on governance, the new governance

research sees turbulence as a property of organizations, their external environ-

ment, and broader multi-scalar systems. Ansell and Trondal (2018: 4–5) distin-

guish between: (1) turbulent organizations, where turbulence is institutionally

embedded in factional conflict, staff turnover, conflicting rules, internal reform,

clashing governance paradigms, complex operations, and so on; (2) turbulent

environments, where turbulence is produced by external factors, such as legal

rulings, accidents, rapid technological change, wars, protests, partisan conflict,

and so on; and (3) turbulence of scale, which appears when what happens at one

level of governance or scale of activity negatively affects what happens at

another level or scale. The three types of turbulence may interact.

Environmental turbulence may trigger organizational turbulence, which may,

in turn, have negative cross-scale consequences.

The growing appreciation for turbulence in the social sciences is echoed in

Popper’s influential distinction between clouds and clocks. Popper (1966) asks

us to imagine a continuum of systems stretching from the most irregular,

disorderly, and unpredictable “clouds” to the most regular, orderly, and predict-

able “clocks.” While Newtonian physics aimed to reduce clouds to clocks,

ultimately claiming that “all clouds are clocks” and quantum physics insisted

on the presence of indeterminacy at the heart of every system, thus claiming that

“all clocks are clouds,” Popper claims that we are seldom in a world of complete

determinacy or indeterminacy (see also Almond & Genco 1977). When dealing

with sociopolitical systems, we are facing a shifting balance between con-

straints and opportunities that makes us move between the extreme ends of

the continuum without ever reaching the end points; systems sometimes appear

relatively stable and controlled – at other times, they are highly turbulent.

It is important not to succumb to the urge to reduce turbulent cloud problems

to stable, well-structured clock problems, as that would neglect important

aspects of the problem and lead to a flawed problem-solving strategy.

Turbulent cloud problems cannot be solved through expert-driven managerial

strategies based only on convergent thinking; they require a combination of

emergent, divergent, and convergent thinking (Fasko 2001). Experiences,

knowledge, and ideas from a broad range of actors must be mobilized,
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scrutinized, and integrated and adapted to properly deal with cloud problems

that constitute a complexly moving target.

Despite the growing recognition among social scientists of the challenge

posed by turbulent cloud problems, the scholarship in this area has remained

marginal, perhaps mirroring how many social scientists prefer to study routine

governance and administration in stable contexts using sophisticated quantita-

tive methods to build simple, logical, and rigorous models based on well-

established causalities. However, the scholarship on turbulence in the social

sciences is growing. Triggered by tumultuous events such as the financial crisis,

refugee crisis, climate crisis, and the COVID-19 pandemic, the 2022

Transatlantic Dialogue conference, the 2023 IRSPM conference, and a special

issue of Public Administration: An International Quarterly have drawn new

attention to the importance of studying turbulence and its implications for

public administration and governance.

Across the different scientific disciplines and subdisciplines, there is a clear

family resemblance in how turbulence is described. Turbulence refers to

“irregular pulsating flows” and “random movements” giving rise to

a “dynamic complexity” containing and engendering “nonlinear multiscale

disturbances.” Turbulence is characterized by “accelerated change,” “unpre-

dictability,” and “unexpected risks.” It fosters “turmoil, irritation, and stress,”

produces “unstable, inconsistent, and unsustainable events,” and leads to

enhanced “volatility and constant flux.” Turbulence is “sudden and devastat-

ing,” creates “exacerbated tensions,” “policy paralysis,” “uncertain outcomes,”

and “obscure futures.” It “moves the ground” because “logics are colliding,”

leading to “radical structural shifts.” Hence, turbulence is described as

a particular form of sudden, surprising, and accelerated change that involves

complex, dynamic, conflictual, and unpredictable interactions between events,

developments, and demands that tend to create technical or sociopolitical

challenges, irritations, and stressful uncertainties.

In summary, a generic definition of turbulence, covering most of the usages

of the concept across disciplines and subdisciplines, is that turbulence is a more

or less enduring situation characterized by unpredictable and unsteady dynam-

ics arising from the interaction between highly variable, inconsistent, and

unexpected flows.

The actor perspective on turbulence is particularly important in the social

sciences, where social, economic, and political turbulence may trigger demands

and stimulate maladaptive practices that fuel the turbulent interaction between

highly variable, inconsistent, and unexpected events and developments, thus

creating increasing tumultuous and unpredictable situations that problematize

the existing forms of governance and administration. Hence, we can define
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societal turbulence as a situation where cascading and interrelated social,

natural, economic, and political events, demands, and developments unexpect-

edly create unpredictable temporal dynamics that jeopardize the preservation of

core functions, goals, and values of society and/or particular sectors of society.

What Causes Turbulence?

There has always been a basic level of turbulence in society, the economy, and

the public sector stemming from the fact that actors make decisions based on

limited knowledge and a plurality of unacknowledged and constantly interact-

ing conditions. This means that their actions have unintended consequences,

which may combine to produce unpredictable flux and unexpected disturb-

ances. While this mundane turbulence is experienced daily in public organiza-

tions, most people learn over time to cope with the steady stream of small,

irregular events. Consequently, despite its annoying consequences, we hardly

think about this type of small-scale turbulence; we consider it a fact of life and

do not even refer to it as turbulence.

Today, however, there seems to be a new sense that we are living in turbulent

times with big, unexpected, and impactful political perturbations (e.g., Brexit,

the storming of the US Congress), economics (the financial crisis in 2008, the

inflation crisis accentuated by the Russo-Ukrainian War), and social life (cli-

mate chaos induced by global warming, growing streams of refugees). Public

decision-makers move from one turbulent crisis to the next, with serious

consequences for their ability to formulate and achieve long-term societal

goals. Decisions sometimes become irrelevant before being executed due to

rapidly shifting conditions.

Turbulence has become a basic condition for modern governance. This new

condition cannot be traced to any root cause, arising instead from multiple

interacting developments. There is no comprehensive theory regarding the

causes of societal turbulence, but key contributing factors can be identified.

A first factor is that major societal crises seem to be occurring more frequently,

affecting a wider range of sectors, spilling across policy boundaries and national

borders, and frequently producing multiple interacting crises (dubbed “poly-

crisis” by Zeitlin et al. 2019). In the last decade alone, we have talked about the

biodiversity crisis, climate crisis, refugee crisis, financial crisis, health crisis,

democratic crisis, and so on, and their scale and impact appear to be increasing.

In a globalized world with a high degree of economic, political, and social

integration, small local crises that earlier might have been contained or had few

repercussions beyond their local origin now constitute global crises forcing

governments around the world to act.
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A second factor is international conflicts and disputes resulting from the

profound transformation of international power structures, with new and emer-

ging economic and military powers, new alliances and alignments, and new

mechanisms of soft and hard power blending together. There are also growing

disparities between the global North and South, the rise of transborder ethnic

conflicts, and the collapse of nation-states. With the breakdown of the unipolar

Pax Americana, the rise of a multipolar world, and the persistently weak global

governance structures, conflicts are multiplying, overlapping, and difficult to

contain.

A third driver of heightened turbulence is how social, economic, and political

interactions among widely distributed, multilevel parties are accelerating –

producing interactions of surprising speed, scale, and scope (Hong & Lee 2018).

New digital communication and information technologies create lightning-fast

information exchanges demanding rapid and timely responses to far-flung citizens,

suppliers, stakeholders, and decision-makers who first recently have even been

part of the public governance and administrative picture. While mainly a good

thing, this also creates new technical vulnerabilities, security issues, and risks of

small problems and blunders being magnified and widely broadcasted, thus creat-

ing dissatisfaction, opposition, disruption, and endless blame games (Hood 2010).

Keeping up with potentially destabilizing, mediatized events can easily devolve

into a constant stream of fire drills (Cottle 2006).

A fourth source of turbulence arises from the ongoing intensification of social

and political conflicts that challenge existing norms and conflict-mediation

mechanisms. While public organizations are familiar with politics and conflict,

they must now adapt to new post-materialistic demands, a growing number of

identity-related social conflicts, increasingly polarized populations, rapid polit-

ical leadership turnovers, clashing reform agendas, and uncertain planning

horizons – sometimes all at once (Kriesi et al. 2012). While populist politics

have always played a key role in the global South, where popular movements

have confronted corrupt kleptocratic regimes, it now constitutes a clearly visible

line of political antagonism in Western societies, where populist political

leaders exploit the cultural backlash against globalized modernity and growing

distrust in government as part of their effort to disrupt normal politics. While

populism may sometimes serve as a corrective when elected politicians become

too unresponsive to citizen demands (Mudde & Kaltwasser 2012), its current

forms tend to undermine liberal democracy (Galston 2020).

A final cause of turbulence relates to the growing recognition of the planetary

limits to economic and population growth (Raworth 2017). People around the

world are facing dire environmental and climate-related problems, including

flooding, drought, and wildfires attributed to climate change, biological
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degradation of land and oceans, poor air and water quality, loss of biodiversity,

and resource depletion. While the climate, nature, and resource crises are felt

everywhere, the capacity to prevent and mitigate these problems by producing

and benefiting from sustainable solutions is unevenly distributed across coun-

tries and regions, which further enhances global inequalities. Economic hard-

ship, social problems, and political turbulence are likely to follow where the

pressure on the natural environment is strongest and the capacity to cope with

this pressure is limited, or where governments stubbornly refuse to take swift

action despite the technical and administrative capacity to do so (Gilding 2011).

These factors combine and interact to produce urgent, surprising, and

shifting demands for action, and they intensify conflict over the right course

of action.

The Complex Relationship between Turbulence and Crisis

The widely used concept of crisis does much of the same analytical work as the

turbulence concept. They both emphasize irregularity, turmoil, and disruption

that call for special treatment and dedicated governance responses. However,

we treat the two concepts as different and complementary, albeit closely related,

for basically three reasons.

First, whereas crisis is often associated with a critical moment that either

leads to the survival or collapse of the health of a person, organization, or wider

system, turbulence is seen to characterize a situation that has a certain extension

in time. True, a critical moment may be “creeping” and last for a while, but

crises are not assumed to endure and be near-chronic in the same way as

turbulence. To illustrate, racial conflicts have produced high levels of turbu-

lence in and around American schools for decades, eliciting shifting political

and administrative responses, whereas a school shooting produces a sudden

crisis for school management that calls for swift action. In short, crisis is

momentous, but turbulence may endure.

Second, crisis is often associated with a single event that triggers

a breakdown or collapse. For example, a government crisis may be triggered

by a mediatized political scandal or by losing a parliamentary majority in a by-

election. An economic crisis may be triggered by a cascade of major bankrupt-

cies. A social crisis may be prompted by a clear and horrifying example of

racially motivated police violence. By contrast, turbulence is a condition char-

acterized by a dynamic and unpredictable interaction between a growing num-

ber of disruptive events, developments, and demands that seem to amplify each

other and give rise to new perturbations. The decentered turmoil associated with

turbulence is exactly what makes it so difficult to comprehend.
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Third, crisis is commonly seen as threatening the structure and functioning of

a particular system, which prompts an urgent response to prevent its partial or

wholesale breakdown (see Rosenthal et al. 1989). Turbulence may also prob-

lematize the core values, goals, or functions of a system, but rarely constitutes

a threat to the system as such. Some systems may tolerate and even learn to cope

with relatively high levels of turbulence.

Yet, because the crisis and turbulence concepts both capture the sense that

cherished goals, stable functions, and standard procedures are disrupted by

stress, turmoil, and surprise, we must consider how they are related. Here, we

shall argue that the concepts are contingently related and may mutually produce

each other. However, neither of them provides the sufficient or necessary

conditions for the emergence of the other. Let us consider the reciprocal causal

relations between them.

Starting with the impact of a crisis on turbulence, this is by no means a simple

relationship. On the one hand, surprising and disruptive crisis events with

widespread repercussions, such as a financial meltdown, a sudden influx of

large numbers of refugees, massive flooding in the wake of a hurricane, or the

outbreak of a lethal virus, tend to lead to heightened levels of turbulence as all

kinds of demands proliferate and interact with the repercussions of the crisis and

its spillover into new areas. On the other hand, crises may sometimes be

contained within the system in which they emerge and only have a limited

impact on the level of societal turbulence. To illustrate, a political leadership

crisis in the British Conservative Party may trigger a well-versed leader-

election procedure that resolves the crisis without causing the level of societal

turbulence to rise. The impact of a crisis on turbulence depends on the particular

circumstances and the initial crisis response. Sometimes crises really heighten

the level of societal turbulence, as seen with the COVID-19 pandemic, and

sometimes they do not, as seen with some of the recent wildfires in California,

which are devastating for local communities but are expected during the autumn

fire season. That said, we should bear in mind that turbulence may be intensified

by the interaction of multiple small events and developments that produce

unexpected and stressful irregularities without being triggered by particular

crisis events. In short, turbulence may be triggered by crisis events but is not

always crisis-induced and may expand in the absence of a crisis, sometimes

remaining largely unaffected by crisis events.

We find an equally complex relationship when considering the impact of

turbulence on crises. On the one hand, the failure to respond to increasing

societal turbulence, such as the proliferation of official and unofficial strikes

in the UK during the 1978–79 Winter of Discontent, or the choice of

a maladaptive response to growing turbulence, such as reacting to the growing
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number of “anti-vaxxers” by fining the parents of unvaccinated children, may

trigger a system-threatening crisis due to the failure to tackle rising turbulence

adequately. On the other hand, turbulence may persist before, during, and after

a major societal crisis without either causing or accelerating it. To illustrate,

being a highly homogeneous society, Denmark has seen much racially induced

turbulence in the wake of a growing influx of immigrants and refugees, but it

hardly affected the refugee crisis in the spring of 2022, when Denmark received

more than 25,000 Ukrainian refugees. Volunteers and municipalities across the

country welcomed them, and they were granted a two-year residence permit that

allowed them to be full members of Danish society. In short, while turbulence

that is not met by a proper response may trigger a crisis, crisis may be sheltered

from any impact of ongoing societal turbulence.

The conclusion is that turbulence and crisis are different but intrinsically

linked concepts that are contingently related in the sense that one may lead to

the other, but only under certain conditions.

Turbulence as a Problem for Government

Accepting the verdict that we are living in increasingly turbulent times, the

question becomes how turbulence challenges how governments are governing

present-day societies. Short of an exhaustive list, we believe that governments

face at least five significant challenges.

The first challenge is that the rationalistic faith in forecasting, preparedness,

and insurance is of limited use when confronting turbulent problems character-

ized by dynamic complexity. Forecasting uses historical data as input to make

informed projections and estimates about the direction of future trends, but

turbulence introduces an unpredictable volatility that questions the use of

foresight. Preparing for the next situation of heightened turbulence will tend

to look back and try to learn from the last series of tumultuous events, but the

whole point of turbulence is that the next time the problem and the associated

demands will have changed and, therefore, the preparedness strategy, the policy

tools, and the equipment stored in warehouses may prove useless. Finally,

protection through the creation of different types of insurance schemes builds

on risk calculations, but such calculations are impossible if the form and content

of problems and challenges are constantly shifting. In short, turbulence jeop-

ardizes classical risk-minimization strategies.

The second challenge is for government actors to act with confidence and

determination in highly stressful situations with limited and uncertain informa-

tion about the problem at hand, a poor and incomplete understanding of the

situation, and clear signs that problems and demands are constantly mutating.
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In situations with crisis-induced turbulence, government actors are forced to

make decisions under time pressure and with limited knowledge of the problem

and the range of possible solutions. They must act swiftly and appropriately to

maintain public trust in government, but they cannot commit wholeheartedly to

a particular strategy, as the problems and challenges they are acting upon are

likely to change. They must rely on “good enough” solutions that subsequently

change in response to new and emerging events and developments.

The third challenge is to build the capacity to combine – in flexible and unfore-

seen ways – public, private, and civic capabilities when hit by turbulent problems

and events. Administrative silos and sectoral boundaries must be pierced, weak-

ened, or broken down to mobilize the resources needed to deal with turbulent

situations, which is a tall order in a public sector where leaders and managers have

been told for decades to solve problems and deliver on key performance indicators

by drawing on their own budget, organizational resources, and employees.

Turbulence requires the formation of crosscutting teams that facilitate knowledge

sharing, coordination, and collaboration across organizational boundaries. The

authority to request resources from other organizations and sectors must be distrib-

uted to allow flexible and creative combinations of manifold resources.

The fourth challenge is to act quickly, intuitively, and creatively in situations

with an urgent need for cross-boundary deliberation and coordination, and for

safeguarding core public values (e.g., legality, transparency, democracy, etc.).

The pressure to deal with spiking turbulence often leads to executive elite

decisions that are not tested in and through open deliberation and that risk

violating key principles, values, and procedures because the available know-

ledge and ideas are not properly assessed due to the need for swift decisions.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, there were several examples of this appar-

ently “necessary” decision-making style, leading to decisions that were illegal

or conflicted with democratic and administrative norms. Hence, finding ways of

taking into account the available information and forms of knowledge and

getting second opinions in turbulent environments with high levels of stress

and pressure to act is a yet unresolved challenge.

The fifth challenge is for public decision-makers to constantly adapt their prob-

lem-solving strategies without eroding public trust. When problems and challenges

are changing, public response strategiesmust follow suit. The publicmight perceive

the changing course of public decision-makers as confused or purposeless, and

public governors must go to great lengths to explain and justify sudden shifts in

policy, governance, and administration. New provisional responses to turbulence

often rely on experimentation. When there is no standard solution available, one

must resort to experimentation, which enhances the risk of failure and calls for risk

management.
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Turbulence has become the new normal, which clearly seems to challenge

how society and the economy are normally governed. The challenges are so

overwhelming that we must rethink public governance. That said, different

public organizations may perceive turbulence differently: Some organizations

(e.g., disaster management agencies) will tend to see turbulence as a standard

condition, whereas others (e.g., a ministry of education or taxation) will tend to

view turbulence as an exceptional disturbance. Hence, whereas the former tends

to see turbulence as a manageable part of the organizational context, the latter

perceive turbulence as a disruptive challenge to their modus operandi and

organizational performance. Such organizations may benefit from new ideas

about how to deal with turbulence.

3 Robust Governance: Background, Definition, and Dynamics

The disruptive presence of societal turbulence is increasingly seen as normalcy

rather than a rare exception. Hence, public governors must be ready to tackle

turbulent events and developments on a regular basis. This predicament

prompts governance researchers and policymakers to find answers to the ques-

tion of how to deliver effective and legitimate governance in tumultuous

situations characterized by considerable unpredictability, irregularity, and

inconsistency. The challenge of governing unpredictable dynamics is far from

new, but the traditional strategies appear insufficient when it comes to address-

ing turbulence. The foresight strategy that extrapolates current trends to predict

future developments and plan for these (Georghiou et al. 2008; Head 2008;

Habegger 2010) has little to offer if the predicted trajectories are dislocated by

turbulent events and developments (Tuomi 2012). The protection strategy

aimed at insuring citizens against well-known risks (e.g., work accidents,

unemployment, illness, etc.) cannot protect them from unknown and unpredict-

able risks (Rosenbaum 2011; Chambliss 2018). Finally, the evidence-based

strategy that collects all the available insights about how to govern complex

problems and challenges (Sanderson 2002) is not very helpful when it comes to

governing unpredictable dynamics (Howlett 2019).

As we shall see, the increasingly popular resilience and agility strategies

differ from the foresight, protection, and evidence-based strategies in that they

take unpredictability as the starting point and proceed to offer advice on how to

respond to unexpected crises and heightened turbulence (Medvedeva 2019;

Bixler et al. 2020). The resilience strategy points to the importance of building

systemic, organizational, and actor-related capacities to bounce back after

a disruptive event and restore the status quo ex ante to the extent possible

(Holling 1973; Cretney 2014; Capano & Woo 2017). In contrast to this rather
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conservative, backward-striving, and stability-seeking resilience strategy, the

agility strategy is proactive, entrepreneurial, and transformative. It proposes

that self-transformation is the most effective response to turbulence and urges

decision-makers to explore and exploit emerging opportunities to innovate

without looking back (Teece et al. 2016; Saha et al. 2017). Agility involves

persistent efforts to observe and learn from turbulent events and developments,

experiment to test the efficacy of new solutions, exploit new opportunities to

enhance innovation, and create or exacerbate turbulence when it can help to

further stimulate purposeful self-transformation.

This section aims to show how robust governance combines insights from

both resilience and agility while simultaneously advancing our understanding

of what it takes to respond effectively and legitimately to rising turbulence. The

claim is that neither the attempt to restore the status quo ex ante nor the

commitment to radical change through self-transformation will enable public

governors to produce effective and legitimate governance solutions in the face

of turbulence. Public leaders must seek to preserve key governance functions,

goals, and values (and perhaps even some cherished governance structures,

administrative routines, or patterns of interaction) while adapting and innovat-

ing everything else to match the shifting governance conditions. In short, they

must govern based on a dynamic conservatism (Ansell et al. 2015) aimed at

“changing in order to preserve.” To govern effectively in turbulent times, they

must be flexible and keep their future options open. And to secure legitimacy,

they must design and employ governance solutions that speak in different ways

to many different audiences and constituencies (Padgett & Ansell 1993).

This section aims to clarify how the concept of robustness – and what we

shall refer to as robust governance – can advance our understanding of how

public governors can deal effectively and legitimately with rising levels of

societal turbulence. First, we explain the difference between resilience, agility,

and robustness as strategies for dealing with turbulence. Next, we draw on the

growing cross-disciplinary literature on robustness to define and explore the

concept of robust governance. Having clarified the concept, we describe the

dynamics of robust governance and the trade-offs that must be considered and

dealt with. The section concludes by listing some urgent questions concerning

the strategic implications of and contextual conditions for a turn to robust

governance. These questions are addressed further in Sections 4 and 5.

From Resilience and Agility to Robustness

The increasingly fashionable resilience and agility strategies both tend to view

turbulence as an inherent trait of modern society. Both pay full attention to the
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factors influencing the capacity of a particular unit – whether a system, organ-

ization, or individual actor – to respond to unpredictable perturbations. Yet the

conclusions they draw about the type of strategic action that derives from the

appreciation of turbulence differ considerably.

In a review of resilience theory in disciplines such as developmental psych-

ology, psychiatry, biology, and environmental sciences, Windle (2011: 163)

defines resilience as “the process of effectively negotiating, adapting to, or

managing significant sources of stress or trauma, which requires ‘a capacity for

adaptation’ and ‘bouncing back’ in the face of adversity.” This definition high-

lights two slightly different understandings of what being resilient entails: (1) to

recover and restore the status quo ex ante and (2) to adapt to an emerging reality.

Cretney (2014: 630) identifies the same two aspects of resilience in a review that

includes both natural and social science disciplines. Building on the identification

of these two different aspects of resilience, the most recent contributions draw

a distinction between static and dynamic resilience (Simonovic & Arunkumar

2016; Ansell et al. 2017; Deloukas & Apostolopoulou 2017; Chen et al. 2022).

Static resilience is when a unit manages to fully recover and preserve its form and

functioning in the wake of disruptive perturbations, while dynamic resilience is

when the unit adjusts its form and functioning to the new and unforeseen

circumstances. Although static and dynamic resilience differ in terms of how

much change they aim for, both strategies are conservative in the sense that their

goal is to return to the equilibrium that was disturbed by crisis and turbulence

(Folke 2006; Walker et al. 2006). While static resilience seeks to return to the

original equilibrium, dynamic resilience aims to stay within a “zone of equilib-

rium,” which allows for incremental repositioning (Holling 1973).

The explicit or implicit references to “equilibrium” as the ultimate success

criterion attest to the predominance of systems theory in resilience research.

A core assumption of systems theory is that a system only survives if it

maintains its equilibrium and manages to secure its functional prerequisites

(Parsons 1951). There are also strands of social science research that are more

inspired by institutional theory and social network theory, but these alternative

theories also tend to associate resilience with a propensity for stability (Adger

2000; Norris et al. 2008; Comfort et al. 2010; Duit et al. 2010; O’Malley 2010;

Simmie & Martin 2010; Mingus & Horiuchi 2012; van den Heuvel et al. 2014;

Boin & Lodge 2016; Cashman 2017; Hartley &Howlett 2021). There is nothing

wrong in itself with the ambition to restore equilibrium or maintain stability in

the face of flux and chaos. However, the status quo ex ante may not be possible

to restore in the light of the new and shifting circumstances, and stability based

on pattern maintenance may not be very attractive compared to the new

opportunities that become visible when society is hit by crisis and turbulence.
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In contrast to the conservative and somewhat reactive approach of resilience

theory, agility theory takes a more proactive, entrepreneurial, and almost revo-

lutionary approach. It is more inclined to accept disequilibrium in the same way

as much of business innovation theory (Mathews 2006). The main message of

agility theory is that the most effective approach to unpredictability for leaders

and organizations is to build structural and operational readiness to explore,

exploit, and shape emerging events and opportunities. The concept of agility

comes from business management and leadership research and is widely used in

information systems theory (Conboy 2009). However, it has also found its way

into public governance research (Light 2005; Mergel et al. 2021). Drawing on

these different literatures, we will define agility broadly as a continual readiness

of units such as systems, organizations, groups, and/or individuals to embrace,

learn from, exploit, and even sometimes actively stimulate creative disruptions

and perturbations through interactions with their environment. Hence, agility is

an ever-present competence and ambition of a unit to transform what exists to

meet what comes and to exploit the opportunities arising in this process through

a dynamic formation of productive interactions within as well as beyond its own

perimeters. There are two agile responses to turbulence: (1) to organize for

lightning by deliberately using challenges and disruptions as triggers for learn-

ing and innovation; and (2) to create lightning by orchestrating perturbations

and disruptions to stimulate creativeness and revolutionary breakthroughs

(Light 2005; Room 2011; Sarasvathy et al. 2014; Johnson 2018). While agility

sees turbulence as a window of opportunity for change, it is less attentive to the

need for some degree of stability and preservation of core functions, goals, and

values; qualities that might be more important in the public than the private

sector.

It should now be evident that the proposed response to turbulence differs

between resilience and agility theories. While the former seeks to overcome

turbulence, the latter embraces it. Another difference is that the success criterion

for responses to turbulence differs. In resilience theory, the goal is to secure

stability by reestablishing some sort of equilibrium. In agility theory, the goal is

to improve and advance the production of valuable outcomes.Whereas business

and management theories talk about the production of value for customers and/

or stockholders, public administration and governance theory emphasizes the

production of value for service users and society at large (Conboy 2009; Luna

et al. 2014; Mergel et al. 2021). The fact that there is always more value to be

harvested explains the restless urge for improvement, progress, and change in

agility thinking. A third difference is that although an agile approach can also be

inspired by systems theory, there is also a stronger focus on the role of agency

and especially on entrepreneurial leadership. The key issue seems to be: How
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can public and private leaders make their organizations more agile so as to

explore and exploit emerging opportunities?

Robustness theory takes us beyond both the conservative bias of resilience

theory and the radical self-transformation recommended by agility theory. The

conceptual attraction of robustness is its insistence that, in a turbulent environ-

ment, some features of a system, institution, organization, or individual must be

changed for others to remain stable (Ansell et al. 2015).

Interdisciplinary Literature Review of Robustness

Robustness is part of our everyday vocabulary. It is often used to indicate

strength, as in physical health, vigorousness, as in praising the abundance and

intensity of a city or cup of coffee, or sturdiness, as when something is

constructed to withstand pressure. Scientific references to robustness increase

and diversify from the 1990s onward (see Jen 2005; Shahrokni & Feldt 2013;

Ansell et al. 2021), where we find discussions of robustness in the natural

science disciplines of chemistry, biology, engineering, computer science, and

statistics, as well as in the social science disciplines of social system theory,

economics, environmental planning, disaster management, legal studies, and

policy design. Let us consider the different meanings of robustness across these

disciplines.

Beginning with the natural sciences, the discussion of robustness in chemistry

focuses on robust modeling (Gaucher et al. 2009), robust mechanisms and

processes (Song 2004), and robust substances (Zang et al. 2021). Deng and

colleagues (2010) coin the notion of “robust dynamics” to describe a situation

where the repeated dynamic of one entity does not affect the integrity of any

others linked to it. The key implication of this notion is that dynamic molecules

can move randomly while simultaneously creating some order and coherence

(Deng et al. 2010: 439).

Robustness is also a central theme in biology, where robustness has long been

recognized as a key property of living systems and analyzed both at the cellular

level (Stelling et al. 2004) and the level of complex biological systems

(Krakauer 2006). In developmental biology based on neo-Darwinian theories

of natural selection, robustness typically refers to the ability of a developmental

process to stay on track despite perturbations due to the ubiquity of buffering

and compensatory mechanisms (Hermisson &Wagner 2004; Lewontin & Goss

2005). Robustness ensures that specific functions of a biological system are

maintained despite external and internal perturbations. Alternative (or fail-safe)

mechanisms, modularity, and decoupling are seen as the key underlying mech-

anisms that produce robustness (Kitano 2004, 2007). These observations lead
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biologists to assert that ecosystems, defined as biological communities of inter-

acting organisms and their physical environment, may be relatively robust vis-

à-vis disturbances caused by invasive species or anthropogenic behavior (Webb

& Levin 2005; Cai & Liu 2016).

In engineering, robustness is understood as the design of engineering systems

that have functional reliability in the presence of both probable and improbable

failures (Taguchi et al. 2000; Carlson & Doyle 2002). Deviations from the

intended function are caused by contingent variations in various engineering

processes, and robust designs must be developed to improve product quality and

reliability in industrial engineering by means of achieving insensitivity to noise

factors (Arvidsson & Gremyr 2008). The efforts to ensure system robustness in

engineering, for example through built-in redundancies, are often more expen-

sive than the functional features themselves (Jen 2005). Drawing on Bettis and

Hitt (1995), other researchers take a more managerial approach to ensuring

robustness in engineering projects. For example, Floricel and Miller (2001)

argue that achieving high project performance in turbulent environments

requires organizational strategies and institutional designs that are robust with

respect to anticipated risks and disruptive events.

Robustness features prominently in computer science, where software and

computer networks are designed to perform correctly in situations with

expected user or data failure, as well as in more unforeseeable situations

(Willinger & Doyle 2005). Hence, a software program may work even if the

user makes an error, or an operating system may graciously shut down if power

is cut. Similarly, robust computer networks allow communication to continue

despite the loss of networks and routers. Building robust computer network

architectures that allow for stable connectivity in the presence of failures and

disturbances is a key goal for designers (Peterson & Davie 2007).

In statistics, robustness signifies insensitivity to small deviations from the

assumptions about randomness, independence, and distributional patterns

(Huber 1981; Launer & Wilkinson 2014). The use of robust statistical proced-

ures ensures that small deviations from the model assumptions impair the

performance only slightly and that somewhat larger deviations from the

model will not cause a catastrophe. Hence, while classical statistical inference

quantities (e.g., confidence intervals, t-statistics, p-values) are adversely influ-

enced by outliers, robust versions of these quantities are little influenced by such

outliers (Maronna et al. 2019).

Social scientists have become increasingly aware of how robustness may also

be a key property of social behavior, processes, and systems based on experi-

mentation, adaptation, and learning (Leifer 1991; Padgett and Ansell 1993;

Anderies et al. 2004, 2007; Anderies & Janssen 2013). Here, robustness is
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broadly conceived as the ability to be responsive, open, and adaptive in the face

of emerging challenges and unanticipated conditions caused by social, spatial,

and temporal variability.

In economics, Cowen argues that “while robust statistics is designed to cope

with measurement error, robust institutions are designed to tackle political

actions that are not conducive to the public good” (Cowen 2016: 422). This

line of thinking is taken up by other economists who expanded the notion of

robust political economy (RPE), which is an approach to the comparative

analysis of institutions with a specific emphasis on their ability to cope with

knowledge and incentive problems (Boettke & Leeson 2004). According to

Pennington (2011), RPE provides a theoretical framework for defending clas-

sical liberalism against market-failure arguments and challenges from commu-

nitarianism and egalitarianism. Hence, market economies can be shown to be

robust in the sense of being able to withstand the stresses and strains wrought by

human imperfections (Pennington 2011: 8).

The field of environmental planning also makes frequent references to the

robust strategies, plans, and actions that are deployed in volatile social and

biological environments. To illustrate, Simonovic and Arunkumar (2016) dis-

cuss robust reservoir management and draw on the notion of dynamic resili-

ence, which they see as a tool for selecting proactive and reactive adaptive

responses to disturbing events. Durden and colleagues (2017) argue that deep-

sea mining projects must be supported by robust environmental management

enabling the implementation of the precautionary approach in decision-making

through adaptive measures capable of ensuring fairness and uniformity in the

face of uncertainty and unforeseen developments. In their discussion of strat-

egies for abating climate change, Lempert and Schlesinger (2000) note that

uncertainty prevents us from predicting the future development of sustainable

energy. Consequently, they recommend that we adopt strategies that are robust

against a wide range of plausible climate-change futures and will perform well

even if confronted with surprises or catastrophes. Finally, Tan and colleagues

(2012) discuss robust environmental management as a question of “adaptive

conservatism.” Environmental management is robust if it maintains optimal

solutions by proactively adjusting them to input fluctuations.

In the field of disaster management, researchers aim to build robust disaster

preparedness models that allow demand to be met in an effective and fair

manner under any disaster scenario (Erbeyoğlu & Bilge 2020; Kim et al.

2022). Since there is a risk that prepositioned disaster relief supplies are

destroyed by the disaster, the robust optimization of disaster relief may be

provided through a two-step model, where the location and amount of preposi-

tioned relief supplies are decided prior to the disaster and limited amounts of
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supplies are procured post-disaster (Velasquez et al. 2020). Other similar robust

optimization models for disaster relief and evacuation are offered (Bozorgi-

Amiri et al. 2013; Fereiduni & Shahanaghi 2017).

While robustness is not a central theme in legal studies, a few contributions

discuss how legal norms can be robust in the sense of continuing to be relevant

and effective in times when they are contested by emergencies and rapid change

(Brunnée & Toppe 2019; McLean et al. 2021). The rule of law is supposed to

protect citizens who are subjected to the law from arbitrary and unpredictable

treatment. It comes under pressure when governments face emergencies or want

to transform society, and the question becomes whether and how the rule of law

will be upheld in some form or another in such situations (Sypnowich 1999).

Recently, the field of policy design has been overflowing with research on

robustness. An early contribution by Dryzek (1983) called for the abandonment

of optimization as the guiding principle for policy design, arguing instead for

a stronger focus on robust policy designs capable of performing tolerably well

across a range of different contexts and scenarios. In a more recent article,

Ferraro and colleagues (2015) discuss how organizations can tackle grand

societal challenges that are multidimensional, uncertain, complex, and nonlin-

ear. Citing Padgett and Powell (2012), they claim the proper response to be

robust action aimed at keeping future lines of action open in strategic contexts

where opponents are trying to narrow them. Robust policy action is said to

combine flexibility and innovation.

Defining Robustness

This review reveals a notable family resemblance between the different mean-

ings of robustness. Robustness enhances stability and order amidst dynamic

disorder and allows processes to stay on track despite perturbations through the

activation of countermeasures. Robustness aims to achieve insensitivity to noise

factors and seeks to continue operations despite failures. Robust measures

tolerate deviations from standard assumptions, and robust solutions cope with

problems and challenges and succeed in withstanding stress, which allows

effective performance even when confronted with surprise and uncertainty.

Robustness is a form of adaptive conservatism that maintains functionality

despite shocks. These definitions all seem to have more or less the same form:

Some degree of stable functionality is achieved in the face of turbulence.

Hence, robustness can be defined as the ability of a particular unit to continue

to uphold some core functions, purposes, and values and/or maintain key

structural or operational architectures in the face of disruptive perturbations

by means of adaptation and innovation. While the change inherent to adaptation
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and innovation processes is necessary to preserve some key features of

a system, institution, or organization, the change process is guided and con-

trolled by the stable functions, goals, and values that it seeks to maintain

(Carlson & Doyle 2002).

The robustness concept begs the question of what exactly is maintained and

what is changed in a robust response to turbulence. Robustness theory asserts

that a unit has several functions, goals, and values that are constantly rear-

ticulated. The inherent heterogeneity and volatility of units tend to produce

ambiguity and tension while also creating room for maneuver that can be

exploited to respond robustly to the turbulence produced by multiple intercon-

nected perturbations, which are either internal or external to a particular unit

(Jen 2005: 12–13). From this perspective, what to maintain and what to change

are relatively open questions when responding robustly to turbulence. Based on

a review of theories of robustness in different disciplines, including the social

sciences, Jen (2005: 113) distinguishes between two different ways that units

can respond robustly to turbulence. Mutational robustness involves withstand-

ing perturbations without changing the articulation of core functions. Here, the

functions, goals, and values remain the same, while how they are pursued is

changed. Phenotypic robustness involves rearticulating different functions by

reordering their relationships, reformulating their meaning, or introducing new

ones without changing the structures, procedures, and modus operandi of the

unit. In other words, robustness can be achieved either by continuing to pursue

a given set of functions, goals, and values by means of reforming the architec-

ture or redefining the functions, goals, and values to fit the existing structures,

procedures, and modus operandi of the unit.

A shared feature of these two forms of robustness is that they leave many

options open for how to respond to turbulence, which is indeed the essence of

robustness. The strategic openness enables a unit to respond to emerging

turbulence without disintegrating or becoming irrelevant or obsolete. Indeed,

the basic idea of robustness is to prevail in some form or another in the face of

stress, pressure, and turmoil. Prevalence is not the same as stability, however,

since the former tends to presuppose continuous change and cannot be ensured

merely by maintaining the effective production of outcomes. At least in the

realms of politics, economics, and social reproduction, prevalence tends to

require legitimacy (Jen 2005; Sørensen & Ansell 2021).

Robust Governance

As suggested by a series of contributions in the field of political science and

public governance, the concept of robustness enhances our understanding of
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what governing society in a turbulent world entails (Banks 2010; Lempert et al.

2010; Ostrom 2011; Anderies & Janssen 2013; Capano & Woo 2017; Howlett

et al. 2018; Schupbach 2018; Ansell et al. 2021, 2021). In this new literature,

governance robustness refers to the strategic and practical efforts of public

governors to balance and combine change and stability in the face of unpredict-

able dynamics. Public governors are successful in delivering robust governance

in so far as they manage to make authoritative decisions that are both effective in

terms of achieving specific outcomes and legitimate in the eyes of those who are

executing the decisions and those affected by those decisions. Authoritative

governance decisions must respond to intense and urgent demands from public

employees concerned that public standards and missions are undermined by

increasing turbulence and from societal actors suffering from the repercussions

of turbulence (Capano &Woo 2017; Ansell & Trondal 2018; Sørensen &Ansell

2021). Making effective and legitimate decisions under these disruptive and

contentious circumstances requires that public governors engage in flexible

adaptation and the proactive innovation of the modus operandi of the public

sector to secure the preservation of core functions, goals, and values, or,

alternatively, to rearticulate them.

The discussion of whether to robustly preserve or rearticulate functions, goals,

and values depends on an understanding of the distinctiveness of the public sector.

While the generation of shareholder profit tends to be the overriding goal for

private business, the public sector typically has a multitude of functions, goals,

and values of equal importance. This diversity operates both across and within

public organizations. The public sector has many different functions, as it regu-

lates everything from social, political, and economic affairs, and it provides all

sorts of services in areas as diverse as healthcare, culture, immigration, education,

childcare, elderly care, environmental protection, policing, and defense. Many

public organizations assume several of these missions, and it is rarely entirely

clear what serving these functions and how they can be combined entails. For

example, a local job center will often be responsible for the supply of labor,

conditional benefit provision, and training of the unemployed. Individual public

organizations are often expected to pursue multiple goals and safeguard different

values, which are sometimes conflicting or competing. Moreover, the meanings

of these goals and values, such as transparency, predictability, efficiency, account-

ability, and equity, are themselves ambiguous and subject to contestation (Spicer

2019). Add to this that the tasks, procedures, and resources of public organiza-

tions tend to be widely distributed, loosely coupled, multilevel, and heteroge-

neous, and that the boundaries separating the public and private sector are often

blurred (Hart et al. 2009; Kersbergen & Waarden 2009; Schakel et al. 2015;

Torfing et al. 2019). Finally, what it means to govern and be governed changes
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over time, as new governance paradigms are layered atop old governance para-

digms, creating overlaps and hybrids (Torfing et al. 2020). The multiple, conflict-

ing, and ambiguous character of the functions, goals, and values, togetherwith the

distinctive modus operandi of the public sector, is both a blessing and a curse:

While the task of upholding key public functions or governance institutions is

immense, the room for maneuver for adaptation and innovation is considerable.

Given the functional and structural complexities and dynamics of the public

sector, robustness can come in the shape of either mutational or phenotypic

robustness. Mutational robustness is created when governance actors adapt and

innovate their governance tools in response to internal and external turbulence.

To illustrate, New Public Management reforms aimed at responding to growing

organizational rigidities and societal ungovernability by introducing new forms

of performance management and market-based service competition to make

public service delivery better and cheaper (Hood 1991). Another example of

mutational robustness is the massive introduction of digital era governance in

the public sector aimed at making service provision more holistic and widening

access to digital self-service (Dunleavy et al. 2006).

Phenotypic robustness is when governance actors respond to turbulence by

redefining governance objectives to make do with the available tools, proced-

ures, and governance practices. To illustrate, the institutions of representative

democracy have been maintained over decades of socioeconomic crisis and

democratic disenchantment, while political and administrative goals and values

have developed in response to shifting understandings of problems. Although

instances of mutational and phenotypic governance robustness are sometimes

difficult to distinguish empirically, the distinction between these two types of

robustness allows us to see what public governors aim to hold constant and what

they aim to change when dealing with spells of heightened turbulence.

Although governance responses to turbulent events and demands are condi-

tioned by systemic, discursive, and institutional factors, they are ultimately

designed, decided, and implemented by public actors, such as elected politi-

cians, civil servants, and street-level bureaucrats who may partner up with

different societal actors. We must, therefore, reflect on what robust action is

and how it can be harnessed in the service of governance. Padgett and Powell

(2012: 24) define robust action as strategic action aimed at keeping future

courses of action open when other actors try to narrow them. As pointed out

by Leifer (1991), successful chess players do not plan long sequences of moves

based on their anticipation of what the other player intends to do; rather, they

ensure that their moves keep as many options open as possible for subsequent

action. This strategy enables an expert chess player to respond to their oppon-

ent’s unexpected moves. Based on their studies of how the Medicis managed to
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hold power in fifteenth-century Florence, Padgett and Ansell (1993) character-

ize robust action as a particular way of exercising control by forming a plurality

of alliances with mutually disconnected groups of actors. Such alliances are

established and maintained through ambiguous messages and multivocal com-

munication. While these initial conceptualizations of robust action emphasized

the need to maintain control in highly competitive, conflict-ridden environ-

ments, recent research perceives robust action as a strategy for promoting

change through adaptation and innovation (Ferraro et al. 2015: 371). This

new research argues that ambiguous, flexible, and multivocal behavior is useful

for smoothing the transition from the current predicament to a new and perhaps

better situation. One example of how robust action supports such a transition

through adaptation and innovation is when Edison, for no apparent practical

reason, designed the electric light bulb to fit the traditional gas lamp. A more

recent example is how Ford Motors designed an electric pickup truck that looks

exactly like the traditional fuel-driven truck.

Public governors may draw two conclusions from these insights. First, robust

action hinges on the ability to control governance processes by positioning

oneself as a central point of contact for a plurality of social and political actors.

Second, robust action requires effort to meet skepticism toward change by

framing innovation as adaptation, even where the innovation is radical. One

way for public governors with limited time and resources to enhance their

network centrality and rapidly spread their messages is by building weak (rather

than strong) ties with relevant and affected actors (Granovetter 1973).

Moreover, their messages may exploit ambiguity to market radical shifts as

nondisruptive adaptations.

While robust governance hinges on the robust action of manifold public

actors, the actions of public leaders are particularly important because they

condition the scope that their subordinates have for acting robustly. In addition

to acting robustly themselves, robust political and administrative leaders

encourage their followers and employees to do the same. Political leaders act

robustly when keeping their options, using terms and phrases that speak to wide

audiences and can be interpreted in different ways. They engage in backstage

negotiations with political, economic, and civic leaders, and they bond stra-

tegically with their political competitors. At the same time, they empower their

political constituencies to expand their influence in decentered public institu-

tions to spur robust governance (Sørensen & Ansell 2021). Administrative

leaders act robustly when building relations with different branches of govern-

ment, different parts of their organization, and relevant societal groups and

organizations that they can mobilize and activate to help tackle turbulent

governance problems. At the same time, they give their staff leeway, courage,
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and competences to build and exploit similar relationships to enable them to

adapt and innovate public governance and services in response to disruptive

demands from colleagues, citizens, and users (Bryson et al. 2017).

The Dynamics of Robust-Governance Action

Robust action is key to robust governance because it allows politicians and

public administrators to respond to disruptive demands and pressures produced

by unpredictable dynamics. Figure 1 illustrates how robust-governance action is

prompted by disruptive demands produced by societal turbulence. In response,

it seeks to mobilize relevant relationships, resources, and support in the produc-

tion of provisional governance responses that are effective and legitimate,

thereby reducing the disruptive demands for action emanating from turbulent

events and developments (feedback 1). Moreover, the robust-governance action

itself will seek to avoid multiplying or exacerbating the demands resulting from

societal turbulence (feedback 2). That said, there is no guarantee that disruptive

demands will lead to robust-governance action that relieves the government;

indeed, robust-governance action tends to be embedded in negative and positive

cycles. Over time, non-robust government action will enhance the risk of

generating new disruptive demands to the government that will be difficult for

the government to handle, whereas successive instances of robust-governance

action typically reduce this risk.

To illustrate, some governments failed to respond robustly to the disruptive

demands resulting from the lockdowns, socioeconomic compensation, health-

care, vaccination programs, and the protection of the weak and vulnerable

necessitated by the turbulent COVID-19 pandemic. They instead produced

Robust
governance

action

Effective and
legitimate

governance

Disruptive
demands

produced by
turbulence

Feedback 2 Feedback 1

Figure 1 A representation of the concept of robust action

(inspired by Sørensen & Ansell 2021).
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solutions deemed ineffective and illegitimate, which contributed to mounting

discontent. China, with its brutal and lengthy lockdowns and ineffective vaccine

program, offers a case in point. In contrast, other governments, including the

Scandinavian countries, delivered robust-governance responses that were rela-

tively effective and broadly accepted by the general public, which eased the

pressure on the government (Christensen et al. 2023).

The popular reaction to government responses to societal turbulence depends

on the relationship between the governing and the governed, and particularly

the amount of trust, dialogue, and mutual understanding. Governments may

have to improvise and launch countermeasures with unintended negative

effects; how the population reacts will reflect the levels of trust and traditions

for engaging in dialogue with affected groups and fostering common under-

standing. Popular reactions also depend on the timing of government action.

The pandemic made this blatantly clear, where governments that initiated an

early lockdown were more positively evaluated by the population than those

that failed to contain the breakout because they waited too long with the

inevitable lockdown (Yan et al. 2022).

Public governors must consider multiple trade-offs when aiming to govern

robustly. The first is between effectiveness and legitimacy. While effective

problem-solving is important for satisfying emerging demands in turbulent

times, so is the legitimacy of the solutions that are advanced; the most effective

responses are frequently not the most legitimate ones. Banning fossil-fuel cars

from city centers might be an effective way to improve air quality and reduce

CO2 emissions, but doing so may not be legitimate if it hurts a particular citizen

group that was excluded from the decision-making process. Conversely,

a political decision to build a wall to keep immigrants out may be legitimate

if it has followed the right procedures – but might not reduce immigration

effectively. Hence, securing both the effectiveness and legitimacy of robust-

governance responses to rising turbulence is often tricky.

A second and related trade-off is that while radical innovations may provide

the most effective response to challenging demands in turbulent times, making

a series of small-scale adaptations will sometimes be more viable; or perhaps

framing disruptive innovations as adaptations that are likely to produce less

disturbance and thus less resistance among the involved actors. Hence, attempt-

ing to solve a health crisis by introducing private healthcare in an all-public

healthcare system may be less disruptive if it is limited to areas with long

waiting lists where additional capacity is needed.

A third trade-off arises if responses to demands from external actors trigger

demands of actors within the public sector and vice versa. During the recent

pandemic, there were several examples of such trade-offs between internal and
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external demands. Efforts to meet the demands of citizens for hospital treat-

ment, better health protection, and vaccinations put a huge strain on public

healthcare personnel for overtime payment and improved working conditions,

while meeting the demands from vulnerable or self-protective public employees

to work at home limited citizens’ access to public service.

A fourth trade-off exists between responses that are robust in the short run

versus those that are long-run robust (Chaudbury et al. 2017; Howlett et al.

2018). Responding to turbulent events, developments, and demands by increas-

ing the budget deficit may help to finance new, additional, or innovative

measures but may make it more difficult to meet future needs, as the increasing

debt burden may shrink the public resources available for new government

initiatives.

A fifth trade-off is that a governance response that is robust in one respect

may not be robust in another. For example, when public governors aim to help

citizens who are facing economic hardship by lowering fuel taxes, it becomes

more difficult to foster robust responses to the accelerating climate crisis.

A sixth trade-off relates to how robust responses take time. Time is required

to form relevant networks and alliances and to adapt and innovate governance

goals, strategies, tools, and the practices needed to respond robustly to unfore-

seen and challenging events. Sometimes it is more important to act quickly than

robustly, however, as when Europe suddenly had to deal with millions of

Ukrainian refugees. The ability to respond swiftly to such turbulent events

without triggering new disruptive demands hinges on the level of social capital

in a society, as high levels of generalized trust and the presence of multifaceted

network relations can offset new demands by facilitating the co-creation of

temporary solutions (Brondizio et al. 2009; Desrosier 2011; Aldrich 2012).

Finally, there is a risk that the focus and resources that governance actors invest

to respond robustly to unpredictable dynamics will reduce their ability to deliver

goods and services that rely on stable goals and routinized practices (Anderies

et al. 2004). Although refugees arrive in large, unpredictable numbers in the wake

of a geopolitical crisis, it is important to continue caring for the elderly, teaching

children, and keeping the streets safe. This can only be achieved if there is

capacity for routine governance while simultaneously dealing with emerging

challenges demanding adaptation and innovation (Gieske et al. 2020).

As the many trade-offs indicate, robust-governance action aims neither for

perfect nor optimal solutions. Instead, it looks for ways to balance challenging

trade-offs. Robust governance aims to find pragmatic (and necessarily imper-

fect) ways of responding effectively and legitimately to societal turbulence

without reducing the options for acting robustly in the future, and without

triggering new disruptive demands.
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Conclusion

The main point made in this section is that the robust-governance concept offers

a welcome alternative to well-known resilience and agility strategies in response

to societal turbulence. The argument is that when the public sector is hit by

heightened turbulence, it is neither viable to attempt to restore the status quo ex

ante in the pursuit of resilience nor to change everything in the pursuit of radical

innovation. Robust governance insists that turbulence should be met by a certain

combination of stability and change. Either core public functions, goals, and

values are preserved by changing the governance architecture and modus oper-

andi of the public sector through a mixture of adaptation and innovation, or

governance actors will seek to make do with the available governance tools by

rearticulating the core functions, goals, and values to make ends meet.

Another key message is that robust governance is a product of robust action,

whereby governance actors aim to maintain their capacity to respond to unpre-

dictable dynamics and the proliferation of disruptive demands by keeping future

options open and exploring and exploiting emerging opportunities to go in new

directions. Such robust action involves the creation andmaintenance of a plurality

of strategic alliances, together with multivocal communication based on polyva-

lent messaging. Ultimately, robust governance is a property of robust action

performed by politicians and public administrators. It hinges on their willingness

and ability to adapt and innovate public governance in the face of turbulence.

Public leaders must develop “adequate” solutions that they innovate and adapt in

response to new, unpredictable twists and turns, and they must empower their

employees and constituencies to do the same. Finally, yet importantly, robust

governance should seek to balance emerging trade-offs.

Until now, we have said next to nothing about how robust governance is

carried out in practice. We need to know more about the strategies elected

politicians and public administrators can employ when facing rising turbulence

and what tool kits are available. Section 4 aims to provide some answers.

Moreover, we have only marginally considered how different factors condition

robust governance. To produce effective and legitimate responses to societal

turbulence, public governors must understand the systemic, organizational, and

actor-specific conditions that impinge on their efforts to govern robustly. Section 5

scrutinizes how these different conditionsmay drive or hamper robust governance.

4 Strategies for Robust Governance

Although we remain in the nascent stages of identifying strategies for responding

robustly to turbulence, insights can be drawn from a wide range of discussions

touching more or less directly on turbulence and robustness. Studies of the
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management of complex technologies, for example, have stimulated reflection on

the organizational andmanagerial conditions producing “high reliability.” Studies

of crisis and disaster management have examined how to respond promptly and

appropriately to surprising events and how to enhance the resilience of organiza-

tions and communities in the face of catastrophic conditions. Organization theory

has investigated the managerial and operational challenges of dealing with

uncertainty, turbulence, and “high-velocity” environments. Finally, research on

decision-making, public policy, politics, and innovation has distinguished spe-

cific strategies that support robustness in challenging situations.

This section synthesizes and extends this research by identifying a number of

common strategies that can facilitate the robust governance of turbulence. A key

consequence of turbulence is that it tends simultaneously to: (1) create turmoil by

increasing the range of interactive and disruptive factors and actionable demands,

(2) shorten response times, and (3) increase unpredictability or uncertainty.

Strategies for the robust governance of turbulence must, therefore, enhance the

ability to attend to multiple interrelated and evolving challenges at once without

the luxury of planning or definitive knowledge. How can this be achieved?

Redundancy, Slack, and Buffering: “Keep Something
in Your Back Pocket”

A standard argument for dealing with potential failure that results from disturb-

ances, shocks, or failures is to increase redundancy. Challenging the classical

emphasis on enhancing organizational efficiency by reducing program overlap

and duplication, Martin Landau (1969) argued that “redundancy,” which

includes extra components that are not strictly necessary for a program to

function, is an important feature of error reduction. He pointed out how the

conventional wisdom at the time was that the reliability of an organization

depended on the reliability of individual components and their links to other

components. From this perspective, the strategy for increasing reliability is to

perfect individual components. However, Landau argued that all components

have a risk of failure and suggested that redundancy allows systems to be more

reliable by providing backup components. Overlap and duplication may reduce

efficiency, but they may also reduce the likelihood of system failure.

In his research on “normal accidents,” Charles Perrow (1999) argued that

“tightly coupled” technological systems are prone to normal accidents because

they have fixed connections and processes. Such systems must intentionally

design-in redundancy by adding backup capacity. In a similar spirit, Capano and

Woo (2018) argue that designing redundancy into policy is an important

strategy for fostering policy robustness. Roberts (1990), however, argued that
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the liabilities of tight technological coupling can be mitigated by a more

loosely coupled organization, which mobilizes redundancy from within the

system by redeploying or repurposing components. Similarly, with respect to

public policy, Howlett and Ramesh (2022: 7–8) suggest the importance of

going “beyond redundancy” by allowing high-level goals, program-level

objectives, and on-the-ground specifications to adapt to one another over

time to meet new challenges.

Classic organization theory asserted that organizational slack and buffer-

ing also help organizations manage challenging circumstances and external

disruptions (March & Simon 1958; Thompson 1967). Slack refers to

resources held (intentionally or not) in excess of those required to operate

in normal or average situations. Howlett and colleagues (2018) have recently

extended this perspective to public policy, arguing that robust policies must

be constructed with a certain degree of slack to be robust. Like slack,

buffering refers to mechanisms that dampen or mediate external demands.

Arguing that public managers can act as “disturbance handlers,”O’Toole and

Meier (2010) find support for the argument that slack managerial capacity

can help public organizations mitigate the negative effects of external shocks

on performance. Boundary-spanners (i.e., those who help organizations to

interact and negotiate with their environments) are a form of buffering that

can smooth disturbances that might disrupt core production processes

(Thompson 1967).

Some research raises the question of whether slack and buffering help or

hinder organizations from effectively adapting (Lynn 2005). Rather than aiding

an organization to get over a rough patch, for example, it is also possible that

buffering can forestall painful but necessary adjustments to new and demanding

situations. Lynn (2005) argues that this depends on the nature of uncertainty and

the change: If conditions fluctuate in ways that can be anticipated, then there is

less need for buffering; where change is discontinuous and uncertain, then

buffering is more valuable.

Although redundancy, slack, and buffering tend to emphasize stability and

recovery in the face of turbulence, they also create latitude within an organiza-

tion for reflection, innovation, and the adaptive repurposing of governance

resources and tools. The lesson for public leaders is to avoid creating an overly

specialized division of labor and to allow some degree of overlap or cross-

training between individuals and units. They should also push back against the

drive for increasingly greater efficiency, which can eliminate adaptive

resources. Finally, investing in external networking can pay dividends by

helping to buffer disturbances and giving access to the resources and support

needed in exceptional circumstances.
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Multivocality and Ambidexterity: “Keep Your Options Open”

Building on Eric Leifer’s aforementioned observations of how expert chess players

keep their options open so as to be able to respond to surprise moves, Eccles and

Nohria (1992: 11) define robust action as “action that accomplishes short-term

objectives while preserving long-term flexibility.” Padgett and Ansell (1993)

explored the robust action of the Medicis in the face of the cultural, economic,

and political divisions in Renaissance Florence. Their “sphinxlike” or “multivocal”

capacity to avoid being locked into any particular role by either supporters or

opponents depended on their positioning in social networks. Later, Ferraro and

colleagues (2015) picked up on multivocality as a robust strategy for dealing with

grand challenges. They describe multivocality as a “[d]iscursive and material

activity that sustains different interpretations among various audiences with differ-

ent evaluative criteria, in a manner that promotes coordination without requiring

explicit consensus” (2015: 373). Multivocality expands the room of maneuver for

public governors by avoiding lock-ins and allowing for flexible adjustment.

Research on robust decision-making also stresses the value of keeping options

open. This research emphasizes the value of considering alternative plausible

futures and adopting strategies that can performwell across these different futures

(Lempert 2019: 30). Taking his cue from research on complex systems,

Beinhocker (1999) has argued that strategies should place less emphasis on

making accurate predictions about a single, optimal strategy – since they are

inherently difficult to get right – and instead adopt an evolutionary approach that

pursues multiple, shifting, and combined strategies. Doing this, he argues,

requires “parallel” (as opposed to “single”) searches, which in turn implies the

importance of conducting experiments with a portfolio of strategies. Finding

superior strategies requires a combination of local “adaptive walks” (pursuit of

advantage through incremental improvement or “exploitation”) and “medium or

long jumps” (more radical adaptations or “exploration”).

A related argument is that turbulence accentuates the need for organizations

to be “ambidextrous”; that is, capable of both exploitation and exploration

(Folger et al. 2022). Exploitation is the ability to take a given set of goals and

technologies and improve a product or process through stable procedures and

continuous learning. While this can lead to greater efficiency and effectiveness

in terms of achieving a certain purpose, it often becomes a liability if the

organization is operating in a rapidly changing environment. Exploration of

new and innovative goals and technologies must complement exploitation if

organizations are to seize new opportunities and deal with unwelcome surprises.

Ambidexterity can thus be seen as a strategy for combining stable exploitation

with adaptable and innovative exploration.
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Public governors can keep their options open by becoming conscious of how

univocal communication or single-purpose tools and institutions can be self-

limiting and close off future opportunities. When faced with a high degree of

uncertainty and unpredictability, they should imagine multiple possible futures

and avoid committing to or overinvesting in any particular strategy or scenario.

While they should continue to do what they are good at, they should remain

attuned to shifting conditions and new opportunities.

Vigilance: “Prepare to be Surprised”

High-reliability theory stresses the importance of preparation for surprise

(LaPorte 2007), arguing that the name of the game when managing complex

technologies is “reacting to unexpected sequences of events” (Roberts 1990:

184). To be reliable, organizations must anticipate and prevent sources of error,

with a focus on detecting and correcting “precursor events” that hint at immi-

nent problems (Schulman 2022). Strategies for building reliability include

constant training that deepens our understanding of technological complexities,

greater redundancy, and the granting of responsibility to skilled operators who

are often low in the hierarchy.

Building on lessons from RAND Corporation research, Light (2005: xv)

argues that robust organizations “think in futures” and prepare to be surprised

by maintaining high levels of alertness. Similarly, a characteristic of private

firms that fare well in turbulent environments is “vigilance” (Day &

Schoemaker 2019: 1). Vigilant organizations invest in both foresight capacities

and in the dynamic capacities that allow them to respond quickly to incoming

information. They balance the need for both focus and breadth in their search for

information; they are looking for the infamous “needle in a haystack” and are

prepared to act upon finding it.

One related argument about preparing for surprise is to attend carefully to

“weak signals” (Ansoff 1975). Building on this, Mendonça and colleagues

(2004: 203) suggest that weak-signal analysis should be geared toward the

detection of “wild cards”; that is, low probability–high consequence events.

In Managing the Unexpected, Weick and Sutcliffe (2015) call for “mindful

organizing” or “heedful interrelating” as strategies for maintaining attentive-

ness to weak signals. These strategies depend on constant scanning for potential

dangers.

Both the military and disaster management communities have explicitly

considered the issue of surprise. They distinguish between situational surprise,

where an event falls outside normal expectations but remains understandable

from the perspective of extant beliefs, and fundamental surprise: an event that
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rocks our basic beliefs (Alderson et al. 2022). In the sensemaking literature,

Weick (1993) referred to the latter as “cosmology episodes,” because they shake

our basic perception of how the world is ordered. Such fundamental surprises

pose a particularly tricky problem because responders lack the experience to

know how to respond to them. However, Alderson et al. (2022) argue that

techniques like scenario exercises still provide some opportunity to train people

to respond to surprising events. Scenarios are a powerful exploratory tool but

should not be thought of as recipes for action.

Planning is a highly problematic strategy in turbulent environments because

it is difficult to establish fixed planning parameters and assumptions. However,

Ramírez and Selsky (2016) argue that scenario planning is an appropriate

planning approach in turbulent environments. Scenario planning can help

organizations to spot turbulence as it emerges, anticipate responses to this

turbulence, prepare experiments and prototypes for adapting to turbulence,

and identify possibilities for collaboration.

In a study of US transit agencies facing turbulent environments, Pasha and

Poister (2017: 510–11) found that these agencies supplement strategic planning

with “logical incrementalism,” which refers to a strategy that is “continually

revised based on learning, experimentation, stakeholder negotiations, political

relationships, and adaptation to environmental changes within a general frame-

work of organizational purposes.” Subsequent research finds that organizational

performance is enhanced during turbulence when formal strategic planning and

logical incrementalism are used in concert, but not when they are used inde-

pendently (Pasha & Poister 2019). A recent study of Norwegian public organ-

izations found that strategic planning is still perceived to be useful under

turbulent conditions, but primarily when complemented by logical incremen-

talism (Johnsen 2022).

Surprises sometimes arise from within the response system. For example,

Daupras and colleagues (2015) contrast vulnerability versus robustness

approaches to flood-warning systems. A classic vulnerability approach, they

write, assumes top-down communication, technocratic guidelines for how citi-

zens should respond to warnings, and a focus on identifying sources of vulner-

ability. However, this approach runs into trouble when stakeholders do not behave

as expected (i.e., responsively to the top-down technocratic communication of

risk). To enhance the robustness of a warning system, they argue, it is necessary to

consider how stakeholders will respond and why. To better understand their

actions and reactions, a robust warning system must engage in collaboration

with relevant and affected actors before, during, and after disasters.

In sum, to prepare for surprises, public leaders should promote the continu-

ous, real-time investigation of possible futures. Probing such futures requires
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careful attention to weak signals that may signify fundamentally shifting con-

ditions and prompt investment in the capacity to formulate multiple scenarios.

Planning remains valuable but assumes a different form: It avoids placing firm

bets on future conditions, instead stressing the need to observe and respond to

changing circumstances. To remain vigilant in the face of turbulence, public

leaders must mobilize and activate a distributed network of internal and external

actors capable of helping to gather and interpret relevant intelligence.

Flexible Adaptation: “Stay Ready to Adapt”

By generating interactive variability, short response times, and unpredictability,

turbulence places a premium on the ability to remain flexible and adaptable. In

their study of the management of the California electrical system, Roe and

Schulman (2008) stress the importance of “reliability professionals,” who

develop specialized skills and knowledge about how to manage complex

technical systems. Such professionals are adept at moving between different

performance modes, depending on the conditions they face. These performance

modes vary along two dimensions: the volatility of the system (which is similar

to our definition of turbulence) and the range of resources they can mobilize at

a given moment (“network option variety”). Of special interest here is “just-in-

time performance,”where both system volatility and network option variety are

high. This condition places a premium on “real-time flexibility,” leading to what

they call “adaptive equifinality,” meaning that professionals have a variety of

ways they can meet the challenges they encounter. They also discuss what

happens as options become more constrained, which they call “just-for-now”

management. This is not a desirable situation for reliability professionals

because it throws them into a coping or “firefighting” mode of response

where small events threaten reliability.

Several research contributions stress the value of flexibility and adaptability.

For example, Howlett and colleagues (2018) argue how, in the face of uncer-

tainty and unpredictability, public policies designed to be flexible and adaptable

will be more robust. A significant strand in the crisis management literature sees

rigidity as a common and unfortunate organizational response to crisis and sees

proactive flexibility as a necessary antidote (Deverell 2010). LaPorte (2007: 62)

points to the value of preemptively establishing “rules of exception” that allow

standard operating procedures to be revised during exceptional events. In much

the same way, Light (2005) finds that robust organizations organize to enhance

their flexibility and agility.While there is considerable agreement that flexibility

is a desirable quality for dealing with turbulence, it is also important to keep in

mind that flexibility is enabled by stable organizational conditions, such as well-
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integrated teams with shared knowledge and certain repertoires of action

(Boyne & Meier 2009).

Agility is often used as a synonym for flexibility when describing adaptive

ability. Moon (2020), for example, attributes the effective South Korean

response to COVID-19 to their “agility-adaptability.” Studies of the private

sector have found that both agility and resilience are necessary for effective

responses to turbulence (McCann et al. 2009). Similarly, Harrald (2006: 268)

argues that both agility and discipline are needed for effective disaster response,

which can be produced by combining a “creative culture” with a “well-

structured, well-defined process.” Recent research on agile government extends

lessons from effective software development to the public sector (Mergel et al.

2021).

It is useful to think of flexibility (or agility) as having different dimensions.

One dimension is strategic or decision-making flexibility, which captures

whether people and organizations can shift their strategy or adapt their decisions

as new conditions arise (Vecchiato 2015: 268; Eckhard et al. 2021). Another

dimensionmight be termed “cognitive flexibility,” because it refers to the ability

to process new information, break from existing routines, and reflect critically

on existing practices (Deverell 2010). A third type might be termed “structural

flexibility,”meaning that organizational structures can shift easily in response to

changing circumstances. A fourth dimension is operational flexibility, referring

to the ability to change procedures and processes and to reallocate resources and

personnel as new challenges arise (Eckhard et al. 2021).

Some scholars also argue that hybridity – the combination of different

organizing principles – increases the structural flexibility that allows public

organizations to respond robustly to turbulence (Trondal et al. 2021). Eckhard

and colleagues (2021: 419) explore the role of organizational hybridity – which

they define as cross-sector “fit-for-purpose entities” – in crisis management.

Their research investigating the German refugee crisis finds that hybridization

contributes to perceptions of more effective crisis response. Similarly, high-

reliability and rapid-response organizations are able to effectively shift across

different modes of organization as operational tempo increases (LaPorte &

Consolini 1991).

Flexibility is not the only way to think about adapting to variable and

uncertain environments. Imagine a system where, for each distinctive state of

the world, the system could reorganize itself to respond to that particular state. If

such a state of the world comes about rapidly or unexpectedly, the systemic

property allowing it to respond to these changes through time would be flexibil-

ity, which enables the system to easily and rapidly adjust itself to each new

condition. However, consider a second circumstance where the world does not
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merely change from one state to another, but simultaneously contains different

states. In such a world, an organization may wish to maintain the ability to

respond simultaneously to multiple conditions. System theorists refer to this as

“requisite variety”; the idea that the system should be as diverse as the environ-

ment in which it operates.

These notions of diversity and flexibility are often fudged together. Although

rarely distinct in practice, it is useful to keep them analytically distinct because

they highlight different robustness strategies. They also point to some of the

tensions and trade-offs that may be inherent in developing such strategies. On

the one hand, following Beinhocker (1999), robustness may be enhanced

through an evolutionary approach of developing a “population” of strategies

(experiments) operating simultaneously. Keeping a portfolio of projects going,

however, is likely to be in tension with focusing your resources and investments

on a particular high-potential project; the greater the uncertainty about which

projects will succeed, the more attractive the portfolio approach. On the other

hand, flexibility – understood as the ability to easily adapt to a specific situ-

ation – is likely to be especially useful under rapidly and unexpectedly changing

conditions. Fostering flexibility often comes at the cost of building and main-

taining more dedicated and specialized capabilities but becomes more attractive

as fluctuating conditions call for the redirection of investment and capabilities.

Similar ideas have been explored in developing the contrast between “serial”

and “parallel” experimentation (Ellerman 2004).

To respond robustly to turbulence, public leaders must pursue strategic,

structural, cognitive, and operational flexibility. This advice does not imply

that everything is up for change all the time. In fact, flexibility is often nurtured

by supporting stable conditions. However, large bureaucratic organizations

based on centralized command and compliance tend to become ossified,

which prevents flexible response. One important way of overcoming this

problem is to develop hybrid organizations combining bureaucratic hierarchy

with elements of networking and market competition. Another is to ensure that

those who need to adapt flexibly have the authority and resources to experiment

and make exceptions.

Scaling and Scalability: “Get Ready to Plug-and-Play”

Turbulence often presents itself as a challenge of rapidly producing certain

decisions, goods, or services to meet a particular scale of demand or need. The

ability of institutions and governments to scale their operations to the appropri-

ate level is a significant challenge that builds onmany of the strategies discussed

here.
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The scaling concept is typically viewed as a matter of taking something –

a product, operation, or body of knowledge – that has been successfully devel-

oped on a small scale and then making adjustments to successfully produce,

transfer, replicate, or apply it on a larger scale. While such upscaling is import-

ant, turbulence can also produce conditions where governance must quickly

downscale; for example, national- or international-level crisis management

capacity must often be quickly deployed locally. In addition, environmental

governance research stresses the importance of “cross-scale” governance,

which is often facilitated by “bridging organizations” (Cash et al. 2006).

Thus, robust governance requires not only the ability to scale up but also the

ability to flexibly adapt governance to multiple scales (Ansell & Torfing 2015).

Here, a key point is that robust governance not only requires a certain scale of

operations or production but also a capacity for scaling to meet volatile

demands. Thus, robustness depends on understanding the conditions enabling

governments or organizations to shift scales easily in an adaptive fashion. For

example, a study of emergency management in Denmark and Norway finds that

incorporating volunteers is critical for scaling up response operations (Krogh &

Lo 2022). Professional emergency managers and volunteers, however, do not

necessarily enjoy the interpersonal trust that can facilitate such scaling.

Nevertheless, the study found that institutional trust fostered by volunteer

training and certification partially substitutes for interpersonal trust, permitting

the effective involvement of volunteers in emergency operations.

The idea that organizations must be dynamically scalable is commonly

voiced in research on incident management, workforce development, and

agility; and some basic strategies enabling scalability (e.g., employee cross-

training) are already commonly practiced. With their modular architectures,

incident command systems are specifically designed to be scalable, quickly

adding or shedding modules as necessary to respond to shifting needs. Rapid

scalability in such systems is enhanced by the capacity to “plug-and-play”; that

is, the ability to easily combine and align tasks, roles, and units so they are

immediately functional (Faraj & Xiao 2006). This process can be enhanced

through both standardization and dialogue.

Modularity and Bricolage: “Recombine, Reuse, and Repurpose
Available Tools”

One of the few bright spots in the US government’s response to Hurricane

Katrina was the US Coast Guard’s search and rescue missions. While confront-

ing the same turbulent events and extreme conditions that crippled other

response organizations, the USCG accounted for over half of the rescues from
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rooftops and flooded homes. The General Accountability Office (2006) attrib-

uted the agency’s success to a powerful combination of standardization and

flexibility, operational principles often seen as contradictory. By standardizing

its training and technology across its different locations, while giving local

teams a high degree of discretion and deploying resources to where they were

needed most, the USCG missions rapidly accessed relevant resources and

deployed response teams equipped with a repertoire of relevant tools. It essen-

tially used a modular strategy to rapidly assemble customized search and rescue

missions.

A key aspect of modularity is that it allows for the flexible recombination of

modular units. In developing a general systems theory approach to modularity,

Melissa Schilling (2000: 315) writes that “[t]he primary action of increasing

modularity is to enable heterogeneous inputs to be recombined into a variety of

heterogeneous configurations.” As she points out, modularity is not always an

advantage because value often arises from dedicated, specialized relationships

between components, which she calls “synergistic specificity.” Here, the key

point is that modularity becomes more desirable as the value of recombining

people and resources outweighs the advantages of specialized and dedicated

connections. Increasing turbulence is likely to enhance the value of recombin-

ation since planning for every eventuality becomes impossible.

Scholars have begun to argue that modularity can be an important feature

of policy design (Law et al. 2012; Capano & Woo 2018), which they think

about in terms of customized “mixes” of different policy instruments, such

as regulation, funding, and voluntary standards. They have also speculated

that modularity may facilitate the robustness of policy processes; that is,

their ability to respond adaptively to challenging circumstances in ways that

allow them to fulfill their missions (Anderies & Janssen 2013; Bednar 2016;

Capano & Woo 2018; Ansell et al. 2020; Sørensen & Ansell 2021).

Sørensen and Torfing (2019), for example, argue that the robust adaptability

of the Copenhagen regional plan, known as the “finger plan,” builds in part

on its modularity, which has allowed different components of the regional

plan to be combined in different ways in response to the dynamic and

unpredictable expansion of the metropolitan area.

The concept of bricolage shares many features with modularity, but tends to

stress the reuse and repurposing of existing resources. Ansell et al. (2023: 42)

conceive of bricolage as drawing creatively and situationally on a “heterogeneous

repertoire of existing resources assembled over time and perhaps used in previous

situations and projects, then discarded or forgotten, and ultimately rediscovered

and reinvented.” They argue that bricolage can be understood as a strategy for

achieving robustness and stress that public sector leaders become more robust if
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they can draw on the heterogeneous resources of different governance paradigms,

such as traditional public administration, New Public Management, and New

Public Governance. Bricolage that makes do with what is at hand has been found

to be valuable for resource-constrained entrepreneurs facing stress and turmoil

(Baker & Nelson 2005). Howlett and colleagues (2018) also emphasize the

importance of brokerage as a mechanism for robust policies to adapt.

Brokerage involves channeling improvisation according to the planned design

in order to facilitate agility; as such, it approaches the notion of bricolage.

Baker and Nelson (2005) distinguish between parallel and selective bricolage

by entrepreneurial firms. Parallel bricolage develops multiple projects, ignores

local institutional constraints, and develops broad and diverse (but amateur)

skill sets. They describe this strategy as producing distinctive and robust

organizational forms, but which discourage growth and isolate these organiza-

tions from richer markets (2005: 348–9). By contrast, selective bricolage is used

in a more targeted, less thoroughgoing fashion. One advantage of this target-

driven bricolage strategy is that firms are not “locked into a pattern of parallel

bricolage” that can be very costly (2005: 351). Selective bricolage strategies

may be useful when public organizations face turbulent situations and must

design robust solutions based on available ideas, tools, and resources that –

when recombined, reused, and repurposed – may offer a tailor-made response.

Proactive Real-Time Innovation: “Be Ready to Improvise, Probe,
and Learn”

Responding to variable, shifting, and surprising conditions often requires cre-

ativity and innovation. In a study of “robust innovation,”Hargadon and Douglas

(2001) develop an analysis of innovation that is similar in some respects to

bricolage. Analyzing Thomas Edison’s successful introduction of electric light-

ing, they find that his innovation was robust in the sense that it purposefully

harnessed “preexisting schemas and scripts” (gas lighting) to smooth the recog-

nition and acceptance of his innovation (2001: 498). However, whereas the

introduction of electric lighting unfolded over several years, turbulence typic-

ally introduces significant time pressures on would-be innovators, requiring

them to innovate proactively or in real time.

One way to talk about proactive and real-time innovation is in terms of

improvisation. In their study of the Italian COVID response and robust govern-

ance, Capano and Toth (2022: 4) describe the importance of outside-the-box

thinking, improvisation, and fast learning. Thinking outside the box, they write,

is about challenging dominant interpretations, whereas improvisation occurs

where “the rules are vague or incomplete” or “the official tools provided by the
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plans are not available” (2022: 7). Improvisation is similar to bricolage in that it

also implies the ability to repurpose and recombine available resources and

tools while also emphasizing creativity and innovation in the moment. Both

outside-the-box thinking and improvisation are enhanced by “coordinated

autonomy,” which grants discretion to responsible actors but also facilitates

coordination among them. Another critical factor is fast learning, which allows

the quick assessment of whether a strategy is working. The development and

experimental testing of prototypes may facilitate fast learning.

Mendonça and colleagues (2004) argue that facilitating improvisation

requires “safe environments” that encourage experimentation and failure.

Improvisation is associated with achieving creativity within and through the

medium of established rules and norms, but since it takes place on the spot and

without rehearsal or a chance to develop the ideas in advance, it may fall short of

the existing needs and expectations. Still, improvisation is necessary in turbu-

lent situations without any available script but with pressure to act swiftly.

Improvisation in such situations requires an environment where failure is

tolerated as long as people fail quickly without excessive costs – and learn

from their failures.

Collective learning can be difficult even in relatively stable conditions, not to

mention when individuals and organizations must grapple with time pressure,

incessant change, and uncertainty. Ansell and Bartenberger (2016) outline

a “probe and learn” strategy for dealing with unruly problems. Such problems

are not well understood as they unfold and often exhibit interactive change

(x changes y, which feeds back to change x). Probes are measured actions or

investigations seeking to develop a real-time understanding of an evolving

system. For example, as a public health emergency develops, there must be

ways to assess demands and capacities promptly to ensure that resources are

available when and where needed. Such probes should be rapid, exploratory,

adaptive, distributed, and small.

Research on fast-moving markets has suggested that innovative firms need

“dynamic capabilities”; that is, the capacity to sense, shape, and act on oppor-

tunities and threats, and to enhance, protect, combine, and reconfigure organ-

izational assets (Teece 2007). Eisenhardt and Martin (2000: 1107) describe

dynamic capabilities as “the antecedent organizational and strategic routines

by which managers alter their resource base to acquire and shed resources,

integrate them together, and recombine them to generate new value-creating

strategies.” Dynamic capabilities can be understood as capabilities to reorgan-

ize more basic operations and broadly include capabilities for sensing, learning,

integration, and coordination (Pavlou & El Sawy 2011). The research on

dynamic capabilities has primarily focused on firms operating in turbulent or
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“high-velocity” market environments, but these ideas are also relevant for

public governance (Piening 2013).

Turbulence places public governance in novel situations where standard-

operating procedures are of limited use and possibly even restrictive. Instead

of panicking, public leaders must rely on improvisation that seeks to innovate in

real time and on the spot. Such creative improvisation requires acceptance of the

possibility of failure, the development of dynamic capabilities to adapt struc-

tures and operations, and the ability to probe system conditions.

Coordination and Collaboration: “Rapidly Convene Actors
and Build Trust”

Increasing turbulence often renders coordination and collaboration more essen-

tial because the relevant knowledge, ideas, and resources must be harnessed. At

the same time, coordination and collaboration are often harder to achieve in

urgent, time-pressured situations. The crisis management literature has long

been interested in this challenge because coordination failures are common

during crises (Boin & Bynander 2015). One suggestion is that crisis responders

can quickly achieve coordination and collaboration by combining the comple-

mentary strengths of networks and hierarchies in hybrid structures (Moynihan

2008; Hu et al. 2020). Information is also a key resource for generating rapid

coordination, and research suggests that it can be more efficiently transmitted

through central network hubs (Comfort et al. 2004; Comfort 2007).

Emergent forms of coordination during a crisis often lack the mutual trust

regarded as important for collaborative governance. However, “swift trust” can

compensate somewhat for the lack of deeper trust (Boin & Bynander 2015).

Research on the development of swift trust in temporary organizations and

project teams finds that targeted selection of team members and clear role

definitions enhance the development of swift trust (Kroeger et al. 2021).

Research on interagency coordination among Australian emergency responders

has found role clarity to be an essential contributor to developing swift trust

(Curnin et al. 2015). The development of swift trust is also enabled if members

recognize their interdependence and are highly engaged and committed.

Studies of medical organizations operating in highly dynamic environments

also provide insights into rapid coordination and collaboration. In a study of

a medical trauma center, Faraj and Xiao (2006) found that plug-and-play teams

(modularity), building on recognized roles, can facilitate the coordination of ad

hoc response teams. As tempo and uncertainty increase, they also found that

teamsmove to a form of “dialogic coordination” that is less focused on rules and

structures, and is characterized instead by relational coordination that includes
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ongoing contestation and negotiation, joint sensemaking, and interventions to

check or prompt the behavior of others. Ongoing contestation under turbulent

conditions will also place a premium on a “robust politics” that can rapidly

facilitate conflict mediation in ways that promote inclusion (Sørensen & Ansell

2021).

While public leaders facing turbulence may initially make rapid decisions in

small groups, they eventually confront the need to convene relevant and

affected actors rapidly. Doing so in time-pressured circumstances requires

understanding the possibilities for achieving rapid mobilization and swift

trust, which can be facilitated by organizational forms combining hierarchy

and networks through targeted actor mobilization and via clear prior specifica-

tion of necessary roles.

Building an Architecture for the Robust Governance of Turbulence

The different strategies for dealing robustly with turbulence overlap consider-

ably. For example, keeping options open, staying flexible, improvising, recom-

bining and repurposing resources, and plug-and-play scalability all share

a family resemblance. Yet each of these strategies adds something distinct to

our understanding of robust governance. This observation raises questions

about how these different strategies may fit together and be fruitfully combined

over time.

Platform organizations offer a possible architecture for enabling, supporting,

and combining these different strategies. Ciborra (1996) first introduced the

idea of a platform organization, building on the example of the Italian firm

Olivetti. He argued that Olivetti operated as a platform that organized and

reorganized different projects to respond to changing needs and opportunities,

noting that platform organizations operate as bricoleurs, constantly using and

reusing different organizational forms to respond to turbulence, surprise, and

opportunity. Platforms can help to assemble and support purpose-built organ-

izations rapidly, such as task forces, networks, and partnerships (Ansell & Gash

2018; Ansell & Miura 2020).

Boynton and Victor (1991) anticipated the platform idea by arguing that firms

facing shorter product cycles had to become dynamically stable, meaning that

product innovation had to be revolutionary while process innovation had to be

evolutionary. Dynamically stable firms, they argued, must make greater invest-

ments in general-purpose process improvements that can meet a range of

unpredictable demands and opportunities (i.e., investments over and above

those designed to optimize current production). Thus, platforms help to enhance

robust governance by managing the tension between change and stability.
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A platform can support flexible and distributed experimentation and innov-

ation. For example, Porter and colleagues (2020) have shown how Save Our

Oceans, a crowdsourcing platform, combined the strategies of “multivocal

inscription,” “participative architecture,” and “distributed experimentation,”

which Ferraro and colleagues (2015) argued contribute to robust action for

dealing with grand challenges.

A platform also helps to unite distributed action and system coordination.

The platform can operate like a “bowtie” organization in which information

fans into a central node, subsequently fanning out to inform others (Comfort

2007). It may also have elements of the control-room model of system manage-

ment described by Roe and Schulman (2008). Platforms can support bounded

autonomy by creating an overall framework while allowing decentralized

autonomy (Ansell et al. 2021; Capano & Toth 2022).

Polycentricity is another possible architecture for promoting robust govern-

ance of turbulence. This concept refers to semiautonomous decision centers that

take each other into account (Carlisle & Gruby 2019). Anderies and Janssen

(2013) and Capano and Woo (2018) argue that a polycentric system helps to

incorporate and combine the diversity, modularity, and flexibility necessary for

developing robust policies. Building on Ostrom (2011) regarding the manage-

ment of the commons, polycentricity seeks to combine the advantages of local

self-governance with nested multilevel governance.

The overarching theme for combining strategies for robust governance is the

need to simultaneously handle variability, speed, and uncertainty. The strategies

identified in this section speak to more than one of these requirements. For

example, keeping your options open allows you to deal with variable conditions

that are either uncertain or that spring up unexpectedly. Preparing to be sur-

prised is not merely wise when dealing with uncertainty but also a useful

principle for rapidly handling the different situations that life throws at us.

Modularity, bricolage, and improvisation assist us in meeting multiple,

unanticipated demands in a rapid fashion.

5 Conditions for Robust Governance

We contend that turbulence brings both challenges and opportunities to reform,

repurpose, and reinterpret governance systems and processes. As outlined in

Section 2, turbulence refers to unplanned, dynamic, and ambiguous situations

that are both nonlinear and crowded with multiple factors that may coevolve to

produce unpredictable outcomes unfolding over time (Ansell & Trondal 2017).

Under such circumstances, the ability of governing systems and processes to

adapt while maintaining basic public functions, goals, and values becomes
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a central feature of dynamic, adaptive, and innovative governance, and thus an

important element in their long-term robustness (Geyer & Rihani 2010; Room

2011).

Robust adaptation often demands that the public sector balance the compet-

ing pulls of continuity and change, effectiveness and legitimacy, top-down and

bottom-up processes, subnational, national, and supranational authority, and so

on. As this is no easy task, this section investigates the conditions that support

robust adaptation and innovation in the face of turbulence. By conditions, we

refer to the basic and fundamental drivers and barriers that are necessary but not

sufficient for robustness. Conditions are foundational for robustness, and thus

different from strategies (Section 4). We distinguish between three basic levels

of conditions that may be relevant when designing robust governance: sys-

temic-level, institution-level, and actor-level conditions.

The section is structured in three parts. The first part offers a general prelude

to conditions for robustness. The second part describes the three levels of

conditions for robustness. The final part outlines two general arguments about

the possibility for designing robustness: a reform-optimistic approach focus-

ing on institution-level and actor-level conditions for robustness, and

a reform-pessimistic approach centered on systemic-level conditions for

robustness.

A Prelude to Conditional Robustness

During times of political and economic stress, public governance is called upon

to anticipate, flexibly adapt, and effectively reformwhile still providing what is,

at a given point in time, broadly considered as valuable to society and the public

(Jessop 2013). Public governance is expected not only to “manage the unex-

pected” through organizational engineering (i.e., forward-looking problem-

solving under uncertainty and imperfect information) but also to facilitate the

basic conditions that foster adaptability and innovation in the face of unforeseen

events while retaining a sense of “normalcy” and stability (Simon 1983: 83;

Walker & Salt 2006; Roe & Schulman 2008; Weick & Sutcliffe 2011; Duit

2016). As the COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated, crises confront public gov-

ernance with urgent situational and transitional challenges that must be met in

timely, coordinated, and pragmatic ways (Boin & Lodge 2021).

As argued in this Element, however, turbulence is not merely a transitional

phenomenon but a permanent challenge to the long-term and basic conditions

for robust governance in situations where events, demands, and support interact

and change in highly variable, inconsistent, unexpected, or unpredictable ways

(Ansell et al. 2017). As discussed in Section 3, turbulence creates and amplifies
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dilemmas for public governance (Emery & Trist 1965; Rosenthal et al. 1989;

Rosenau 1990; Room 2011). Turbulence may push governance systems and

processes to hunker down to safeguard the status quo or push them to “fail

forward” by adopting strategies that may cause future problems (Jones et al.

2021). Or, as our interviews with the International Red Cross attest, organiza-

tions may strive for more future-oriented dynamic approaches that anticipate

responses to turbulence.

Robust-governance responses to turbulence involve the enactment and

design of different sets of governance structures and mechanisms. The neces-

sary degree of change required to produce robust governance may be thought of

as a function of a complex interplay between at least four conceptually distinct

elements (Frigotto & Frigotto 2022):

1. The first element is the level of perceived adversity, both internal and

external, that affects governing systems and processes. High-adversity cir-

cumstances pose an existential risk of failure for governance.

2. The second element pertains to the level of perceived novelty associated with

the problem or situation. Novel situations pose substantial risks to govern-

ance given their inherent complexity and ambiguity, which can produce

unintended consequences and serious mismatches between problems and

solutions over the short, mid, and long term.

3. The third element relates to the perceived temporal dimension of the phenom-

enon or situation at hand. Two aspects are particularly relevant: The first is the

extent to which the causes of internal and/or external turbulence manifest

themselves over short- (episodic), medium-, or long-term (systemic) time

horizons. Long-term disruptions are likely to pose different governance chal-

lenges than short-term ruptures, hence leading to different challenges and

opportunities. The second aspect refers to whether turbulence can be antici-

pated or if it must be responded to in “real time,” which, in turn, shapes the

ability of organizations to design structural adaptations proactively.

4. The fourth element pertains to the level of perceived legitimacy attributed

to any given form of governance. We may assume that the effective

handling of turbulent situations might be contingent on the willingness

of actors to mobilize or collaborate to find policy solutions. In circum-

stances where support for or the legitimacy of governance initiatives is low

(e.g., where regimes do not enjoy high levels of trust), the resistance

toward adaptations to turbulence is likely high, thus stalling policy imple-

mentation. Low trust is generally found more in autocratic states and states

experiencing democratic backsliding than in advanced democratic systems

(Bauer et al. 2021).
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The next section outlines three different conditions that might promote or hamper

robustness at the systemic-, institutional-, and actor-levels. Importantly, this

section also links systemic-level conditions to exogenous turbulence and

institutional-level conditions to endogenous turbulence.

Systemic-Level Conditions

Here, the systemic level refers to how a public organization fits into a wider

institutional and political environment characterized by established normative

structures, resource flows, and interorganizational relationships. From the vantage

point of a public organization, the turbulence arising in this environment is an

exogenous condition for the organization (Ansell & Trondal 2017). Salient system-

level conditions include crisis-induced politics and polity capacities that are

dynamic, differentiated, and scalable. In principle, system-level conditions create

the context inwhich aflexible, purposeful, and guided rearrangement of governance

structures may occur (see the final section of this section and Section 3).

A first systemic-level condition that shapes robustness is crisis-induced

politics, which creates opportunities for reform. Long-term inertia in governing

systems and processes might be shaken up by a crisis, as the COVID-19

pandemic demonstrated. For example, the long-term unwillingness of

European Union (EU) member states to delegate authority in public health

politics to the EU level was quickly changed by the ruptured national health

systems resulting from the pandemic (Brooks et al. 2023).

Crises might also break down bureaucratic blind spots and governance silos

that have developed over decades, making coordination across governance

systems and processes easier. In Danish municipalities, for example, the pan-

demic broke down established structural constraints, forcing agencies to col-

laborate (Bentzen & Torfing 2022). Crises may unfreeze governing systems and

processes facing gridlock. Urgent systemic threats and salient problems might

trigger short-term transformative responses in governing systems. Crises may

thus serve as a catalyst for robustness. Yet, crises not only spur deep changes in

governance, often at high speed, but can also produce muddling through and

slow consolidation, as seen in how the EU adapted to a polycrisis (Riddervold

et al. 2021). In short, while crises often threaten existing policies and institu-

tions, the reforms they trigger may result in greater robustness.

A second systemic condition shaping robustness is associated with the

dynamic, differentiated, and scalable character of polity capacities. The dyna-

mism of polity capacities depends on the ability to include flexibility and

innovation in the rules and norms of governance (Sørensen & Ansell 2021).

Studies suggest that temporally flexible polities (i.e., those that can adapt their
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time horizons or shift their operational tempos) will have robustness advan-

tages. Central administrations able to flexibly shift between short- and long-

term priorities will be better able to meet exigencies while maintaining stability.

The vertical specialization of bureaucratic structures is one possible source of

this dynamism. For example, ministerial offices are typically attentive to the

short-term policy agendas of the government, whereas relatively autonomous

public agencies are more likely to emphasize long-term perspectives.

The structural differentiation of polity capacities is another basic condition

for robust governance in times of turbulence (see also Section 4 on polycen-

tricity). The EU offers a case in point. The EU polity differentiation reflects the

dilemma of polity integration and differentiation, or the tension between pool-

ing sovereignty and capacity at the European level versus safeguarding national

autonomy. Momentum toward ever-more integration is constantly challenged

and pushed back by processes of member-state differentiation. Theoretically,

we would expect robust systems to combine the integration of core polity

properties and the differentiation of peripheral polity properties (described as

variable geometry in EU studies). This is particularly relevant since differenti-

ation has become a system property of the polyarchic EU institutional architec-

ture (Leruth et al. 2022).

The macro-level differentiation we see in the EU may encourage meso-level

transformations (e.g., within policy portfolios), which in turn trigger polity

robustness (Trondal et al. 2022). This argument is illustrated by Sottilotta

(2022), who argues that there is more room for contestation and experimenta-

tion in multilayered, complex governance frameworks (e.g., the EU) than in

smaller, less complex polities (e.g., nation-states). She illustrates this with how

the EU handled the Eurozone crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic. System

complexity thus serves as a condition for robustness.

Finally, scale capacity may enhance governance robustness. Scale capacities

involve the ability of governing systems and processes to integrate and govern

at multiple levels of authority. Where there is a clear division of labor, competi-

tion, or antagonism between two levels of authority, robustness may be ham-

pered. But where scale capacities are compound in nature (i.e., where

institutional resources from multiple levels of authority are easily combined

and orchestrated), robustness may be enhanced (Olsen 2017). To illustrate, EU

member states may be able to govern at one level (or scale) of government while

at the same time integrating and governing across different levels (or scales) of

government (Egeberg & Trondal 2018).

Compound governance may be a condition for robustness in the sense that it

rewards continuums over dichotomies (Ansell & Trondal 2018; Howlett &

Mukherjee 2018). One necessary implication is that robust governance involves
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managing conflicts and tolerating ambiguities as part of the governing system

and process (Orren & Skowronek 2017: 91). In line with public administration

research on hybridity (Emery & Giauque 2014), Egeberg and Trondal (2018)

show how administrative bodies tend to be engaged in coevolving worlds of

executive governance and take on multiple roles or “hats” when practicing

federal law.

A related body of literature characterizes executive governance in terms of

the coexistence of decision-making dynamics (Olsen 2007; Christensen &

Lægreid 2008; Hooghe & Marks 2016). From this perspective, governance

becomes more robust to the extent that it integrates multiple and intertwined

problems, solutions, actors, and decision-making arenas (Shapiro et al. 2006;

Olsen 2007). The contemporary constructivist international relations literature,

for example, finds that international norms rarely die because they are embed-

ded in wider systemic norm structures (Percy& Sandholtz 2022).Whereas most

studies of international norms have studied the lifecycle of single norms, the

robustness of norms is conditioned by their embeddedness in ecologies of

norms. Norms only die when the compound normative cluster or social system

in which they are embedded expires.

Scale capacities also face distinctive challenges. The learning literature

argues that learning processes at one level cannot simply be equated to the

processes on others, and that learning may be biased and patchy (Van Assche

et al. 2022). The trust literature considers compensatory dynamics to be as likely

as congruence dynamics (Proszowska 2021). Finally, the institutionalist litera-

ture argues that polities facing turbulence do not always mobilize multiple

repertoires of responses – decoupling talk and action instead – thereby deterring

the failure of one component (talk) from reverberating across entire systems

(e.g., Brunsson 1989). Scale properties might thus also create barriers to

robustness.

Institution-Level Conditions

Institution-level factors may also trigger or hamper ways of ordering robust-

ness, particularly where turbulence is an endogenous condition of governing

systems and processes (Ansell & Trondal 2018). Trondal and colleagues (2022)

have shown how governing institutions adapt in times of turbulence by setting

processes and mechanisms in motion to foster future adaptability. They suggest

that turbulence, most notably the challenges brought by rising complexity and

uncertainty, acts as drivers for making government institutions search for new

forms of governing that are both responsive and inclusive. Similar levels of

adaptivity are illustrated by Adam and colleagues (2021), who show how policy
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accumulation across policy domains and countries can be driven by endogenous

organizational-level dynamics within a rule system, creating self-reinforcing

patterns of policy accumulation.

Long-term robustness may be triggered by certain organizational and institu-

tional conditions. An organization is a normative structure composed of rules

and roles specifying who is expected to do what and how (Egeberg & Trondal

2018). Organizations regulate actors’ access to decision processes, broadly

define the interests and goals to be pursued, delimit the types of considerations

and alternatives to be treated as relevant, and establish action capacity by

assigning certain tasks to certain roles. Whereas organizational structures are

usually anchored in written texts, institutions often consist of unwritten infor-

mal rules and roles specifying actor identities and senses of belonging (March&

Olsen 1989). These basic constitutive aspects of institutions and organizations

can be expected to influence robustness.

Other institutional and organizational features will also contribute to long-term

stability and adaptability. It is argued that learning from shocks is most likely to

endure in organizations if this learning is embedded in rules and routines (March

et al. 2010). Yet routinizing crisis responses might, in turn, hamper the flexibility

to adapt to new events in the future (e.g., “fighting the last war”). A similar

argument is offered for the analysis of decision-making noise, which is under-

stood as the long-term ability of institutions to mobilize variability, and where

random errors or unwanted variability can render institutions able to respond to

new situations. In contrast, noise reduction potentially leads institutions to “freeze

existing values” (Kahneman et al. 2022: 390). By building flexibility into gov-

erning systems and processes, “new beliefs and values arise . . . that can change

policies over time” (Kahneman et al. 2022: 409, Section 4 in this Element). Such

noise may be preserved by rules encoded in organizational structures.

We investigate five institution-level conditions that may influence the robust-

ness of governance: organizational specialization, organizational affiliation,

organizational complexity and temporality, organizational capacity, and insti-

tutionalization. To understand the relevance of organizational specialization, it

is useful to distinguish between the vertical and horizontal specialization of

governing systems. Vertical specialization entails how tasks are allocated

vertically within or between organizations or governing levels, while horizontal

specialization refers to the division of labor or demarcation between units

operating at roughly the same level in an organizational or political hierarchy.

Robust governance is associated with some level of organizational specializa-

tion and is supported, in particular, by vertically decentralized organizational

structures. Robustness would thus be hampered by low levels of organizational

specialization in general and by organizational centralization in particular.
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Vertically differentiated structures might have several robustness-enhancing

effects. The agencification of government structures, for example, may enable

participatory architectures that mobilize stakeholder groups, mobilize long-

term “epistocratic” actors, and support meritocratic and impartial governance

(Egeberg & Trondal 2018). If they have sufficient capacity and are not captured

by elites, decentered structures may also encourage more customized or con-

text-sensitive policymaking and implementation, enhancing policy robustness.

Yet the flipside of organizational specialization is that it can create policy blind

spots, insufficient organization-wide attention, and policy fragmentation, which

ultimately produce coordination failures (e.g., Egeberg & Trondal 2018; Bach

& Wegrich 2019).

A second institution-level condition is organizational affiliation. A basic

distinction here is between primary and secondary structures. A primary struc-

ture is a “formal” structure in which actors are expected to spend most of their

time and energy, while secondary structures represent part-time venues. While

a ministry department constitutes a ministry official’s primary affiliation, com-

mittees or organized networks represent secondary structures requiring more

episodic participation. Although the impact of secondary structures on decision

behavior is significantly less profound than primary structures (Egeberg 2012),

they represent an important organizational condition for robustness, and the

lack of such structures can hamper robustness. While primary structures focus

on maintaining business as usual, secondary structures can facilitate distributed

experimentation and temporary organizing. Where primary and secondary

structures complement and supplement each other, they are expected to con-

tribute to robust governance.

Secondary structures that mobilize multiple “weak ties” (see Section 3) are

particularly likely to support co-creation processes with stakeholder groups.

This observation also connects to studies of learning in which robustness

implies that governing organizations acquire and process a multidimensional

set of information and escape the “functional stupidity” arising when governing

organizations deliberately ignore complexity (Alvesson & Spicer 2019). Yet

studies also suggest that such processes might involve elements of window

dressing, in which government institutions involve stakeholder groups “at the

lowest rungs of the co-creation ladder” (Scognamiglio et al. 2023: 13).

Secondary structures may add new knowledge to governance systems and

processes that is ignored by primary structures, thus arriving at more robust

governance by reducing cognitive blind spots. Studies of project organizations

(e.g., in the European Commission battery policy) suggest that secondary struc-

tures, such as project teams, may tie primary structures more tightly together,

facilitating common policy agendas and increasing policy coordination across the
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Commission. Evenweak structuresmay thus have a significant bearing on overall

governance robustness. Studies suggest that networked organizations can induce

actors to not only think short-term about finishing projects but also about long-

term project survival (Van Assche et al. 2022). Another type of secondary

structure, Interstitial bodies, operates between established governmental, non-

governmental, and intergovernmental organizations, providing action capacity in

policy spheres characterized by legal or political constraints (Bátora 2021).

Farrell and Héritier (2007) show that the inefficiencies of formal rules create

demand for interstitial bodies, which may encourage robustness by tapping into

and recombining the resources of multiple institutional domains (Bátora 2021).

However, while secondary structures may enhance coordination, it is often

confined to a specific sector or issue area. In this case, interstitial bodies may

hamper robust action by reducing coordination that spans such bodies.

The strength of weak institutions, such as secondary structures, also relates to

the flexibility of designing and redesigning them. Collaborative platforms are

“organization[s] or programs[s] with dedicated competencies, institutions, and

resources, for facilitating the creation and success of multiple or ongoing

collaborative projects or networks” (Ansell & Gash 2018: 5). Although they

are often lean institutions, they may acquire a degree of institutionalization and

governing capacity over time, particularly if based on relatively stable patterns

of administrative collaboration. Such platforms often operate in the interstices

and help to generate connections across policy sectors, types of actors, func-

tional areas, and fields of expertise, thereby possibly forming the robust public

governance building blocks. Di Feo and Martino (2022) illustrate the argument

by studying how networked structures enable public–private partnerships in the

context of critical infrastructure protection. Similarly, Scott and colleagues

(2022) examine the sustainability of collaborative project-based networks in

times of turbulence. They show how Australian government initiatives address

complex societal problems by funding projects underpinned by collaborative

networks.

A third institution-level condition is organizational complexity and tempor-

ality. Deliberately designing complex organizational structures that mobilize

actors with varied preferences, values, and normative standards may introduce

requisite agility into governing systems and processes. Although competing or

incompatible principles can create complex choice architectures for actors, they

can also make them aware of and attentive to multiple preferences, conflicts,

concerns, and considerations, such as political loyalty, due processes,

Rechtsstaat values, openness, transparency, stakeholder inclusion, predictabil-

ity, service quality, responsiveness, efficiency, and effectiveness (e.g., March &

Olsen 1995). Hybrid organizational designs can introduce multidimensional
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conflict structures into the governance system and combine components from

various organizational forms. They can introduce both “innovation” and

“chaos” into the governing process, encouraging lateral thinking, competing

concerns, and coexisting normative standards (see also Section 4).

Organizational complexity tends to lead to loosely coupled governance

systems, which can produce “garbage can” decision-making processes and

surprising results (March & Olsen 1976). But “organized anarchy” may also

encourage discovery or innovation, breaking the bonds of groupthink and

building bridges across policy domains. It may create conditions that favor

improvisation: the absence of consistent and shared goals, trial-and-error learn-

ing, shifting attention, and fluid participation (Ansell & Trondal

2017). Similarly, Collier and Esteban (1999: 173) argue that “the survival of

organizations in a turbulent environment depends precisely on the extent to

which freedom can be harnessed creatively in purposeful and responsive inter-

action with a changing environment.”

A fourth institution-level condition is organizational capacity, which is

often expressed by the existence of departments, units, or positions devoted

to a particular policy area. The idea is that in an information-rich world,

systematic interest articulation, problem attention, and problem-solving all

depend on the degree to which the organizational capacity underpins such

activities. Organizational capacities are vital for governing systems and pro-

cesses to mobilize systematic attention to anticipate the unexpected.

Organizational capacities create resources for the anticipation of surprises

and for collaboration and coordination (Ansell & Trondal 2018; Ansell et al.

2021). The European Commission illustrates this, where increased politico-

administrative capacities at the executive helm have enhanced its ability to

coordinate and reduce fragmentation within the organization. Improved

coordination has in turn increased the capacity of the Commission to produce

coordinated policy packages, such as the EU “Green Deal.” By contrast, as the

interviews conducted by the authors of this Element indicate, the small size of

the World Trade Organization secretariat threatens the long-term robustness

of the organization.

Robustness, moreover, may require a balanced structuring of organizing

capacities (e.g., between centralization and decentralization). Essentially, bal-

anced structural arrangements safeguard robustness, conceived of as “good

governance,” which is interpreted here to involve reconciling multiple highly

valued but competing concerns, such as political/democratic steering (majority

rule), expertise, and the inclusion of stakeholder groups (meritocracy), and the

impartial application of law (legality) (e.g., Olsen 2010; Rothstein 2012;

Egeberg & Trondal 2018).
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One key balancing act is between the quest for executive order (e.g.,

centralized political steering) and bureaucratic autonomy. This tension is

observed in how the near-universal call for increased executive order (OECD

2021) collides with the worldwide agencification of government systems,

which is causing administrative bodies to become increasingly autonomous.

Studies show how the organization of regulatory tasks at arm’s length from

the parent ministry (“vertical specialization”) tends to modify but not elim-

inate political control within a government portfolio. Agency officials pay

significantly less attention to signals from executive politicians than their

counterparts within ministerial (cabinet-level) departments, but must often

maneuver to maintain bureaucratic autonomy in the face of persistent execu-

tive pressure (Egeberg & Trondal 2018). Achieving a balance between

executive order and bureaucratic autonomy thus represents a challenge for

governance robustness.

A fifth institution-level condition relates to institutionalization. Whereas

organizational conditions focus on structural elements, institutional conditions

include a wider palette of variables that also include unwritten and uncodified

elements infused “with value beyond the technical requirement of the task at

hand” (Selznick 1957: 17). Viewing organizations as institutions implies think-

ing of them as “living” adaptive systems that modify their institutional periph-

eries to preserve their institutional cores (March & Olsen 1995). It also leads to

thinking about how organizational cultures can both support and hinder robust-

ness. For example, a strong organizational culture limiting cognitive horizons

can reduce robustness (Zegart 2009), but a culture of improvisation that rewards

flexible adaptation through call-and-response dynamics can enhance it (Ansell

& Trondal 2018).

To achieve robustness in living institutions, reforms of peripheral elements of

the institution must coexist and coevolve along with a stable core of institutional

elements (Selznick 1957). As such, we might envisage robustness as the ability

of governing systems and processes to maintain requisite continuity of their

institutional character while reforming peripheral institutional elements. This

would build flexibility into institutional development, with imprinted institu-

tional birthmarks remaining stable over time while less central elements are

adopted or discarded as necessary to meet specific contingencies (Pierson

2004).

The robustness of institutional reforms would, moreover, require that such

reforms survive a “compatibility test” (March & Olsen 1995): Reforms with

a sufficient level of compatibility with institutional histories are more likely to

be accepted and survive than those that are considered incompatible. If the

compatibility test is not passed, governing systems and processes may still

65Robust Governance in Turbulent Times

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/9

78
10

09
43

30
06

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009433006


move forward by institutionally decoupling talk, decision, and action (Brunsson

1989; Scognamiglio et al. 2023). Similar patterns are observed in the politics of

the legitimation of governing institutions, where robustness is characterized by

balancing the short-term problem-solving of urgent problems with the long-

term maintenance of legitimacy (Lord et al. 2022).

Actor-Level Conditions

Finally, robustness is also an endogenous, actor-level property that targets the

capacity and skills needed to learn and adapt. This section discusses three such

elements for robust action (see also Section 3): robustness and representative-

ness; robustness and leadership; and robustness, preferences, identities, and

trust.

Robustness and representativeness: Robustness is triggered by requisite

demographic variety in the staff of organizations and hampered by demographic

uniformity. This argument is outlined in the socialization literature, which

associates human behavior with the time in life when people acquire their

attitudes, perceptions, ideas, loyalties, and identifications. This literature har-

bors two distinct viewpoints brought forward by different sets of scholars. First,

one strand of literature advocates a central role for so-called “pre-socialization,”

meaning that individuals are socialized into specific attitudes and preferences

largely in childhood and adolescence (early pre-socialization). Family back-

grounds are understood as key drivers of the socialization process (Hyman

1959; Franklin 2004; Andrews et al. 2015). Late pre-socialization can also

occur through higher education and professional training (Christensen &

Lægreid 2009). A second strand of literature attributes a key role to organiza-

tional resocialization, meaning that individuals are affected by the characteris-

tics of the organizational environment in which they find themselves during

their career (March & Olsen 1984).

Both perspectives assume that governing organizations can potentially mod-

ify individuals’ preferences and attitudes in line with the prevailing bureaucratic

culture and identity. However, this is unlikely to work equally well under all

conditions. Geys et al. (2023) argue that organizational resocialization is more

likely in organizations with high resocialization potential, which is higher in

stable than unstable organizational structures. Robustness triggered by demo-

graphic variation is therefore more likely to materialize where decision prem-

ises supported by permanent and stable organizational capacities are prioritized

(March 1988: 3). Resocialization is less likely to work in situations character-

ized by weak and ambiguous mandates or where there is a lack of clarity and

certainty in terms of expectations or appropriate courses of action. In short, the
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causal impact of demographic variation on robustness is conditioned by organ-

izational instability.

Robustness and leadership: The literature shows that managers may (re)

structure organizational resources, thereby creating the conditions for robust-

ness. This is illustrated in a study of organizational dynamics between the

automobile manufacturer Lamborghini and its parent owner, Audi AG (Dattée

et al. 2022). The study suggests that the autonomy of Lamborghini is bilateral,

dialectic, dynamic, and renegotiated between the managers of both companies.

Whereas much of the organizational autonomy literature offers a static analysis,

this study offers observations on its dynamics and how the robustness of the

resources and autonomy of the organization are subject to actor-level negoti-

ations and orchestration over time. The “coordination dilemma” between the

two organizations is thus subject to managerial intervention on both sides of the

relationship. Robust governance is thus triggered through the mutual interaction

of organizational managers over time (Dattée et al. 2022).

Robustness and preferences, identities, and trust: Governance is driven by

actors’ preferences for future states of affairs, and governmental actors try to

anticipate foreseeable impacts and craft robust policy design consistent with

perceived desired outcomes. This line of thinking relates to research on antici-

patory governance, which finds that citizen willingness to comply with and even

support governmental measures is shaped by their personal perceptions of

fairness, solidarity, and the sense of belonging to a community (Degner &

Leuffen 2022; Mizrahi et al. 2022). Studies of solidarity during the COVID-

19 pandemic, however, also suggest that the durability of solidarity is associated

with the governance resources backing government measures (Boonstrata et al.

2022). These findings suggest that a behavioral social science approach should

be integrated with rights-based considerations: Citizens mobilized and rallied

around their rights during the COVID-19 pandemic were not willing to comply

with all government measures (Scognamiglio et al. 2023).

The general levels of citizen trust in governments and toward other actors, as

well as more specific levels of trust, also shape their willingness to adapt to

policy solutions provided by the government. Trust acts as a lubricant for a well-

oiled robust-governance machine, creating a psychological citizens–represen-

tatives link, providing legitimacy for leaders to govern effectively, increasing

citizen rule compliance, and helping to solve collective action problems. Low

political trust is associated with increasing electoral volatility, the rise of

challenger parties, and an undermining of stable democratic rules (Bauer et al.

2021). Studies suggest that citizens struggle to navigate the complexities of

political reality, often applying mental shortcuts when evaluating their govern-

ments (Hobolt & Tilley 2014). Trust in a particular government might not
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necessarily relate to the quality and actions of a particular government but to the

more abstract perception of the quality of the government (Dominioni et al.

2020).

Robustness also has a symbolic dimension. Frigotto and Frigotto (2022)

examine the effects of symbols in public organizations. By studying Italian

opera over a 100-year period, they show how opera houses cope with uncer-

tainty concerning their relevance over time. Their observations suggest that

public organizations that survive and display robustness tend to be character-

ized by symbolic significance that draws political consent. Opera houses

perceived as symbolically important and as having positive reputations were

found to be more robust over time than those lacking reputation and political

appeal.

Avenues for Design

Building a bridge from analyzing governance robustness to the practitioners’

world of handling robustness in turbulent times, we ask if systemic-level,

institution-level, and actor-level conditions for robust governance are subject

to design. This concluding section briefly considers the possibilities for design-

ing the systemic-, institution-, and actor-level conditions of robust governance.

Very broadly, we may think of this issue as bounded between two contrasting

perspectives on design: reform-optimistic and reform-pessimistic approaches,

which incorporate orthogonal temporal reform horizons. A reform-optimistic

approach encompasses an institution- and actor-level focus on short-term pos-

sibilities for endogenously modifying the organizational tools of governance.

A reform-pessimistic approach refers to a systemic-level approach focusing on

the long-term difficulties of modifying governing cultures and norms. March

and Olsen (1989) famously argued that long-term courses of action tend to be

characterized by incremental adaptation to changing problems in which old

solutions are applied to new problems.

Organizational designers seeking to design a polity in accordance with an

architectonic design and envisioning themselves as polity engineers often find

themselves in situations they have not envisioned. Willful design and orderly

reform are constrained by many factors: ambiguities, the stickiness of existing

organizational arrangements, institutional fads and fashions, shifting and com-

peting goals, short attention spans, limited capacity to monitor processes, and

a history of previous conflict that could reemerge at any time (cf. Pierson 2004;

March 2008). Reforms are also sometimes characterized by the codification of

developments that have already taken place (March & Olsen 1989: 114) or

involve sensemaking and meaning-formation based on perceptions of self and
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identity (March & Olsen 1989). In addition, long-term pessimism with regards

to designing robust governance might reflect the contested nature of political

systems and their institutions and their relationship with society at large.

Deciding which institutional elements to preserve or to discard is always tricky

and depends on the distribution of power and what is politically feasible; not

only desirable.

Despite these design challenges, organizations do not develop arbitrarily.

Local and stepwise reforms, each of which may be considered desirable and

sensible, may be driven by local rationalities and may add up to form a type of

polity that nobody envisaged. A reform-optimistic approach, therefore, focuses

on deliberate intervention and change through the design of institution-level and

actor-level conditions. Institution-level conditions for design emphasize how

decision processes and human behavior respond to a set of organizational

routines that may be deliberately (re)designed (Cyert & March 1963). Stable

premises for behavioral choices are past experiences encoded in rules and

expressed in the organizational structure of a government apparatus (Olsen

2017). Organizational characteristics are, therefore, likely to variously enable

and constrain organizations and governing systems, making some organiza-

tional choices more likely than others. Organizational redesign will also affect

and systematically redirect the attention structure or choice architecture of

decision-makers. Structural reforms thus bias the set of choice alternatives

available to actors in the short run, which will bias their perceptions of robust

action.

6 Key Points, Practical Implications, and Future Research
Avenues

This Element claims that turbulence and robustness are closely linked con-

cepts, both of which help researchers and practitioners to understand and act in

a world where unpredictable dynamics have gone from being exceptional to

a normal state of affairs. The turbulence concept enables us to understand the

highly disruptive challenges to public governance that we are currently

experiencing, and the robustness concept provides a response that stresses

the need to adapt and innovate the modus operandi of the public sector in order

to maintain some of its core public functions, goals, and values, or organiza-

tional architectures in the midst of turbulence. The Element thus embraces the

idea that some forms of change are necessary to preserve a measure of

stability. In this concluding section, we shall first summarize the key points

of our argument before drawing out some practical implications and laying out

some future research avenues.
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Key Points

Section 1 argued that the COVID-19 pandemic serves as a magnifying glass,

revealing the crisis-induced turbulence confronting public governors and

prompting their search for governance responses that take us beyond the

conservative longing to preserve the status quo ex ante (resilience) and the

progressive preference for radical and restless innovation that risks throwing

the baby out with the bathwater (agility). The responses to the COVID-19

pandemic, as well as the institutionalized practices of many crisis management

organizations, show how robust governance aiming to “change to preserve”

provides a welcome alternative to both resilience and agility.

Section 2 showed how turbulence became a scientific concept in the field of

fluid mechanics in the early twentieth century. It then entered the vocabulary of

a broad range of scientific disciplines, including the social sciences, where it

describes a situation in which cascading and interrelated social, natural, eco-

nomic, and political events, demands, and developments unexpectedly create

unpredictable temporal dynamics that jeopardize the preservation of core func-

tions, goals, and values of society or deeply ingrained organizational architec-

tures. Hence, what the concept of turbulence adds to the notion of wicked

problems is a temporal dimension of variability and unpredictability that raises

the stakes for public governors who must deal with societal turmoil in high-

uncertainty situations with short response times.

While the turbulence and crisis concepts do much of the same conceptual

work by emphasizing the governance challenge of irregularity, turmoil, and

disruption, we argue that the two concepts are different, albeit contingently

related. While turbulence is often enduring, resulting from a distributed inter-

action of events and developments that organizations must learn to live with,

crises are punctuated events that constitute a threat to systemic reproduction.

The accumulation of turbulence fueled by maladaptive responses may trigger

a crisis, and an uncontained crisis that continues to spill over into new areas may

spur turbulence. Nevertheless, both turbulence and crisis may exist independ-

ently of one another.

Section 3 scrutinized the concept of robustness, which has a wide application

across the natural, technical, and social sciences, where it is seen to enhance

stability and order amidst dynamic disorder and to allow processes to stay on

track despite perturbations through the activation of various fail-safe and

adjustment mechanisms. As such, robustness can be defined generically as the

ability of a particular unit to continue upholding some core functions, purposes,

and values and/or maintaining key structural or operational architectures in the

face of disruptive perturbations bymeans of flexible adaptation and/or proactive
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innovation. Based on this generic definition, governance robustness can be

defined as the ability of public governors to ensure the formulation and imple-

mentation of effective and legitimate public value solutions in response to

heightened turbulence through the adaptation and innovation of public policy,

regulation, and service production. Robust governance hinges on the robust

activity of manifold public actors, but the actions of public leaders are particu-

larly important since they condition the ability of other actors to adapt and

innovate in response to turbulent problems.

Section 4 presented a range of robustness strategies that public governors can

draw from and combine in different ways when responding to turbulence that

creates turmoil, shortens response times, and accentuates uncertainty. The

available robustness strategies prompt public governors to hold something in

their back pocket; keep their options open; prepare to be surprised; stay ready to

adapt; scale their responses; recombine, reuse, and repurpose tools; be ready to

improvise, probe, and learn; and rapidly convene and build trust. While the

strategies overlap considerably, each seems to add something distinct to the

ability of public governors to respond robustly to heightened turbulence.

Platform organizations that rapidly assemble and support purpose-built task

forces, networks, partnerships, and so on, can offer a suitable architecture

capable of scaffolding the selection, application, and combination of different

robustness strategies.

Section 5 explored the conditions supporting robust adaptation and innovation

in the face of turbulence. We distinguished between three basic levels of condi-

tions that are relevant for the design of robust governance: systemic-level,

institution-level, and actor-level conditions. System-level conditions include the

unfreezing of governance systems, polity capacities such as structural differenti-

ation, the ability to scale up and down, and hybrid and compound policy

structures and norms. Institution-level conditions include organizational special-

ization, affiliation, complexity, temporality, balanced capacities, and degrees of

institutionalization. Finally, actor-level conditions comprise representative

administration, proactive leadership, and trust. Pinpointing the necessary, coex-

isting, and coevolving conditions for robust governance, the section also argues

that institutional and actor-level conditions for robust governance are particularly

crucial for the future ability to improve robust action by way of design.

Practical Implications

Our scholarly account of how heightened societal turbulence can be met by

robust-governance responses has some clear consequences for practitioners

associated with the public sector.
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The first consequence is that public governors must accept that turbulence is

the normal condition and abandon the dream of long stretches of stable govern-

ance where new political goals are defined and new policies are formulated and

implemented with little or no disruption. Turbulence cannot be dismissed as

a passing nuisance that will go away and allow public governors to return to

business as usual. Spells of heightened turbulence have become a near-chronic

condition for public governance, meaning that public governors must ask

themselves how they can continue to uphold key public functions, achieve

important policy goals, and respect the normative foundations of the public

sector. They must likely abandon the one-sided focus on compliance and

efficiency and pursue adaptability and innovation, the two key ingredients of

robust governance.

The pursuit of robust governance requires the development of a new mindset,

defined as beliefs that shape how you make sense of the world and yourself

(Yeager & Dweck 2012). Hence, public governors must develop a robust mind-

set: one that allows them to face turbulence without wavering, flexibly adapt

policies, regulations, and services, and proactively innovate solutions to match

the unpredictable dynamics in their organization and its external environment.

Adapting existing solutions to new conditions in a volatile environment

requires a flexible mindset. A fixed mindset avoids challenges and refuses to

deviate from the set path. A flexible mindset calmly observes sudden changes,

considers the available room for maneuver for adaptation, and is unafraid to

suggest changes to existing mechanisms, routines, and services in response to

unpredictable dynamics. A flexible mindset is akin to what is often referred to as

a “growth mindset” guided by the belief that one’s skills and competences are

malleable and can and will change in tandem with changes in governance and

external contexts (Dweck 2016).

A robust mindset must not only be flexible but also innovative in the sense of

welcoming innovation (Barlach 2021). An innovative mindset will tend to focus

on the creation of value for citizens and society at large, even in situations of

crisis and social, political, and economic constraints. It will be open to inputs

that can help to better understand the problems and challenges at hand and

inspire the development of new solutions. It puts a premium on creativity and

the ability to imagine that there is more than one way of achieving a particular

function, goal, or value. It accepts that failure is frequent but aims to fail quickly

and inexpensively by developing and testing small-scale prototypes before

scaling up. It supports experience- and dialogue-based learning. Finally, an

innovative mindset is visionary in the sense of pursuing grand visions while

knowing that the road may be long and winding and full of sudden problems

calling for the invention of new solutions on the fly.
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An additional set of qualities of a robust mindset can be gleaned from the

different robustness strategies that tend to presuppose a new way of thinking.

The new and important qualities inherent to a robust mindset can be condensed

into seven dictums:

1. Think of slack and redundancies as valuable resources rather than waste.

2. Value strategic openness that expands future options.

3. Think in the future and be prepared for surprises.

4. Praise exceptional rules and requisite variety.

5. Think in modules and repurposing.

6. Look for resources that can be mobilized if necessary.

7. Improvise instead of panicking.

8. Value and cultivate trust-based relationships.

Public governors engaged in robust governance must regularly evaluate what

works, when, and why. Experiential learning is key to improving robust gov-

ernance, but learning retention is challenging when the pressure from one spell

of crisis-induced turbulence lifts. Nevertheless, learning and learning retention

are crucial, since it only takes a split second before the next wave of turbulence

may arrive from unpredicted directions. Learning retention is most effective

when lessons learned are institutionalized as new practices or, even better, into

institutional reforms that improve the systemic, organizational, and actor-related

conditions for robust governance.

Perhaps the most important reform that public governors can pursue is the

formation of organizational platforms that make it easy to form task forces,

networks, and partnerships involving relevant and affected actors in diagnosing

turbulent problems and designing and implementing robust solutions. In add-

ition, barriers to adaptation and innovation must be removed, and organizational

and leadership capacities for adaptation and innovation must be enhanced.

Finally, early warning systems, hybrid forms of governance, and interactive

forms of multilevel governance must be strengthened to support robust-

governance responses.

Future Research Avenues

This Element has set out to open a new field of research that systematically

explores the emergence and impact of societal turbulence and seeks to under-

stand what it takes to produce robust responses that are both effective in the

sense of upholding key functions, goals, and values, as well as legitimate in the

sense of generating widespread popular support. Our modest contribution is to

define and unpack the concepts of turbulence and robustness and to insist on
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their interrelation. More workmust be done to fully understand the intricacies of

robust governance in turbulent times.

First, we call upon social science researchers to conceptually clarify the

distinction and relation between crisis and turbulence, and to subsequently

analyze the value-added of the turbulence–robustness conceptual doublet in

studies of societal crises that are normally studied through the lens of crisis

management. One telling difference is that while public governors tend to

believe that they can solve crises by launching the ultimate crisis package that

averts the threat from leading to collapse, the new focus on turbulence helps us

to understand the need for iterative rounds of adaptive interventions and

proactive innovations in the face of unpredictable dynamics.

A second task is to expand and refine the repertoire of robustness strategies

and explore their practical usage. This task is also geared toward theorizing,

asking: Are some strategies more useful than others under different conditions?

What strategies may be purposefully combined and with what result? More

studies of robust-governance action are required, which will demand a more

precise operationalization of the various robustness strategies and an attempt to

model their impact. Our hunch is that many public governors are already de

facto using many of the robustness strategies. Still, shedding light on their

reasons for choosing a particular set of robustness strategies – and then perhaps

shifting to another set of strategies – will help us to understand government

action in troubled times.

A third task is to explore the conditioning role of interactive multilevel

governance, hybridization of governance tools, and negotiated societal intelli-

gence for robust governance. Ideally, we call for both cross-sectional compara-

tive case studies of large numbers of empirical cases and the use of qualitative

comparative analysis to identify different constellations of factors supporting

robust governance, together with longitudinal research designs enabling the

investigation of the temporal unfolding of robust governance in turbulent times.

A fourth task is to study the short- and long-term impacts of robust govern-

ance when compared to instances of the lack of robust governance. Whether

governance responses are robust will only be discernible after some time, where

we can assess whether particular public functions, goals, and values, or perhaps

basic structures were upheld. Since it will be difficult to ascertain what exactly

led to robustness because many different conditioning and intermediate vari-

ables may enter the equation, longitudinal research strategies are required.

Moreover, impact studies should also examine the trade-offs between effective-

ness and legitimacy and other possible normative yardsticks.

A final task is to build bridges between scholarship and practice by discover-

ing pathways to robust governance in turbulent environments, which may
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enable practitioners to design governance architectures amenable to robust

governance. The task is to scrutinize how political leaders can maintain trust-

worthiness and reputation while constantly adjusting and innovating their

governance responses in the face of unpredictable and unfolding dynamics.

Hence, if the general public expects steadfast public leaders who have a firm

grip on the situation, know what they should do, and stick to their plan, the

pragmatic twists and turns in public governance in turbulent times may be

interpreted as wavering or – worse – as incompetence. Hence, the study of

crisis communication must factor into how elected politicians and administra-

tive leaders sell changing solutions in response to an unstable world.
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