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For several decades, stakeholder engagement in climate

change decision-making has been well chronicled. Recently

there have been renewed calls for governments to be agents of

climate change policy innovation. However, an overlooked

actor is the bureaucracy, particularly the degree of autonomy in

relation to elected politicians. This paper argues that successful

climate change policy will depend on finding the right balance

of stakeholder engagement and bureaucratic autonomy, which

we label the ‘sweet spot.’ To make this claim, we introduce and

discuss recent advances in three areas in the public

management literature. First, we discuss how a public value

perspective provides a valuable lens to understand why the

sweet spot matters. Second, we develop a framework for

identifying the sweet spot by building on recent stakeholder

and bureaucratic autonomy literature. Third, the role of

procedural policy instruments that could potentially facilitate

the sweet spot is discussed.
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Introduction
In light of a growing demand for innovative solutions to

address increasingly complex environmental issues, the

climate change governance literature is influenced by two

main assumptions: increasing stakeholder engagement

leads to better outcomes, and government-based involve-

ment is typically a top-down phenomenon. This article

challenges these assumptions and argues that effective

and successful climate change governance demands that

stakeholder engagement and bureaucratic autonomy be
www.sciencedirect.com 
tailored to specific contexts. One explanation for the

unbalanced perspective is that public management schol-

arship continues to play a minimal role in the climate

change field [1,2�]. Swilling also notes that despite the

pressure for governments to address critical issues like

climate change, very few in the environmental sector

know-how state systems work [3,4]. This disciplinary

divide overlooks the concept of bureaucratic autonomy,

which is concerned mainly with an agency’s discretion

from elected and appointed political officials and the

extent that they can independently decide for themselves

about critical issues.

This knowledge gap may negatively affect climate

change decision-making, specifically the increased risk

of governance failures such as collective action and legit-

imization problems caused when public and private actors

fail to deliver an optimal policy formulation or implemen-

tation process [5]. Thus, an important consideration to

this research and the focus of this paper is determining

the optimal balance between stakeholder involvement

and bureaucratic autonomy. To do so, we examine three

themes derived from the public management literature

that informs our approach.

� Central is determining the stakeholder involvement-

bureaucratic autonomy ‘sweet spot’ unique to each

country.

� We introduce a modified version of Moore’s strategic

public value triangle as a framework accounting for the

context of bureaucratic autonomy in climate change

governance. It forms the context for the sweet spot.

� In order to navigate the ‘sweet spot’ within a country’s

climate change policy sector, potential policy proce-

dural instruments are identified. They range from the

funding of stakeholder groups, policy innovation labs,

and inquiry commissions. They activate procedural

policy mechanisms that facilitate the sweet spot.

We begin by briefly describing the literature on stake-

holder engagement and bureaucratic autonomy, both of

which have developed without any systematic integration

within the climate change field.

Stakeholder engagement and the environment
Since the early 1990s, a large body of social science liter-

ature has assigned a vital role to stakeholders in the deci-

sion-making process [6]. The nature of these relationships

has been extensively examined broadly and within an

environmental context [7–9]. Greater societal involvement
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2 Future directions in environmental sustainability
in policymaking is often a goal in and of itself, with the

intent of increasing democratic responsiveness and the

legitimacy of decisions [10]. Stakeholders, specifically

those actors directly affected by environmental impacts,

may include industry, businesses, consultants, not-for-

profit organizations, and individual citizens. The roles of

stakeholders in public service delivery are reflected in all

stages of the policy process, particularly in co-initiating, co-

designing, and co-implementing societally relevant

responses to climate change. Figure 1 summarizes three

popular dimensions of stakeholder participation, namely

inclusivity, the intensity of decision-making, and the level

of authority and power [11�].

Some acknowledge that how stakeholder engagement

contributes to policy processes and outcomes remains

poorly understood [12]. Others assume that two-way

collaborations are driven either from the ‘bottom-up’

(community-led) or are ‘top-down’ (agency or expert-

led). However, what is often overlooked is that govern-

ment agencies possess autonomy, are aware of local con-

ditions, and have bottom-up processes of their own.

Governments can exert a tremendous amount of influence

on the type and level of democratic engagement. Studies

show that the attitude of administrators and politicians

towards involving citizens as valuable partners is sometimes

limited, thus not stimulating their involvement [13,14].

Some detractors are critical that stakeholder engagement

is sometimes cynically used as a symbolic act with the lowest

possible engagement [15]. Empirical evidence points to a

long-term growing disillusionment with the quality and

quantity of these participation efforts [16].

Some administrative traditions are not conducive to incor-

porating stakeholder interests and goals into the policy

process. Particularly in these cases, where there are such

tensions, administrators are risk-averse, and stakeholders

can be unpredictable or unreliable [17]. For example,
Figure 1
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stakeholder engagement will differ in more closed bureau-

cracies (Canada) than in countries with open bureaucracies

(Netherlands) [18]. This well-developed literature intro-

ducesbureaucratic autonomyandthe inroads somescholars

have made in the environmental field.

Climate change bureaucratic autonomy:
bringing the state in, yet again
The role of the state, specifically bureaucratic autonomy,

has received relatively limited coverage across the envi-

ronmental policy field [19]. Some bureaucratic autonomy

case studies have examined the ‘environmentalization’ of

mining [20], US land management, clean air policymak-

ing [21], and hazardous management [22]. Recently, there

has been a renewed interest in governments’ role as

potential agents for policy innovation and entrepreneur-

ialism. Inspired by the economic historian Karl Polanyi’s

thesis about the interventionist role of the liberal state as

indispensable for market society [23], Mazzucato’s

‘mission-oriented’ recommendations for EU innovation

policy stressed the need to reinvigorate capacity building

within the state, specifically the role of the bureaucracy

and the expertise that they can offer [24]. This approach

points to government agencies often overlooked analyti-

cal, organizational, and political expertise, capacity, and

experience dealing with decision-makers [25,26,27��].
The degree to which government agencies and the pro-

fessionals within them function independently of politi-

cal influences has been well developed in the public

management literature [28]. We argue that public ser-

vants involved in environmental policymaking and imple-

mentation may need to be shielded from the involvement

of political actors (elected and appointed officials), but in

other countries, they may be subordinate with regard to

the larger climate change goals [29].

Bureaucratic autonomy has been measured using socio-

logical and principal-agent approaches (e.g. an agency’s

management and policymaking capacity, relative
tensity  
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Bureaucratic autonomy and stakeholder engagement climate change sweet spot Wellstead and Biesbroek 3
freedom from structural, financial, legal constraints

imposed by the central government) [30]. Others have

developed widely used taxonomies considering such

variables as an agency’s administrative cohesion, admin-

istrative differentiation, the autonomy of action, statu-

tory powers, and administrative resources [31��,32]. Fig-

ure 2 summarizes three common dimensions from the

bureaucratic autonomy literature, namely the role of

bureaucrats in the policy process, their legal powers,

and internal organizational dynamics. These dimensions

can be measured by the formal legal, or conventional

distance a public organization has from direct political

influence.

The context for bureaucratic autonomy and
the sweet spot: public value
Before discussing the sweet spot, we highlight why

public value is important for understanding bureau-

cratic autonomy in a larger context. Originally, Mark

Moore sought to develop an approach in which the ‘aim

of managerial work in the public sector is to create

public value just as the aim of managerial work in the

private sector is to create private value.’ [33] Over the

past 25 years, public value has been subject to much

development and spirited debate [34]. However, there

are three key common guiding points. First public

value focuses on how public managers, with some

degree of independence, can develop normative con-

sensus about ‘the rights, benefits, and prerogatives to

which citizens should (and should not) be entitled.

Second, it maps out the obligations of citizens, the

state, and the relationship between them. Third, it

provides the principles  on which governments and

policies  should be based.’ [35] Central to Moore’s

scholarship is a ‘strategic triangle’ of public value
Figure 2
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consisting of (1) producing valued outcomes and doing

so within the constraints of (2) available resources and

capability, and (3) the authorizing environment of for-

mal and informal jurisdiction, legal frameworks, and

mandates. Common indicators of public value include a

wide variety of outcomes, including but are limited to

trust and legitimacy, service delivery quality, and effi-

ciency [36]. The links with public values in the envi-

ronmental sector have rarely been made despite the

conceptual overlaps in the sustainability literature. For

example, the well-known United Nations Sustainable

Development Goals (SDGs) can be considered a mea-

surable public value that public managers can advocate

[37,38]. National governments have committed to

adopting SDGs, but it is the civil service that is respon-

sible for analysis, policy integration, and reporting of

them. Coffey acknowledges concepts unique to the

environmental sector, including the nature of public

goods, transboundary problems, complexity and uncer-

tainty, irreversibility, temporal and spatial variability,

administrative fragmentation, and regulatory interven-

tion pose challenges to developing an environmental

public value approach; this may have detracted any

attention from public management field [39�].

Figure 3 takes up this challenge and presents a slightly

modified version of the public value strategic triangle.

The authorizing environment provides the context for the

sweet spot between bureaucratic autonomy and stake-

holder autonomy discussed below. Other factors include

but are not limited to administrative traditions, policy

regimes, resource allocation, and political values. These

influence and are influenced by both the public values

and the operational capacity. In addition to policy capac-

ity discussed above, operational capacity can include
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Figure 3
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Bureaucratic Autonomy, the Sweet Spot, and the ‘Strategic Triangle of Public Value’.
organizational capacity, skills, partnerships, and

highlighted later, and the role of procedural policy mech-

anisms. Finally, our modification includes the role of

policy design, policy mixes, and civil servants’ role in

influencing substantive policy instruments. Changing

public values correspond to what Hall [40] and others

refer to an as third-order high level and abstract changes

and influence concrete policy instruments and their on-

the-ground settings and calibrations [41–43].
Figure 4
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Finding the stakeholder engagement –
bureaucratic autonomy ‘Sweet Spot’
Bureaucratic autonomy is embedded within long-stand-

ing ‘administrative traditions’ — the historically based set

of values, structures, and relationships with other institu-

tions that define the nature of appropriate public admin-

istration [44�]. Administrative traditions are entrenched in

legal, administrative, and cultural institutions and are

shaped through reconfirming civil servants’ activities.
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Figure 5

Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability

Procedural policy mechanisms [64].
While research attention has focused on western tradi-

tions (e.g. Scandinavian, Germanic, Napoleonic, and

Anglo-American), the concept can be globally applied

[45]. In addition, various policy styles are rooted in

administrative traditions across different fields (e.g. agri-

culture, climate change, forestry, water resources) [46].

They refer to the long-term configurations of specific

processes of interactions among policy actors combined

with the inclusiveness of decision-making [47]. The

patterns of long-term behavior and decision-making

within these traditions and policy styles are somewhat

institutionalized and fixed [48��].

Stakeholder engagement, while more variable, also

tends to be static over the long term and typically

considered an essential characteristic of administrative

traditions [49]. An important aspect of stakeholder

engagement is how the relationship between the state

and society is institutionalized. For example, in societal

systems that are typically more network orientated, such

as many Northern European countries, the state is

closely bound to society, thereby traditionally preferring

active stakeholder engagement. Other systems, for
Figure 6

Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability

Examples of procedural policy instruments to facilitate the sweet spot.
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example, those where the state-society relation is more

clientelistic (e.g. Latin America), corporatist (e.g.

Netherlands), or through social contracts (e.g. UK),

can have implications on the preferred type of stake-

holder engagement. Simply advocating for increased

stakeholder engagement and bureaucratic autonomy

could potentially lead to poor policy design outcomes

because such a universal prescription will lead to mis-

alignment between institutionalized practices and pro-

posed policy innovations.

We argue that, rather than advocating for high intensity

(top right cell) in Figure 4, the desired research strategy

should be a combination of stakeholder engagement and

bureaucratic autonomy that reflects the specific adminis-

trative tradition and policy regime. Each of the cell’s

labels corresponds to well-known configurations in the

policy literature that were first developed in the early

1990s [50]. Iron triangles, which originate in the US,

indicate well-organized relationships among the congres-

sional committees, the bureaucracy, and interest groups

[51,52]. Concertation relationships suggest a limited

degree of autonomy between a small group of stake-

holders and government officials who collaborate on an

equal footing [53]. In clientele pluralist arrangements,

various groups often organize themselves to work out

their differences, engage in the process of making policy

trade-offs, develop a consensus position, and possess a

considerable degree of autonomy [54]. Issue networks tend

to contain a broader range and an unpredictable number

of actors devoted to the issues and not each other [55].

State direction suggests that elected officials rather than

civil servants or stakeholders influence policy directions.

Finally, a pluralist sweet spot occurs when many stake-

holder groups and state agencies are freely engaged in a

wide network of activities.
Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2022, 54:101155
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Figure 7
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Causal illustration of procedural policy instruments and the sweet spot [66].
Developing these four possible cells indicating the ideal

balance between bureaucratic autonomy and stakeholder

engagement can be evaluated in terms of the successful

implementation of procedural policy instruments.

Achieving the sweet spot: deploying
procedural policy instruments
Achieving the sweet spot will be facilitated by a variety

of available procedural policy instruments [57�]. In con-

trast to well-known substantive policy instruments that

directly affect the type, quantity, price, or other char-

acteristics of goods and services by the private or public

sectors, their procedural counterparts are utilized to

influence policy processes [58,59]. These procedural

policy instruments, if correctly employed, activate

mechanisms that are responsible for generating the

desired sweet spot outcome. Some key procedural policy

mechanisms recently identified in the literature are

listed in Figure 5 [60,61]. One or more of them may

be deployed to achieve the sweet spot. Figure 6 iden-

tifies popular examples of possible procedural policy

instruments that may activate these mechanisms [62].

Administrative traditions and policy regimes represent

unique contexts in which the procedural policy mecha-

nisms are found. [63].

Figure 7 illustrates the procedural policy instruments,

their mechanisms, and the contexts in a causal pathway

[65��]. Additionally, public value would be affected by the

procedural policy instrument mechanisms (e.g.
Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2022, 54:101155 
legitimation) and achieving the sweet spot (e.g. trust

and legitimacy). While beyond the scope of this paper,

we assume that achieving the sweet spot would lead to

the deployment of more substantive policy instruments

(e.g. regulations, carbon markets, etc.), ultimately leading

to policy change.

Conclusion
The current climate change crisis reminds us that the

state will play an increasingly critical role in developing

innovative solutions. The concept of bureaucratic auton-

omy is important, yet it is understudied within the

environmental field. Central to formulating and imple-

menting policies and programs are government agencies,

specifically the thousands of employees tasked with car-

rying out many different mandates and promoting public

value—specifically those values that underpin society and

stakeholders’ interests. The localized nature of environ-

mental problems has given rise to a rich stakeholder

engagement literature focused on decision-making

powers. The sweet spot plays a critical role in regulating

the degree of bureaucratic autonomy and stakeholder

engagement. We argue that both phenomena need to

be studied together as their interplay is vital to ensuring

long-term sustainability.
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