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Preface

Transparency has become a concept of global relevance for responsible
governance. As I argue in this book, the transnational discourse of trans-
parency promotes various policy ideas that can be contradictory, and
can lead to unintended consequences and paradoxes in governance. In
analyzing the related institutional developments in the Nordic context,
specifically in Finland, I argue that there has been an economic refram-
ing of access to government information as a result of policies related
to transparency. Throughout this analysis, I critically examine whether
or not increased transparency actually leads to increased democratic
accountability. As will be evident from my empirical analysis, the insti-
tutional developments related to the pursuit of transparency may be
paradoxical and contain potential unintended consequences.

The idea of writing a book on the shifting information strategies of
the state took shape between 2001 and 2003, when I was working on
information society projects for the Finnish state. The initial idea was
to study the commercialization of public sector information, but it soon
occurred to me that the changes were of a more comprehensive nature.
The privatization of public information eventually took up a full chapter
of this study (Chapter 4). Though the book is problem-oriented, focusing
on the emerging concerns of modern governance, I was most impressed
by the willingness of civil servants in Finland to discuss the issues with
me, and to share their insights and point me towards relevant sources.
This book would not have been possible without their help.

I wish to thank my interviewees in the following organizations:
the Audit Committee of the Finnish Parliament, the Finnish National
Bureau of Statistics, the Hufvudstadsbladet newspaper, the KEPA Service
Centre for Development Cooperation, the Ministry of Agriculture
and Forestry, the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Justice, the
Ministry of the Interior, the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, the Ministry
of Trade and Industry, the Office of the Parliamentary Ombudsman,
the Population Register Centre, the Prime Minister’s Office, SAK -
the Central Organisation of Finnish Trade Unions, and University of
Helsinki. The Ministry of Finance, the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, and
the Prime Minister’s Office kindly permitted the use of one table and
three figures appearing in the book.
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Preface ix

Several people have helped and supported me in my work during this
study. I particularly wish to thank Niilo Kauppi, whose comments and
encouragement have been invaluable. I am also indebted to Henri Vogt
and Jan-Erik Johanson, who read earlier versions of the manuscript. I
had the privilege of discussing the work in detail with Guy B. Peters,
whose insightful editorial comments helped to shape the book into its
current form. I also thank Tom Christensen, Seppo Tiihonen, and my
anonymous reviewer for their excellent comments.

I would like to thank my colleagues at the Department of Economic
and Political Studies and in the Network for European Studies at the
University of Helsinki, with whom I have greatly enjoyed working.
In particular, my thanks go to Turo Virtanen, Kyosti Pekonen, Teija
Tiilikainen, Satu Sundstréom, Johanna Rainio-Niemi, Norbert G6tz, and
Juhana Aunesluoma for their help with the work. My collaboration with
Ossi Piironen on governance indices is also reflected in this book. I have
greatly enjoyed the academic environment of the Network for Public
Sphere Studies at the University of Helsinki. In particular, my discus-
sions with Henrik Stenius and Pia Letto-Vanamo have been stimulating
and encouraging.

I wish to thank Klaus Eder for his generous comments when I was
conducting my research at the Humboldt Universitdt zu Berlin in 200S.
[ spent spring 2009 at the Zeppelin University. I am grateful to Eckhard
Schroter and Patrick von Maravic for the invitation and the time I
spent in Friedrichshafen. I am also grateful to Patrick for his encour-
agement throughout the process. I have very much benefited from my
affiliation (2008-10) with the University of Strasbourg and the Maison
Interuniversitaire des Sciences de I’'Homme Alsace (MISHA). Strasbourg
has become my home. Different parts of this book have been presented
at numerous conferences over the years, and I would like to express
my gratitude to all those who commented on the work in its various
stages.

I also wish to thank Mark Waller for his work on the language. Max
Eklund provided reliable assistance in formatting the manuscript for
publication. My research has been mainly funded by the Academy of
Finland and the Finnish Cultural Foundation, for which I am most
grateful. I have also received funding from the Kone Foundation and
the Network for European Studies.

My deepest gratitude goes to Almut Schroder for her love and sup-
port. I also want to thank my family for their unconditional support.
The book is dedicated to my parents, Helena and Eero.



Abbreviations

EU
GATT
NGO
NPM
OECD
PSI
PUMA
UN

European Union

General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
Non-governmental organizations

New Public Management

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
Public Sector Information

OECD’s Public Management Committee

United Nations



Introduction

Historically, the publicity of government information has been an
area of social critique and democratization with differing national
traditions and institutional trajectories. In recent years there has
been a surge in international policy programs on good governance
and the knowledge economy that endorse transparency and access to
government information. These contemporary forms of governance
tend to blur dichotomies between public and private, market and hier-
archy, democracy and efficiency. This blurring of dichotomies allows
us to see efficiency where before we saw democracy, and vice versa.
It challenges previous perceptions of government, causing shifts in
the beliefs, ideas and norms constituting institutional practices. The
aspirations towards democracy and efficiency come together in the
concept of transparency.

Social-scientific studies of transparency tend to fall into two categor-
ies, looking at the issue either from the perspective of democracy or
from that of economic efficiency. Interestingly, ‘transparency’ works as
a mirror for these studies, often reflecting the authors’ own aspirations,
and simultaneously concealing another perspective: that in a demo-
cratic framework, transparency enhances democratization, while from
an economic perspective it brings economic gains and better perform-
ance. This study assesses the shifts between the categories of democracy
and efficiency in which there are re-descriptions of certain public activ-
ities as efficient, or of certain efficiency-enhancing activities as open
and transparent, and hence democratic.

I will argue that the new economic- and performance-driven under-
standing of transparency poses often paradoxical and unintended
consequences for public administration. Most notably, such increased
transparency might not lead to increased democratic accountabil-
ity. In Part I, I will present a framework for studying these ideational
changes and their outcomes. Empirically, this study explores new idea-
tional changes in the information strategy of the Finnish state between
1998 and 2007, following a juncture in Finnish governance in the early
1990s. Part I1 scrutinizes the economic reframing of institutional open-
ness in Finland that entails significant and often unintended insti-
tutional consequences. In this context, the constitutional principle of
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xii Introduction

publicity — a Nordic institutional peculiarity allowing public access to
state information - is now becoming an instrument of economic per-
formance and result-based accountability. While I consider that, since
the mid-1990s, access to public information has become a stronger citi-
zen’s right than it was before, I also argue that there are institutional
developments that run counter to this trend.

These changes are visible in state agencies and government minis-
tries whose work is information-intensive in domains such as registry-
keeping and cartography, but we also find them in the administration
of foreign affairs. When exposed to the new ideas of performance man-
agement and transparency, these organizations start to perceive their
information resources as assets of economic value. This has altered the
way such resources have come to be allocated, leading to surprising
institutional outcomes. On a larger scale, states are now exposed to
external scrutiny by market actors, leading to their perceived need to
produce market-relevant information on their institutional activities,
often presented in numerical form. This is manifested in the rise of glo-
bal governance indices and country rankings that render the perform-
ance of state institutions visible to external audiences.

International policy discourses such as that of transparency often
tend, when they are adopted, to take nationally specific forms. In
Finland, ‘openness’ has become a central concept of governance, and
the narrative that the Finns now relate about themselves depicts institu-
tional openness as a central characteristic of Finnish government. Seen
as part of a broader Nordic tradition, this is often referred to as Nordic
openness. However, the discourse of openness also legitimizes various
other acts of government. Along with the commercialization of pub-
lic information, openness is a Finnish national asset in the globalizing
economy that now endorses transparency. Access to government infor-
mation is increasingly interlinked with Finnish national competitive-
ness and Finland’s fate in the global economy. In this study I explore
how the above ideational changes in the state information strategy
came about between 1998 and 2007 in Finland, and why they took
place. This process therefore relates to research on a shift in the ideol-
ogy of the state — from that of a Welfare State to that of a Competitive
State — revealing a new theme in institutional adaptation.

I will focus strongly on the role of ideas in institutional change, and
thereby draw on previous studies on new institutionalism and polit-
ical economy. Methodologically, this study combines interviews with
civil servants, textual analysis of general and case-specific govern-
ment documents, and analyses of statistical time-series data. As I will
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show, there has been a general shift towards the economic conception
of transparency, resulting in tensions with the previous democratic
understanding of public access to government information. Formerly,
government openness was seen as a component of democratization,
potentially even opposed to efficiency. There is now a broadly shared
understanding that transparency is beneficial for economic efficiency
and national economic competitiveness. In this study I question how
the above ideational changes have been possible, and indicate the
importance of policy discourses and normative concepts and narra-
tives of governance.

However, the very shift from an old to a new understanding of open-
ness in government has injected a conceptual incoherence into the
various policies adopted in the name of transparency. As we will see,
when we look at the paradoxical effects of transparency, there is no
single rationale behind the current emphasis on transparency; rather,
a proliferation of rationales creates the potential for unintended conse-
quences and counter-finalities, such as the privatization of information,
effectively reducing public access to government records, or diminish-
ing public debate through the pressures of globalization. In relation
to institutional developments, this study observes changes in central
steering mechanisms (political, normative, and financial), institutional
developments at the central government level (in the judiciary, infor-
mation services and performance management), and in two specific
areas: census data (from the Population Register Centre) and foreign
political information (from the Ministry for Foreign Affairs). I also look
at the new policy domain of governance indices as means of achieving
transparency. A further question raised here is: What are the institu-
tional transformations and unintended consequences that we find in
the above cases and in systems of accountability?

In looking at ideational changes, I draw on various studies of policy
discourses (Schmidt 2002, 2006a; Marcussen 2000; Bacchi 1999). The
process of conceptual change in Finland has proceeded hand-in-hand
with the new discourse of ‘openness’ or ‘Nordic openness’ that emerged
in the mid-1990s. This discourse communicates new policy ideas con-
cerning transparency and the knowledge economy. Policy discourses
tend to be shaped into a contextually appealing form, resonating with
prevailing norms and values, and with perceived traditions. In Finland
the new discourse on openness resonates with a range of current values
and narratives that present the Finns as being Nordic, open, progressive
and competitive. Nevertheless, the discourse on Nordic openness is a
variant of the international policy discourse on transparency.
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The transnational discourse of transparency has various modalities. It
emphasizes freedom of information as a civil right (‘the right to know’),
implying a conflict of interest between the government and the general
public. Transparency is also evoked in the calls for new forms of collab-
orative governance, where it is seen to enhance citizen trust, making
governance more effective. Finally, transparency is an economic con-
cept, referring to public information on the performance of organiza-
tions and countries. These different modalities are also present in the
conceptual constituents of the discourse on Nordic openness. While
access to government information in the Finnish context was already
understood in terms of democratic control and consensual governance,
the perceptions of effectiveness and economic competitiveness are
altogether new additions to thinking on governance.

I also use conceptual historical analysis to identify and examine con-
ceptual shifts from ‘publicity’ to ‘openness’ and ‘transparency’ (SKkinner
2002a; Koselleck 2004). Adding to current theoretical treatments of dis-
cursive institutionalism, I wish to stress that political concepts carry
policy ideas and prescriptions (Skinner 1969, 1989). Such concepts are
exchanged between actors, and they tend to be part of a wider narra-
tive. With the help of such concepts as ‘transparency’, ‘openness’, and
‘public sector information’, the publicity of government information
is framed differently from one context to another. Though I see these
concepts as reflections of the current drive for economic transparency,
they have differing underlying rationales and pursue different ends.

This political adversity (Palonen 2003) — combined with contextual
path-dependencies (Thelen 2004; Streeck and Thelen 200S) - causes
unexpected and often paradoxical outcomes in governance (Hood
and Peters 2004). The perspective of a long institutional history in the
Nordic countries renders the general ideational changes visible, as access
to government information is actively reframed from a previous demo-
cratic understanding of publicity to one of trust-based openness and
economic transparency. Though their intensity and frequency might
vary from one country to another, the paradoxes and unintended con-
sequences of transparency presented in this book are also potentially
more general problems for contemporary governance.

The understanding reached by this study is that transparency is the
vector of the recent conceptualization that public acts of governing
can be economically efficient. While this is a broad idea, often dis-
cussed in Finland in relation to the idea of openness more generally,
it is most apparent in new attempts to provide standardized infor-
mation on government, even to the extent that it can be expressed
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numerically. The specific observations on economic transparency
are mostly made in relation to governance measurements — namely
performance-management measurements, or in global governance
indices and country rankings.

I will begin with a brief overview of the history of the publicity of gov-
ernment information, with a focus on legal developments in Europe. I
will outline various historical trajectories that are now converging, with
most countries now having passed legislation on information access.
Yet there is a clear shift to be observed from old ideas of publicity to
the new performance-driven ideas of transparency. I will then present
the theoretical framework for this study, concentrating on ideational
changes in accountability and their potential for producing paradoxical
outcomes and unintended consequences (Chapter 1).

In Part II, I will explore how the discourse on Nordic openness
emerged in Finland in the 1990s, and how it has evolved with respect
to economic performance, including conceptual changes (Chapter 2).
I will then explore ideational changes in the area of central steering —
particularly legal and financial steering — and analyze the communi-
cation of the new performance rationales and economic beliefs con-
cerning ‘openness’ among policy actors. I will also present institutional
developments in accessing government information on a national level
in Finland (Chapter 3), pointing to the low level of conflict in attain-
ing information but growing concerns about privacy. Although there is
currently an increased awareness of citizens’ rights to information fol-
lowing public debate on openness and transparency, I intend to show
that many of the economic re-descriptions come together in the current
performance-management initiatives and governance indices, which
strive for calculable results.

I will then examine organizational cases (Part III), analyzing the inter-
play of contemporary performance management, renewed legal frame-
works, and the economic perceptions of ‘public sector information’ in
managing census information (Chapter 4). [ will conclude that the drive
for budget transparency has led to the marketization of census informa-
tion in Finland, accommodated by a historical narrative of openness and
citizens’ trust. I will then move to assess openness and transparency in
the context of the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, showing that a rhetorical
shift from secrecy to openness was a consequence of budget transpar-
ency and demands for measurable results (Chapter S). In both of the
above cases, civil servants are exposed to a new type of transparency
through external governance assessments, making them increasingly
responsible for performance, including with respect to market actors.
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Finally, I will discuss the findings of the previous chapters, critic-
ally exploring current governance reforms, especially in relation to
unintended consequences, democratic accountability and perceptions
of history (Conclusions). I will conclude that, while there is an increas-
ing awareness of the historical trajectories of government openness as a
democratic institution, it is paradoxically being reframed as economic
transparency, with significant and often unintended institutional
consequences and trade-offs.
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