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Abstract 

Reputation management is not straightforward and is an ongoing and active process. This paper 

considers the unique challenges to reputation management for regulatory agencies by 

considering five problems: politics, consistency, charisma, uniqueness, and excellence. This 

research advances the existing literature to consider how a regulatory agency can mitigate these 

problems in order to develop reputation management strategies with government decision-

makers. Carpenter’s regulatory agency reputation management theory, the foundation of this 

research, emphasizes the fundamental importance of the legitimacy for regulators and 

categorizes regulatory reputation into four dimensions: performative, moral, technical, and legal 

procedural. Through a constructivist/interpretive paradigm viewpoint, data was gathered through 

six semi-structured interviews with current and former non-elected government Alberta 

Department of Energy civil servants. The Alberta Utilities Commission is referenced throughout 

the paper as an example that illustrates the unique challenges and how Carpenter’s theory can 

provide a strategic lens for regulators engaged in reputation management focused on government 

relations. The findings reveal that there is a fundamental importance that a regulator maintain 

legitimacy through a clear vision of its raison d’être. In addition, communication should be 

regular, proactive, transparent, and constructive to build relationships with people in all levels of 

government including elected officials that emphasizes how the agency is achieving policy 

outcomes. The results of this study contribute to the small body of literature that considers how 

regulatory agencies seek to establish a public image and communicate that image to influence 

government decision-makers without negatively affecting the independent and adjudicative 

function of quasi-judicial regulators. 
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Introduction 

The aim of this paper is to examine how a regulatory agency with a quasi-judicial 

adjudicative function can develop reputation management strategies to effectively communicate 

its value to government decision-makers while maintaining independence and serving the public 

interest. A common thread in the literature indicates agency reputation management is not 

straight-forward and is an ongoing process. There are political challenges, as legislation assigns 

multifaceted mandates to agencies, and with these mandates come the conflicting expectations of 

diverse but key audiences. An example of this political mandate is the increased government-

directed emphasis for regulators in Alberta to “reduce the regulatory burden on job creators to 

encourage investment, boost Alberta’s competitiveness, and get Albertans back to work” and a 

specific goal that regulatory timelines will be the fastest in North America (Government of 

Alberta, n.d.-a). The Alberta Utilities Commission (AUC), the independent utilities regulator, 

used as a primary example in this paper must work towards this politically directed outcome, yet 

also maintain its mandate to be a fair and impartial regulator.  

Carrying out regulatory responsibilities as an impartial adjudicator often means that no 

key audience is particularly pleased with the AUC’s decisions; utility companies are always 

pursuing higher returns for shareholders and customers always want lower rates. The challenge 

for the AUC, and other regulators, is that multiple audiences are significant influencers of 

government decision-makers, which can influence policy decisions affecting them. Regulators 

must carry out politically directed mandates for diverse audiences in this oppositional 

environment. Reputationally, the political dynamic, a concept explored further in this paper, 

threatens the agency’s reputation by depicting it in the media as “a faceless bureaucratic power 
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apparatus that is blind to how its decisions adversely affect humans negatively” (Ihlen & 

Thorbjørnsrud, 2013, p. 45). Regulated utilities may also point to the regulator as the cause of 

problems, such as regulatory burden, where stories of inefficiencies are highlighted in the media 

(Corbella, 2019).  

 The existing literature is focused on public sector organizations that could be considered 

to have similar, but not necessarily the same mandates or reputational concerns. As public sector 

organizations, regulators operate in “complex social, economic, and political systems where 

success is ultimately defined and shaped by their interactions with others” (Coglianese, 2017, p. 

17). Since the research in this paper is unprecedented, the exploration and consideration of the 

literature regarding challenges with reputation management for public sector organizations is 

used as a starting point. While leveraging from the existing literature is valuable, it is important 

to recognize that regulators with quasi-judicial responsibilities work in very complex regulatory 

environments and face unique reputational challenges that may not be the same as other public 

sector organizations. 

This paper approaches reputation management through the theoretical lens developed by 

Daniel Carpenter, a scholar and professor who focuses his studies on government at Harvard 

University and has regularly published academic literature since 1996 (Carpenter & David, 2013; 

Carpenter & Krause, 2012; Carpenter, 2010; Carpenter, 2001). Carpenter’s regulatory agency 

reputation management theory highlights the importance and need for an agency to possess 

legitimacy and for it to be “seen as uniquely equipped to address a problem among one or more 

audiences” (Carpenter, 2010, p. 86). Th attribute of legitimacy is a precursor or underlining 

quality that needs to exist for an agency to achieve success and credibility prior to planning and 
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implementing reputation management strategies. Carpenter’s theory argues that a regulatory 

agency’s reputation builds power in all its facets and that by maintaining reputation it maintains 

power itself (Carpenter, 2010). The theory includes four critical dimensions (or facets) of a 

regulatory agency’s reputation that neither remains the same or move in harmony. The four 

dimensions of regulatory reputation are performative, moral, procedural, and technical reputation 

with an underlining need for legitimacy. These four dimensions of regulatory reputation are the 

central theory used to provide categorization of specific and practical implications and messages 

specifically considering applications for the AUC as an exemplar. 

Carpenter’s theory was explained in his book: Reputation and Power: Organizational 

Image and Pharmaceutical Regulation at the FDA. Here, Carpenter uses the U.S. Food and Drug 

Administration to provide “a very rich case study of the evolution of an organization’s 

reputation, image, and power and how they combine to affect its performance” (D’Aunno, 2010, 

p. 671). In this book Carpenter identifies forms of reputation considered as responses to very 

simple questions: Can it do its job or is it performative?; Is it compassionate, flexible and honest, 

or moral?; Does the agency follow normally accepted rules, is it procedural?; Does it have the 

capacity and skill required for dealing in complex environments, or is it technical? (Carpenter & 

Krause, 2012). Carpenter’s reputational dimensions of regulatory agencies is the theory that 

provides a lens for looking at reputational aspects of building a positive reputation for a 

regulatory agency, specifically looking at effective messages and strategies for the AUC in an 

environment that is focused on regulatory efficiency. 

The research in this paper also recognizes the importance of relationship management 

and two-way symmetrical communication in reputation management strategies as explored in the 
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Excellence Study commissioned by the International Association of Business Communicators. 

Through interview data from top-level Alberta civil servants, I identified and focused on vital 

aspects of reputation management and communications activities that influence the AUC’s 

standing with senior civil servants and elected decision-makers who hold the power to shape the 

policy that regulators must follow. The interviews were conducted through online interviews 

with senior provincial civil servants of influence. The interviews were recorded and manually 

transcribed. Then the data was evaluated through an analysis of the transcript content, which was 

coded based on the theories and analyzed by identifying key words, phrases, and common 

themes. A key theme in the results revealed that relationship-building that is based on a two-way 

symmetrical model is highly effective at building trust with government decision-makers. 

The results of this paper contribute to the small body of literature that considers how 

regulatory agencies, such as the AUC, seek to establish a public image and communicate that 

image to influence government decision-makers without negatively affecting the independent 

and adjudicative function of quasi-judicial agencies. This research helps identify the importance 

of government relations and activities centred around trust- and relationship-building for its 

agencies, that will in turn help strengthen the AUC’s reputation management strategy. 

Ultimately, the results of this research will be used to inform the communication strategies for 

the AUC and other regulators can use this research to consider applicable parallels within other 

jurisdictions. 

Context and Background on the AUC and Regulation 

The AUC was created in 1915 and was the first provincial government agency formed in 

Alberta (Grieve, 2015), originating through its predecessors, the Board of Public Utility 
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Commissioners [later named the Public Utility Commission], and the Alberta Energy and 

Utilities Board, before transitioning to become the AUC in 2008. The AUC is now one of 

approximately 264 agencies, boards, and commissions in Alberta that are reviewed on a regular 

basis by government to ensure they remain relevant, effective, well-governed and aligned with 

the priorities of government and Albertans (Alberta Connects, personal communication, March 

13, 2020). The AUC is a member of a broader family of government public organizations 

generally known as an agencies, boards, or commissions (ABCs). Public agencies are established 

through legislation giving them the responsibility to perform a public function, accountable to 

government, with some degree of autonomy, and where the government holds the primary power 

of appointment (Government of Alberta, n.d.-b). Although established by governments, agencies 

are different than government departments, since they are arms-length from government with 

different forms of accountability mechanisms, funding models, and roles (Scott, 2008). The AUC 

was established by the Alberta Utilities Commission Act as a corporation consisting of a 

maximum of nine government-appointed commission members with the power to do all things 

necessary to perform the commission’s duties (Alberta Utilities Commission Act).1 In addition, 

the AUC receives no direct funding from government and finances its operations through 

administration fees charged to regulated utilities and market participants (Alberta Utilities 

Commission, n.d.-a).  

The AUC is assigned by legislature to regulate and adjudicate within the electricity, 

natural gas, and in specific cases, the water utilities’ sectors, where almost any significant 

activity or development respecting Alberta’s utilities require approval (Alberta Utilities 

 
1 Alberta Utilities Commission Act, SA 2007 CA A-37.2 
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Commission, 2019). The review process for applications is complex and is different for facility 

project applications, rates applications, and market enforcement applications. Most of these 

applications are submitted as required under different legislative requirements for various 

projects or applications. For example, micro-generation projects which would produce less than 

5 megawatts of energy do not require AUC approval and wind and solar projects have distinct 

application requirements set out in AUC Rule 007 (Alberta Utilities Commission, n.d.-b). The 

utility industry in Alberta is unique, where unlike most provinces in Canada, the Alberta 

government has never owned and operated an electric utility company (Alberta Electric System 

Operator, n.d.). The power generation market in Alberta is deregulated and electricity 

development companies consider the economics of investment in building electric generation 

facilities, such as wind and solar power plants, and they only need approval from the AUC for 

the location (or siting) of the project. Transmission and distribution electric and natural gas 

companies are regulated natural monopolies; this is a distinct type of monopoly that arises when 

there are extremely high fixed costs and where encouraging new entrants or competition to the 

market creates potential loss of efficiency (Economics online, n.d.). In Alberta, investor-owned 

companies are assigned service territories where they are responsible for building and 

maintaining electric transmission infrastructure. The need for the electric transmission utility 

infrastructure is considered by the electricity planner in the province, the Alberta Electric System 

Operator, which must then be approved by the AUC. The rates that result from building and 

maintaining infrastructure is considered by the AUC through applications submitted requesting 

approval of costs, plus a return on investment, or a performance-based incentive return, and are 

applied to the bills of utility customers throughout the province.  
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The AUC values impartiality and objectivity “to ensure that the delivery of Alberta’s 

utility service takes place in a manner that is fair, responsible, and in the public interest” (Alberta 

Utilities Commission, n.d.-c). The Alberta Utilities Commission Act is the guiding legislation for 

the regulator, which sets the regulator’s duty to make decisions in the public interest to protect 

social, economic, and environmental interests of Alberta.2 Investor-owned regulated companies 

submit applications to the AUC and are considered through the public submission of evidence 

and testing of that evidence in court-like process-based proceedings. Approximately 120 staff 

members located in Calgary and Edmonton support seven government-appointed commission 

members and nine government-appointed acting members whose roles are to evaluate the merits 

of an application and make decisions about the construction, modification, and decommissioning 

of utility projects as well as the rates approved for utility monopolies.  

In Alberta, agencies can be divided into five categories: regulatory/adjudicative, public 

trust, corporate enterprise, service delivery, and advisory (Government of Alberta, n.d.-b). The 

AUC performs the regulatory and adjudicative functions as defined in the Alberta Public 

Agencies Governance Act through responsibilities designated by the Alberta Utilities 

Commission Act. The adjudicative function indicates that an agency is assigned powers or 

authorized to make binding decisions, hold hearings, and perform a function specified in the 

regulations (Alberta Public Agencies Governance Act, 2009).3 This adjudicative function 

involves a panel of members appointed for a specific term through an order-in-council by the 

government for a specific term. The commission members then make legally binding decisions 

through a court-like process that follows rules and procedures, but has flexibility to incorporate 
 

2 Alberta Utilities Commission Act, SA 2007 CA A-37.2 
3 Alberta Public Agencies Governance Act, SA 2009 CA A-31.5 
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less formal processes to carry out its regulatory responsibility. The decision-making process is 

quasi-judicial, a court-like process that is not bound by the strict process of the judiciary branch 

of government, and involves corporations submitting applications for approval of utility rates as 

well as electric and natural gas utility development in the province. 

Regulation is a tool empowered through legislation that is set in place, to control, limit, 

and establish specific requirements or restrictions about activities that are deemed acceptable 

within an industry. The regulator is responsible for setting out the desired action or inaction of 

the regulated entities and enforces those rules and requirements. For the AUC, these expectations 

are defined through a set of rules that outline the processes and procedural requirements which, if 

not followed, could result in financial penalties. Legislation ascribes this power to the regulator 

through providing the authority to compel compliance or enforce regulations and rules though 

the ability for the regulator to impose penalties for non-compliance. For example, the AUC 

issued a $56 million penalty, the largest of its kind in Canada, against TransAlta when it had 

been found to contravene Alberta’s Electric Utilities Act and the Fair, Efficient, and Open 

Competitive Regulation for insider trading and market manipulation (Alberta Utilities 

Commission, 2015).  

Public utility economic regulation is characterized by a highly esteemed and self-

described practitioner of regulation, Alfred E. Kahn, as a situation “where competition for the 

most part is infeasible, and the economist-regulator is moved to play an active role in trying to 

produce efficient results” (Kahn, 1979, p.1). The investor-owned companies that own and 

operate transmission and distribution utilities in Alberta are natural monopolies that provide 

specific electric and natural services to assigned service areas. This requires regulation of rates 
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and determination of the need for new or upgraded facilities. In considering electric generation 

companies, there are no restrictions to service areas and they operate in an open and competitive 

market; however, the AUC still provides oversight and approval for new facilities to consider 

social, economic, and environmental effects. The monopolistic nature of the Alberta electric 

transmission and distribution system requires regulation to set “just and reasonable rates” and to 

ensure that investor-owned companies like AltaLink and ATCO continue to invest in 

infrastructure to maintain “safe and reliable electricity service” (Alberta Utilities Commission, 

n.d.-a). As indicated through its public interest mandate, the AUC emphasizes its duty to make 

decisions in the public interest “to protect social, economic, and environmental interests of 

Alberta where competitive market forces do not” (Alberta Utilities Commission, n.d.-c).  

Elected members of Alberta’s legislative assembly are supported by civil servants who 

are non-elected public service employees who carry out day-to-day functions, conduct 

government business, and advise on policies that seek to meet the governing party’s intended 

outcomes. Elected officials and civil servants are regularly lobbied or approached by various 

constituents and companies to discuss and be persuaded to their point-of-view. The AUC is a 

public agency within the Department of Energy where the Minister of Energy and the Associate 

Minister of Natural Gas and Electricity have outlined a focus on ensuring safe, reliable, and 

affordable electricity and that it will “leave no stone unturned when it comes to protecting 

Albertans, jobs, and our economy” (Government of Alberta, n.d.-c). As an arms-length 

government agency the AUC does not lobby government; however, it does have reporting 

requirements and must have a working relationship with civil servants and portfolio ministers. 

Department of Energy civil servants collect information provided by the AUC and hear from 



REGULATORY AGENCY REPUTATION MANAGEMENT 10 
 

lobbyists about their concerns and issues, and then synthesize that information in briefing notes 

to the minister. The briefing and policy advice is intended to set the policy framework in which 

the AUC operates, but should not affect the independence and the decisions made by the AUC as 

an independent government tribunal. As an independent regulator, the AUC deals with only 

utility matters in a way that is dictated within the legislation and it is important that government 

decision-makers know and understand that the AUC is equipped to carry out its intended 

function.  

The AUC’s mandate is rooted in public interest theory setting out the motivation of a 

regulator to exercise public power. In this way regulation is the necessary exercise “to cure 

market failures to protect the public from such evils as monopoly behaviour, destructive 

competitions, the abuse of private economic power, or the effects of externalities” (Levine & 

Forrence, 1990, p. 168). This theory of altruistic-like “public good” carried out by civil servants 

is opposite to the theory of capture or special interest theory (Levine & Florence, 1990). The 

public interest can be offset through regulatory capture, a concept that is derived from Stigler’s 

Theory of Economic Regulation which was the rejection of public interest explanations for 

public policy outcomes and where as a rule, regulation is acquired by industry and is designed 

and operated primarily for its benefit (Carrigan & Coglianese, 2016). The result of regulatory 

capture then raises the possibility that regulation could play exactly the opposite role from what 

it was intended (Carrigan & Coglianese, 2016). In the regulatory capture model, the government 

reflects the influence of special interests and is created and operated for their advantage, also 

known as the government services theory, in which well-organized subgroups of the general 

population use government power to force wealth transfer in their favour (Levine & Forrence, 
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1990). The AUC’s raison d'être is to make decisions in the public interest and it must be cautious 

that it is not “captured” or appear to be captured by any interest group – a concept that arose in 

the research data in this paper. 

Literature Review 

Alberta Utilities Commission Unique Challenges 

The Alberta government passed the Red Tape Reduction Act in 2019 with the goal to 

reduce “unnecessary regulations by one third,” with a focus on reducing “bureaucratic obstacles” 

(Government of Alberta, n.d.-a). This puts the AUC under heightened pressure to demonstrate 

and communicate with government that it efficiently regulates the utility sector in Alberta. It is 

important that the AUC maintain its legitimacy and carry out its public interest mandate while 

meeting government-directed initiatives and thus maintaining a positive reputation with 

government decision-makers. Eventually if meeting public interest mandate is not viewed by 

consumer groups or other interest groups as being met, accusations will be pointed at the AUC 

despite what efficiencies that have been gained, which is a risk to the reputation of the AUC even 

through the viewpoint of the government decision-makers themselves. 

Efficient and effective regulation has always been important for the AUC; however, the 

emphasis on red tape reduction has positioned this as a primary outcome. Facing economic 

pressures as a province and as an organization with a provincial government that sees regulation 

as a burden, underscores the importance of not only providing value, but also in communicating 

the value the agency provides. To do this, the AUC must be effective at creating, building, and 

sustaining a reputation of independence and of competence to carry out its mandate. Doorely & 

Garcia (2010) state that “it is important for stakeholders, from customers to employees to 
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customer advocates, to feel good about an organization, and it is important to build a good 

reputation to sustain an organization through the tough times” (p. 4). In order for the AUC to 

have a positive reputation with government decision-makers it also needs to be aware of the 

pressures from interest groups who lobby the government. The views from these multiple 

audiences also contribute to how government decision-makers view the AUC reputation.  

Identifying key government audiences and getting the attention of crucial government 

decision-makers can be a challenge for government agencies, because of the busy schedules and 

competing interests of civil servants who can influence policy and government decision-making. 

It is critical to build trust, a fundamental requirement for a positive reputation, with civil 

servants. These individuals are knowledgeable about numerous stakeholder issues because they 

are frequently lobbied to influence policy change that govern AUC operations, and because they 

provide advice and direction to elected decision-makers. The non-elected civil servants are key 

stakeholders who are keenly aware of the perception of the regulator’s reputation, have 

knowledge of the issues, and are regularly informed of perceptions held by stakeholders, 

ministers, and other elected officials.  

The complexity of the utility industry makes it difficult to clearly articulate the benefits 

of regulation and the value it provides to society—which by extension influences the regulator’s 

reputation and how the audiences perceive the regulator. Specifically, the AUC provides value as 

a regulator to ratepayers and landowners by “setting just and reasonable rates where market 

forces do not” (Alberta Utilities Commission, n.d.-c). Regulation is necessary because the 

industry is a natural monopoly and without regulation companies could charge whatever they 

want for services. Regulatory agencies are seen as uniquely equipped to address a problem 
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among one or more audiences—the legislature, the public, and the regulated utility players—but 

a legislature may decide not to endow a regulatory organization with the authority to address the 

problem because it lacks performative or technical skills to warrant deregulation (Carpenter, 

2010). This stresses the importance that the regulator remain legitimate in being entrusted “to do 

something that perhaps no other body can do well” (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012, p. 201). 

Ultimately, “public organizations that struggle with a poor reputation may not have their 

legitimacy questioned as long as their raison d'être is not challenged (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 

2012, p. 201). The legitimacy of regulators is thus crucial, even more so than reputation, which is 

supported by the value provided to stakeholders through delivering on their core purpose 

whether stakeholders admire them or not.   

Reputation Management Defined 

The definition of reputation management varies in scope and emphasis; however, the 

general consensus of a broad definition is that organizational reputation refers to the “general 

perception of a given organization across stakeholders over time” (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012, 

p. 189). More specifically, reputation management includes the sum of images, including 

performance, behaviour, and communication from the stakeholder perspective (Doorley & 

Garcia, 2010), and the overall evaluation of a firm in respect to past, present, and future that 

reflects it’s ability and willingness to meet stakeholders’ expectations and projects overall appeal 

to all its constituents when compared with other firms (Helm, 2011). Reputation is determined by 

stakeholders, as opposed to an image or identity, which is projected by an organization (Grebe, 

2013). Current evaluation of the AUC’s reputation is considered through stakeholder survey 

results and anecdotal evidence found in the media and through personal interactions. 
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Understanding the general perception of stakeholders over time without key performance issues 

and financials that can be used to reflect public relations outcomes represent unique challenges 

for regulators.  

Reputation management strategies for public sector organizations can be similar to 

corporations, but the intended outcomes should not be expected to necessarily be the same 

following the execution of such strategies. Reputation-centred theories cannot be simply 

understood in terms of signalling behaviour commonplace in modern economics, because public 

administration is a good deal more complicated (Carpenter & Krause, 2012). As public sector 

organizations, regulators are presented with “obstacles to reputation management that deviate 

from those that normally are encountered by for-profit organizations and, consequently, tend to 

be ignored or overlooked in reputation management textbooks” (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012).  

Challenges arise specifically for regulatory agencies with adjudicative functions that have a clear 

value of, and need for, independence, because of their mandate to serve the wider public interest 

and the competing interests of various audiences. For example, in considering a project proposal 

the AUC must carry out its public interest mandate, but in doing this decisions made and actions 

taken can affect its reputation with transmission facility owners at the same time as affected 

landowners who would be impacted should a project be approved.  

The independence in serving as an arms-length government agency is a key principle in 

maintaining fairness, trust, and accountability with all stakeholders. Independence is also 

important in the provision of expert, long-term regulatory objectives regardless of which political 

party is in office. Reconciling this with reputation management where it is not completely owned 

by the firm, but by stakeholders who formulate expectations towards a firm’s conduct (Helm, 
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2011), can be challenging when an agency will never satisfy all the conflicting demands of all its 

audiences. In addition, it is important to recognize that public organizations are similar to the 

way in which subsidiaries serve larger corporations in that they lack the autonomy necessary to 

act as independent organizations (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). Shedding light on this lack of 

true autonomy and other challenges unique to public sector organizations will be useful in 

understanding the underlying issues that limit and complicate reputation management for the 

AUC.  

Reputation management also requires trust in a regulator, which for public relations—at 

its core—is built through relationships of trust. Trust in an organization is built when 

stakeholders see that the organization acts as expected; however, it they do not see aligned 

activities stakeholders will avoid involvement with the organization and loose confidence in it 

(Eisengegger, 2009). Reputation therefore involves trust-building that is formed through 

previous experiences and creates the belief in or trust in how expectations will be fulfilled in the 

future (Eisengegger, 2009). A key component of build trust in organizations is that there must be 

involvement in active, credible engagement in areas of greatest concern for stakeholders (Rupp, 

2009). Many public relations strategies that rely on trust-building need to incorporate strong 

components of stakeholder engagement and relationship-building. 

Regulatory Agency Reputation Management Theory 

Carpenter’s four dimensions of a regulatory agency’s reputation are the concepts that this 

research considers when determining how to develop reputation management strategies that 

build trust with government decision-makers. These dimensions explained again and put in a 

slightly different way include: the performative reputation where the organization can display 
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sufficient vigour in pursuit of its aims to invite compliance; make work easier and less 

controversial or deter challenges to the regulator’s power; moral reputation respects human needs 

and is morally and ethically defensible; technical reputation that encompasses expert scientific 

methodical prowess with an analytical capacity; and, a legal-procedural reputation that relates to 

the justness of the process that has recognized norms of deliberation, procedure, and decision-

making (Carpenter, 2010). Reputation-building using these dimensions is far from 

straightforward nor can it be done for all audiences in a formulaic manner. This is because the 

dimensions flow across boundaries and make it difficult to satisfy more than one audience, while 

maintaining an appearance of seamlessness across situations and contingencies (Carpenter, 

2010). Reputation for regulators is also entwined with legitimacy. It is the legitimacy side to 

reputation that involves how an audience conceives the organization in their mind about its 

political power, social clout, and influence over them and where the audience gives deference to 

its decisions (Carpenter, 2010). It is through this perceived legitimacy and effectiveness that will 

lead politicians to consider favourably the organization when making new policies to address the 

problem at hand (Carpenter, 2010). It is, thus a goal of a regulatory agency like the AUC that 

audiences, particularly government decision-makers, consider the agency favorably through 

perceiving is as legitimate and upholding and valuing that legitimacy as a crucial underlying 

component of reputation. 

In the AUC’s 2021-2024 Strategic Plan, performative reputation is highlighted in its first 

of three pillars: “efficiency and limiting regulatory burden”. This pillar is solidified as its key 

initiative through the statement from the chair stating “achieving effectiveness and efficiency is 

job one, maintaining it is job two” (Alberta Utilities Commission, n.d.-c). The other two pillars: 
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“facilitating change in the sector and people” and “people” indicate the organization’s attention 

and focus on its technical reputation. The performative reputation is often represented as what 

the regulator did well or poorly rather than focus specifically on procedural factors like 

compliance and enforcement, creating a richer and more well-rounded use of reputation 

management. In addition, the reputational dimensions must be considered together in a 

reputation management plan. For instance, exclusive attention paid to procedural legitimacy may 

cause sacrifices to efficiency and a failure to demonstrate compassion to individuals whose 

hopes are dashed by the organization’s decision-making (Carpenter, 2010). All of these 

reputational focuses must not be done at the expense of losing sight of or adherence to the 

organization’s legitimacy.  

To understand the current viewpoints and perceptions of government audiences and what 

contributes to a positive regulatory reputation, this research considered responses from 

government decision-makers by categorizing them into Carpenter’s four dimensions. This is 

done to identify how to develop communications strategies that formulate messages that resonate 

with government audiences. It is through categorizing responses by each dimension and 

identifying themes that develop a better understanding of the messages that resonate with the 

government audience. Unveiling the way the government decision-maker audiences’ view 

regulatory reputation in an environment where regulatory efficiency and limiting regulatory 

burden is prioritized can then be used to formulate effective messages. More specifically, it 

considers how a regulator, like the AUC, can select and highlight “some facets of events or 

issues, and making connections among them so as to promote a particular interpretation, 

evaluation, and/or solution” (Entman, 2004, p. 5).   
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The rule-orientated, process-based, bureaucratic nature of public sector adjudicative 

organizations is valued by some, such as people in the legal profession and regulators, but are 

very rarely seen as positive by most audiences. In fact, many perceive bureaucracy as a 

derogatory term that was originally intended to embody progress, rationality, and efficiency 

(Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). In a complex regulatory environment that requires process-based 

approaches to adjudication it is difficult to separate and delineate which procedures are 

bureaucratic and which steps add credibility and value to decision-making outcomes. For the 

AUC it can be a challenge to maintain performative reputation involving reducing red tape 

without diminishing its technical and legal-procedural reputation, which relies heavily on 

regulatory process. This represents a challenge to reputation management where “maximizing 

one dimension implies that another dimension likely will suffer, rendering a full ‘optimization’ 

among the various dimensions infeasible in practical terms” (Carpenter & Krause, 2012, p. 27). 

In other words, the regulator cannot optimize all of the reputational dimensions and when 

emphasising one dimension of reputation over the other it can result at the expense of another 

dimension of reputation. 

Unique Challenges for Public Sector Organizations 

Challenges to reputation management strategies for public sector organizations are 

characterized by five problems related to reputation management: politics, consistency, 

charisma, uniqueness, and excellence (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). Building an effective and 

strategic communications plan involves a combination of relationship-building with key 

stakeholders, which is accompanied by public relations activities that shape and manage 

reputation. To identify which reputation management strategies to employ it is important to 
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understand the unique challenges that public sector organizations, and specifically regulatory 

agencies, face.  

The Politics Problem: Government Interference. 

Regulators, as government agencies, are entangled in a political issues related to their 

operations, which makes it difficult to form a positive reputation. When political issues become 

activated often as a protective mechanism governments distance themselves from difficult, 

sometimes irreconcilable public issues, elected officials have the liberty to criticize the decisions 

made by regulators as either for being too harsh or too lax (Hutter, 2017). This is identified by 

Wæraas & Byrkjeflot (2012) as the “politics problem”, one that involves a requirement for 

public organizations to work as instruments of elected bodies and carry out public policies 

without departing from their mandate and ascribed purpose and mission, while connected to a 

political, subordinate level. It is characterised by the fact that regulatory agencies lack autonomy, 

evidenced by the fact that they are provided with a specific mandate through legislation to do 

work on behalf of the government, but do not have the authority to go beyond that mandate 

(Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). The “politics problem” also relates to the blurred distinction 

between politics and administration that can result in politicians interfering with how public 

organizations are perceived and run, particularly during election campaigns (Wæraas & 

Byrkjeflot, 2012). The dynamics of interference during an election created opportunities that 

allow politicians to attract positive attention by criticizing public agencies as corrupt or 

inefficient and making promises to improve their performance once elected; an option that would 

be unthinkable in the private sector (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). The AUC was keenly aware of 

the politics problem when in 2016 it was sued by its own government and was very much limited 
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in its ability to defend itself (Government of Alberta, 2016). At the time, the deputy minister 

alleged that Alberta power contracts, called power purchase agreements, involving the 

discredited power firm Enron were made in “backroom deals” when Alberta deregulated its 

electricity market in the late-1990s (Government of Alberta, 2016). The poignant and complex 

issue was before the courts for more than two years and ended with a very public showcase of 

politicians pinning the blame on the administrators and making painful allegations against 

specific public servants (Varcoe, 2018). This led to the realization that the government could turn 

on one of its own agencies and the civil servants who staff them (Varcoe, 2018). This example 

shows that even as public sector organizations see themselves as apolitical, by nature they can 

never truly separate themselves from politics or be spared criticism from politicians.  

The Consistency Problem: Conflicting Demands of Regulators. 

There are unique challenges for a public sector organization because it must be 

accountable and communicate its value to a wide variety of stakeholders with different 

expectations, values, and priorities. Wæraas & Byrkjeflot (2012) identify this as the “consistency 

problem.” Stakeholders groups, especially of regulatory adjudicative agencies such as the AUC, 

can often have opposing interests. For example, the AUC stakeholders include numerous utility 

customers and various ratepayer classes, including residential, industrial, and commercial, who 

demand low rates and seek a favourable distribution of costs for their particular ratepayer class. 

Against that backdrop, the regulated utility company seeks the best possible return for 

shareholders. The AUC’s goal is to adhere to the mandate of being fair, balanced, and 

independent when considering the ratepayers and regulated utilities equally, or in other words 

that it serves the public interest (Alberta Utilities Commission, n.d.-c). The contradictory 
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tensions thus make it harder to characterize a public sector organization, which results in 

communicating different values to different audiences (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012) who have 

conflicting expectations, interests, and views (Gilad & Yogev, 2012). The requirement to be 

accountable to diverse and often opposing stakeholders make reputation management a very 

difficult task to achieve in an authentic way that builds trust.    

 The Charisma Problem: An Ordinary Regulator. 

Public organizations are usually characterized as bureaucratic. They work at problems 

that are unlikely to go away, and cannot choose their own environments to the same extent as a 

private sector organizations, which makes it difficult to emulate charisma and form an emotional 

appeal with its audiences (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). This is identified by Wæraas and 

Byrkjeflot (2012) as the “charisma problem” which causes reputation management challenges, 

since a strong emotional attachment that customers feel towards an organization is perhaps the 

most significant characteristics of a strong reputation. Pragmatic organizations such as the AUC 

have a quasi-judicial mandate and must make hard and often unpopular decisions and enforce 

compliance with legislation and regulations. This mandate in itself makes it more challenging to 

form a positive emotional attachment with its audiences. In addition, the traditional bureaucratic 

model with emphasis on rule orientation and equity has, to a large extent, been partly replaced or 

largely discredited, making it more difficult to build charisma (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). It is 

important to recognize the nature and inherent challenges that regulators face in developing a 

positive reputation while concurrently exploring other ways to connect with its audiences to form 

trust and loyalty.  
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The Uniqueness Problem: Difficulties with Differentiation. 

Another characteristic of organizations with a strong reputation is uniqueness; an 

identification that it is distinctively different from rivals (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). Public 

sector organizations do not have rivals, but for the AUC faces a high government expectation 

that it is efficient and effective. If a unique reputation is sought after and developed it could 

result in expanded jurisdiction, extra resources, and power; however, it may also trigger tension 

and rivalry between departments in the same sector (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). The AUC 

operates within a very complex regulatory system and works closely with a number of public 

organizations and government departments within the Alberta utility sector. Creating messaging 

about what makes the AUC uniquely competent, efficient, and capable is something that should 

be explored; however, maintaining solidarity with closely-tied agencies may prove to be even 

more important than differentiation. Thoughtful and strategic reputation management strategies 

that differentiate and communicate uniqueness need to be considered carefully so that it does not 

create difficult working relationships with associated public sector organizations.  

The Excellence Problem: Collaboration not Competition. 

Developing reputation management strategies that clearly project a positive public image 

and demonstrate excellence is a challenge for regulators. The added expectation of excellence, 

where the AUC is expected to have the fastest regulatory timelines in North America is also 

challenging to quantity and represent fairly across jurisdictions with very different legislative 

mandates. This challenge is identified by Wæraas & Byrkjeflot (2012) as the “excellence 

problem” where public sector organizations pursuing the public interest are challenged to 

demonstrate superiority over the others in order to be perceived as “excellent”. The achievement 
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of excellence must not come at the expense of maintaining legitimacy and forming 

competitiveness by undermining the activities of other regulators and loosing potential 

opportunities for collaboration and synergies with other regulatory bodies. Building reputation 

that meets high expectations of regulatory excellence and best in class type of comparisons is 

very difficult to maintain if ever achieved.  

It is an admirable and valuable goal for a regulator to become more efficient and effective 

but seeking this and engaging in reputation management strategies should never be at the cost or 

compromise the effects of audiences’ perception of the regulator’s legitimacy. Further, if 

communication campaigns to demonstrate excellence is a strict focus it could result in 

unintended negative consequences. For example, in times of reduced funding these campaigns 

could be seen as unnecessary and expensive, where any gains to reputational value could be 

diminished when a public organization must make an unpopular decision that creates 

disappointment and negative media attention (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). Accordingly, 

maintaining legitimacy and projecting that image takes precedent before working to overcome 

and counteract the charisma, uniqueness, or excellence problems. Legitimacy requires a level of 

acceptance that the organization can be trusted to carry out its mandate. Focus on reputation 

management may then need to have a baseline that is always aware and includes messages that 

builds trust through messages that are consistent and reflect the regulator’s raison d'être.  

Fragility of Agencies 

An agency must manage its reputation, but as a precursor the agency needs to possess and 

defend its legitimacy. Legitimacy is a quality that the agency must possess otherwise reputation 

management strategies would be ineffective. There are limits and cautions about how far an 



REGULATORY AGENCY REPUTATION MANAGEMENT 24 
 

agency can pursue reputation management as it must match the claims of legitimacy. There are 

hazards that regulators face when the politics of reputation is sought to increase power but fail to 

satisfy the conflicting reputational demands of their many audiences (Gershenson, 2019). It is 

thus more crucial for public organizations to have legitimacy, which requires a certain – but not 

maximum – level of trust and acceptance (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012) when building reputation 

management strategies. A reputation can be built on a clear sense of purpose, entrenched values, 

and the right skills to improve reputation (Brown, Gaudin & Moran, 2013). This is especially 

true for the AUC, which has a strong adjudicative responsibility and dedication to the public 

interest mandate yet faces significant challenges due to the charisma problem and the complex 

nature of the utility industry. Acts of legislature or political executive will continue to empower 

the regulatory agency if there is a belief that the agency is legitimate and effective; however, in 

the presence of a weak, ineffective, or corruption, politicians may forgo entirely any attempt to 

regulate (Carpenter, 2010) or considerations of central control or deregulation. This research 

considers what contributes to maintaining legitimacy through building a positive reputation for 

the AUC as a utility regulator. 

Media Frames  

It is difficult for a regulator to engage in earned media strategies with traditional and 

social media channels due to the complex procedural-based judicial manner can be intimidating 

for those who are unfamiliar with them, and this complexity is often difficult to express. Forming 

a public relations strategy in the media is difficult for regulators because they are constrained in 

how they publicly respond to criticism and because regulatory concepts and procedures are 

difficult to express in the media (Ihlen & Thorbjørnsrud, 2014). The key theme that identifies the 
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AUC as serving the public interest, in doing what is right within the ascribed jurisdiction and in a 

fair, non-self-serving way may be easy to articulate, however it is difficult to back with claims of 

legitimacy that build trust with the public. Serving the interest of society to correct market 

failures with an administrative function is characterized by neutral competence in pursuit of 

objectives in the law (Carpenter, 2010), accompanied by the legal, process-rich reviews and 

politics. Proving the competence in doing so for a regulator is a very difficult job and one that is 

difficult to distil into common concepts, since regulatory work is so unique and complex. 

The focus on red tape reduction and efficiency was recently leveraged by ATCO, an 

electric and natural gas utility regulated by the AUC, which accused the AUC of regulatory lag 

and inefficiencies, and attacked its reputation through the media. This particular news story 

created the visualization that if printed and stacked, the regulatory documents required for an 

approval would be taller than a seven-story building (Corbella, 2019). This case involved a 

years-long application that had numerous procedural motions and delays by participants, 

including the applicant itself. ATCO influenced the article in a way that strengthened its 

reputation and injured that of the AUC.  

The shaping of the news article was achieved through framing was used to peddle a 

message through the media in hopes of gaining a political advantage (Entman, 2003). Framing is 

distinguished from other news through words and images, or in this case relatable imagery of an 

unacceptable amount of wasted printed paper, that stimulated support or opposition to the sides 

of a political argument (Entman, 2004). The message that originated at ATCO’s annual general 

meeting, was picked up by mainstream media which included the emotional connection and 

language. This is consistent with framing where words such as “crushing red tape” and the literal 
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weight of paper was included in the news piece to draw an emotional response to “plummeting 

investor confidence”. The result of this was that ATCO’s perspective influenced the government 

perspective that AUC process is riddled with unnecessary red tape and excessive and 

unnecessary procedures, but in reality the unique technical file involved precedent-setting 

requirements and even delays caused by ATCO.  

The rhetoric of individual against the system—or in this case business against the 

system—is the frame being used. This frame commonly employed by lobbyists and citizens, uses 

the media to position an issue that both appeals to the media and furthers the interest of the 

organization (Ihlen & Thorbjørnsrud, 2014)—in this example, ATCO. This media frame also 

reiterates the government rhetoric which states that “reducing regulatory burden and unnecessary 

processes encourages economic growth and job creation; which is of utmost importance to our 

government" (Government of Alberta, n.d.-a). The frame labelled the AUC as having too much 

bureaucratic red tape and that there was an investor confidence issue and regulatory uncertainty. 

In this case, the AUC was silent and did not respond publicly to the public criticism; a common 

response of regulators who avoid public talk by shifting further discussions to a non-public 

venue (Maor, et al, 2013). The AUC has received some encouraging feedback from government 

decision-makers with an encouraging letter from the Associate Minister of Natural Gas and 

Electricity; however, the issue of regulatory lag is something that the AUC continues to address 

(Alberta Utilities Commission, n.d.-d). Mainstream media has not yet countered the general 

narrative of regulatory burden that places “undue burden on industries” and it continues to be 

accepted over the less obtrusive language that speaks of regulatory lag.  
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Challenges of Cohesive Reputation Management Strategies for Regulators 

The literature is consistent in identifying that regulators must have multiple identities to 

relate to multiple needs and interests in environments that are unclear, inconsistent, and complex 

(Wæraas, 2008); however, it is unclear whether agencies need to have a dominant image or if 

that image is flexible depending on time, place, and audience. In addition, it is difficult to assess 

effective strategies and messages that can manage reputation through the politics of lobbying 

efforts by regulated businesses. The research explores reputation management for regulators with 

adjudicative function, such as the AUC, which will be used to inform communication strategies. 

Research Methods 

Methodological Approach 

The underlying theoretical framework for this research was approached through the 

interpretivist/constructivist paradigm. This paradigm generally operates using predominantly 

qualitative methods (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006) and supports an unfolding process of collecting 

and analyzing field data (Merrigan, Huston, & Johnston, 2012). The attribute for interpretivist 

description implies that there is not an attachment to a particular method and it does not restrict 

the researcher, but rather frees the applied research mind to do and defend good scholarship 

(Thorne, 2016). This approach was selected to gain insight into individuals’ ways of viewing the 

reputational issues and to consider the variety and depths of personal experiences. The 

qualitative inquiry paradigm works to understand how meaning is constructed in various social 

contexts, acknowledging that actors do not construct their interpretations in isolation, but instead 

against a backdrop of shared understandings, practices, and language (Schwandt, 2000). 

Understanding the world through interpretation is a process that relies on understanding a 



REGULATORY AGENCY REPUTATION MANAGEMENT 28 
 

particular social action where the inquirer must grasp the meanings that constitute that action 

(Schwandt, 2000). To understand what makes an individual trust an agency, a crucial component 

of reputation management, I considered and questioned participants about what makes them do 

so, which served as a good methodology for this study. To do this, I observed and analyzed the 

data to then interpret the patterns that emerged out of those descriptions (Merrigan, et al, 2012). 

My approach is similar to a study which involved interviews that considered the 

motivations and perceptions of participants who were the subject of an inquiry regarding local 

government transactional networking. For Huggins (2014) using semi-structured qualitative 

interviews with people who were in a privileged position in relation to a particular activity or 

policy was advantageous to gain insights into their subjective, personal experiences because of 

the less-formal nature of the interviews. Similar to Huggins, my study involved research into 

understanding the actions and perceptions of government decision-makers. However, my 

approach differed because I had the opportunity to leverage a network of connections that I have 

developed from working at the AUC, a government agency, for more than 15 years.  

In a study conducted by Akamangwa, semi-structured interviews were used to give the 

researcher control of the flow, content, and quality of the interviews, as well as provided 

opportunities to filter information that was useful. Akamangwa’s study was comparable to my 

study because it involved considering employees’ experience from their own perspective 

regarding the regulatory environmental requirements for reducing air pollution. Akamangwa 

(2014) noted using semi-structured interviews provided an opportunity to clarify questions to 

respondents and to expand on specific topics of interest. The experience from this researcher’s 

reflection about the semi-structured interview research method provided guidance about building 
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rapport and creating an atmosphere for conducting interviews. I believe that both Akamangwa’s 

and Huggins’ studies were conducted as seeing the world through a constructivist paradigm, 

because the data collected involved subjective truths for both those who participated in the 

research and those who conducted it. The perspective and practice used in these studies provided 

insight and guidance to my research. 

Research Design and Rationale 

My research design followed a qualitative methodology that involved semi-structured 

interviews with Alberta government civil servants who have, or have had, direct influence with 

government decision-makers. The semi-structured interview approach uses rich qualitative 

research data gathered through a variety of open-ended questions, with allowances for question 

flexibility based on participant responses. This research focused on the unique relationship 

adjudicative agencies have with government, as well as the aspects and attributes that assist 

arms-length government regulators in earning a positive reputation. The questions were designed 

to encourage responses that will help determine the type of relationship management strategy 

that the AUC can use, in hopes of effectively communicating legitimacy to build trust between 

itself and government decision-makers.  

Recruitment 

Seeking interviews with senior government civil servants was challenging; however, 

being respectfully persistent, leveraging my network, and working on developing a trusting 

relationship was the key to entry as suggested by Marland, A. & Esselment, A. (2019). I 

leveraged my unique position in the AUC and the direct contact I have with a Department of 

Energy employee, as well as a Department of Advanced Education connection to recruit 
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interview participants. The strategy to gain the attention of executive civil servants through 

interviews and by seeking connection through legitimized others, such as political peers and 

advisors as undertaken in Galtrud & Byström’s 2019 study worked well. The reputation and 

professional working relationship that I have developed with a person in the Department of 

Energy assisted me in recruiting participants and encouraged executives to participate in my 

research. In addition, the contact with former government employees and the referrals from 

interview participants also resulted in meeting the six interview participants for this project. It 

was challenging to get interviews with policymakers and those who influence policy decisions, 

but approaching recruitment strategically and not relying on one method of recruitment worked 

well.  

Data Gathering and Study Conduct 

As an interpretive researcher I collected primary data using purposive sampling that 

focused on a target group: Alberta government civil servants in the Department of Energy. This 

enabled flexible data collection that allowed the interview to unfold through the process of 

gathering and analyzing the field data, but was guided by some specific and consistent closed- 

and open-ended questions. During my interviews I asked questions that focused on reputation, 

such as: what encourages you to trust that an agency is accomplishing its raison d’être and that it 

can be trusted to carry out its mandate?: what are important things that an agency does and 

communicates that earns that trust?: when and through what methods are messages effectively 

delivered, and what level of importance do you place on having an inter-personal relationship 

with the person delivering the message? Using this type of research method got to the heart of 

the perceptions and actors in detail. The semi-structured qualitative interviews with people in a 
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privileged position in relation to a particular area of policy in which they have direct influence 

over clearly served as the right approach.  

Semi-structured interviews. 

Data was collected from six senior Government of Alberta civil servants as well as 

individuals who have previously held similar positions. Their semi-structured interviews were 

recorded and were each approximately 60 minutes in length. As noted earlier, my process was 

similar to Huggins’ and Akamanagwa’s approaches, but scaled to the scope, resources, and pool 

size of the individuals who have had recent interactions with high-level Department of Energy 

ministers and executives. Low (2019) suggests that saturation is tied to sample size, where 

saturation is achieved when there are no new properties or further insights revealed despite new 

data being gathered. Studies reveal that the number of participants required to make an adequate 

sample for a qualitative research project can range from one to 100 or more, where guidance is 

based on the research objectives and where qualitative research is exploratory by nature (Baker 

& Edwards, 2012). The scope of the project is also an important consideration for the number of 

interviews conducted and should be undertaken as long as respondents are providing different 

answers (Baker & Edwards, 2012). In this case the sample size of people in positions of 

influence within the Department of Energy is proportional to this size and scope of the research 

conducted.  

Collecting data through semi-structured interviews allowed for rapport to develop while 

maintaining professionalism; ultimately, this resulted rich data that reflected personal 

experiences. I prepared a list of questions that served to stimulate discussions during each 

interview and was guided by a list of topics specifically focused on legitimacy, relation 
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management, and reputation management. The interviews were conducted remotely through an 

online video conference tool and the audio was recorded through my personal electronic device. 

I then listened to the recordings and manually transcribed the interview. Considering the advice 

presented in Huggins’ (2014) interview methodology, I was flexible in arranging interviews that 

were on a date and at a time that was convenient for the participants and suggested they connect 

to the video conference in an environment free from distractions. I also conducted a pilot 

interview to evaluate the questions and the data firsthand, which prepared me for interviewing 

the astute and knowledgeable executives in positions of much higher authority than me 

(Huggins, 2014). The test interview was conducted with a senior communications professional at 

the AUC to determine flow and cadence of the interview questions. Huggins (2014) suggests 

holding pilot interviews to find any practical issues that might affect the quality of the interview 

and to also get the interviewer more comfortable with the interview process. I found this 

approach valuable and recommend test interviews for other researchers. 

Creating trust with participants through introductions from mutual colleagues, being 

prepared, and being flexible was important when arranging interviews with executive-level civil 

servants. I was considerate and understanding of the apprehension of participants to being 

recorded, especially when it could reflect critically on their work, their organization or of the 

agencies within their purview. When I arranged and conducted the interviews, I created a climate 

of trust when meeting with interview participants for the first time. As Merrigan, et al (2012) 

suggested, I ensured to maintain a heightened awareness to monitor participants’ non-verbal 

reactions for further meaning and nuance. Due to the political nature of this research and my dual 

role as a researcher and employee at the AUC, there were some lines of inquiry that I did not 
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pursue further because I was reluctant to draw attention to issues that may affect the participants’ 

views of either my personal reputation or that of the organization. Interviews at times became 

somewhat stressful due to this uncomfortable dynamic. For example, in an interview with a 

former civil servant the participant made a comment that they were treating me purely as a 

researcher but noted that it was an awkward experience.  

Method of Data Analysis 

After manually transcribing the interviews, the transcripts with current and recent 

executive civil servants were collected, grouped by codes and then thematically analyzed. To 

analyze the data, responses were broken down into codes through the theories that were 

identified in the literature and themes identified though axial coding with a coding manual 

(Appendix A). This process involved making connections between categories, describing and 

identifying dimensions, and identifying sub-categories (Andersson, Nordenram, Wårdh & 

Berglund, 2007). This was done using the codes to categorize interview responses regarding 

legitimacy, relationship management, and identifying any statements that emphasized one of the 

four dimensions of reputation management for regulators: performative, technical, moral, and 

legal-procedural (Carpenter, 2010).  The final code used was tactics for an effective reputation 

management strategy. Through analyzing the transcripts, I was able to identify patterns and 

themes within each coded category across the interviews and also discovered common 

perceptions arising from the interviews. 

Results 

 The research unveiled responses that reflected themes of legitimacy, relationship 

management, the four dimensions of reputation, and valuable practical advice for implementing a 
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reputation management strategy. The data gathered revealed a heavy concentration on the need 

for a strong performative reputation due to the increased government focus on red tape reduction 

and efficiency. The need for a strong relationship management strategy that involves a 

government relations focus was also a key theme that was emphasized as a crucial component of 

a government relations strategy to build reputation for agencies. 

The bureaucracy, the complement of government staff who shape policy to achieve the 

outcomes that are sought by the elected members of legislative assembly and ministers, 

recognize that ABCs have separate roles and responsibilities from government. A senior civil 

servant recognized this, saying, “they [ABCs] are the ones that have to implement, they are the 

ones in the frontline—in the face of industry—actually implementing and making sure that the 

regulations are being adhered to, so it’s tough”. This reflects the earlier notion that ABCs have a 

complex position in trying to please multiple parties while upholding their duties of compliance. 

The interview participants all noted that reputation needs to be cultivated through each 

party knowing the roles and responsibilities of each player. An interviewee recognized that the 

AUC has to “live in legislation” and make tough decisions that are not necessarily popular. It 

was emphasised by that participant that this role is “sort of the gig”. In other words, it’s very 

important that agencies remain focused of their raison d’être and stay within their mandate and 

know and understand the roles and responsibilities of everyone involved.  

Legitimacy  

Carpenter’s theory emphasises the need for an independent, arms-length regulator to have 

legitimacy, as concept reinforced through the research. Legitimacy as expressed by Carpenter 

(2010) involves the trust and acceptance and is even more crucial than reputation. The primary 
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theme of legitimacy expressed by interview participants was the importance of independence 

from government and lack of government interference, indications that the agency is not 

“captured”, having a clear vision, and strong leadership. For a regulator like the AUC, legitimacy 

is evidenced through principled decisions which sometimes resulted in tough penalties and 

instances where costs are reduced or not approved. The agency proves it is doing its job by 

essentially “not saying yes to everything” regarding the decisions made. The decisions also must 

be justified and considered in an open, transparent, and process-based way.   

The level and need for independence was summarized by one senior civil servant stating 

that, “You need that independence to maintain stability and trust with your stakeholders, because 

if that independence isn’t clearly delineated then you lose your reputation of being able to make 

your own decisions”.  

Legitimacy through independence was highlighted by another interview subject when referring 

to the regulatory system who stated:  

It’s very important that all players in that system understand the box that they’re in and 

where our role touches and then stops. It would put much more angst in the system if the 

government was putting their finger in the pie.  

Still another participant concentrated on the policy outcomes and how the system of appointing 

commission members—key decision-makers for the AUC—by the elected politicians is 

potentially unique to Alberta. These statements indicate that there are politically motivated 

policy outcomes that are expected to be embraced by independent regulatory agencies.  

Some concern about the public’s trust, respect, and understanding of, and the need for 

institutional legitimacy of quasi-judicial tribunals arose. When referring to the sudden mid-term 
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dismissal of the of the AUC chair in June 2020 (Government of Alberta, n.d.-d), a development 

which garnered no mainstream media attention or public response, a former civil servant noted:  

People don’t even understand what the AUC does never mind also then understand why 

it’s crucial that they [AUC and other agencies] have that independence. […] It raises 

question marks about the legitimacy of successive appointments after that fact and this is 

concerning for the long-term legitimacy of the organization.  

Expressed further, the former civil servant stated that:  

Being an independent regulator and creating certainty for the market (because of its 

independence) which is really the goal here… that you don’t have decisions that are 

subject to the wayward political decision-making—that’s the point of it being arms length 

so you know that concerns me… There’s a reason that you don’t fire judges.  

Another former civil servant explained that being fiercely independent is not ideal or preferred; 

working optimally to meet policy outcomes means that “we are all working on something 

together”. 

More than one interviewee mentioned the analogy of three-legged stool, where each of 

the primary interests—social, economic, and environmental—represents a leg of the stool. A 

civil servant recognized that:  

Different elected governments put priority on a different leg at different times and so the 

NDP were very much about the social and environmental outcomes; the UCP is very 

much about the economic outcomes, but they still want clean air and clean water.  
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The same bureaucrat thinks that the AUC must recognize its independent role, but appreciated 

operating in a policy framework that is established by government and can be amended by 

government.  

As expressed by a civil servant, developing legitimacy is about adhering to the independence and 

principle, but it is also about having leadership that sets a clear path that involves transparency 

and openness where there is some tension between the AUC and the industry they regulate. 

Specifically, to gain legitimacy it is important to avoid the perception of being captured, which 

for a former bureaucrat is evidenced by “making sure that the commission members themselves 

have a history of independence and can point to independence in their work and in their previous 

life”.  

Reputation management requires that government decision-makers trust an agency to perform its 

raison d'être and form legitimacy is developed through good direction from leaders, because 

“direction starts with leadership”. It is important to have a clear vision, mission, and clear path 

on how they achieve their vision. As evidenced an Alberta Energy Regulator (AER) scandal that 

saw leadership recklessly and wilfully mismanage public money outside of its mandate on 

International Centre of Regulatory Excellence (ICORE) activities that resulted in mistrust of the 

regulator and a negative effect on its reputation (Seskus, 2019). It is thus important to have 

transparency and openness where “everyone knows what they’re doing…goes a long way with 

having a positive reputation”.  

Another bureaucrat mentioned that trust between government and the agency is important, but 

when referring to the ICORE scandal suggested the government held possibly too much trust in 

the AER and its leadership. The participants expressed that there was need for legitimacy; 
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however, responses varied regarding the expected level of independence from government, with 

some expressing that an agency only earns its legitimacy through its decisions.  

Relationships 

 Interpersonal relationships between government department civil servants and AUC staff 

were identified as a key component of reputation management with government decision-

makers. The two-way symmetrical model of communication, a concept from research on 

interpersonal relationships and the Excellence Study, is identified as the optimal public 

relationships that benefit both the organization and its audiences. It is through this two-way 

symmetrical model of communication that “effective organizations choose and achieve 

appropriate goals because they develop relationships with their consistencies” (Hon & Grunig, 

1999, p. 8). The participants in my study aligned with this research expressing that relationships 

based on trust were developed through honest, collaborative, frequent discussions with AUC 

representatives. This included “making sure there are no surprises between each other… and 

being proactive in [communicating] changes that are coming from a policy perspective or any 

announcement that might be controversial or create news”.  

Frequent face-to-face meetings with the minister’s office and with the minister were advised to 

show that the agency is making progress on mandate trackers and business plans on a consistent 

basis. More than one civil servant advised that communication should specifically tie 

accomplishments to the platform commitments of the government.  

 There are relationships that form between civil servant members and the agency due to 

necessity of forming working relationships, but often there are relationships that exist between 

people because of previous or personal interactions. When speaking generally about 
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interpersonal relationships, it was suggested that it is necessary that the AUC chair develop and 

maintain a relationship with the minister. This relationship was characterized as a “dance… a 

give-and-take and you have to have a certain amount of political acumen and relationship and 

trust built up in those you interact with”.  

The relationship between the agency chair and minister was noted to be an important one that 

should have regular interaction and where rapport is built, but that shouldn’t be “chummy” to the 

point that they are going for dinner on Friday nights. Communication between these individuals 

as well as others at various levels should occur at all levels of government including with the 

communications group.  

Gaining trust with the minister and civil servants also takes skill, political acumen, and 

framing that resonates with the individual. Individuals for example, are much more open to 

people presenting opportunities and a win-win as opposed to showing up with a problem and 

demanding the government “fix this”. There is a lot of benefit to having shared experience, but if 

you don’t have that, “once you work through one item, then you have established that 

relationship a bit and that trust as well”.  

Peer-to-peer relationships were said to be the most effective at developing working relationships. 

One former civil servant noted it is important to communicate and form relationships with all 

levels of government using a bottom-up and top-down approach so hopefully the message meets 

somewhere in the middle.   

 Agency staff in technical positions can develop trust that could provide the “unfiltered 

take […] to get to the nut of the situation” and provide assurances that the agency leadership 

isn’t pulling the wool over their eyes. The trust is further entrenched by having a government 
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relations strategy where there are “advocates out there that are going to carry your story forward 

to government”.  

The idea of a third-party endorsement was raised more than once during the research and having 

a healthy, mature relationship with industry and consumer groups to solve problems and not go 

to “mommy and daddy to resolve” was also identified as something that could build trust for the 

government with the agency. Participants commonly expressed the need to have regular contact, 

preferably face-to-face, between people who are aware of the political complications, but with 

sincere, honest, and cooperative discussions.   

Reputation Management 

Interview responses were grouped into Carpenter’s four organizational reputational 

dimensions. The organizational image or the beliefs about an agency can be categorized by its 

performative, moral, technical, and legal dimensions which form how others perceive an 

organization (Carpenter, 2010). This was done to help categorize and understand what 

government civil servants who work outside of the agency, feel about the AUC’s reputation and 

how important certain dimensions of reputation have an effect on how they view the agency. 

This has value for the AUC in developing and managing a reputation, because an organization’s 

reputation shapes the behaviour of its members and influences the behaviour of those outsiders 

who interact with it (Carpenter, 2010). The responses have been considered based on 

performative reputation, moral reputation, technical reputation, and legal-procedural reputation.  

Performative Reputation. 

The majority of interviewees had a lot to say about the importance of performative 

reputation. This reputation rests in the assessment of the audience and judgements about the 
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quality of the entity’s decision-making and its capacity for effectively achieving its ends and 

announced objectives (Carpenter, 2010). Civil servants generally spoke a lot about policy 

outcomes and how the agencies “have a really big bat” to achieve these outcomes “whether they 

realize it or not.” Considering the current government’s focus on the economy and jobs, it is 

looking for ways that the agencies are “helping them achieve their agenda as opposed to putting 

up barriers as to why you can’t work with them”.  

Lots of comments from participants were made about getting little and big wins and having a 

“good line of sight between the policy intent and the actual outcome of the regulation that you 

[the agency] have to implement”.  

Specific comments about red tape reduction and efficiency were also tied to how the AUC would 

be judged based on its performance. The AUC should be seen as “making the right kind of 

choices and recommendations and decisions that move us towards the overarching outcomes the 

government is looking for which is leaner, faster, but still as effective”.  

Given that the AUC which historically has had  

A certain degree of stodginess that lent it to want to perpetuate the system as it was […] 

taking a hands-off approach to the public interest and claiming that’s not our issue does 

not lend itself to developing a performative reputation.  

Having a performative reputation means that  

If you [the agency] step outside of your comfort zone […] and really go that extra mile 

[…] and say look what we’ve done for the sake of what’s keeping you up at night. I think 

that will definitely go a long way. 
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There was a clear emphasis by participants that there was a need for an agency to demonstrate 

and communicate its performative dimension of reputation, especially when there is an increased 

emphasis on efficiency and red tape reduction during economic challenges.  

Moral Reputation. 

There were only a few comments from civil servants that specifically pointed to the 

moral reputation of agencies. The key theme would be considered the need for transparency; 

however, references to fairness and public interest are concepts that consider the moral “public 

good”. This public good was characterized by a former civil servant’s statement that  

“at the end of the day everyone here—I genuinely believe—[…] is trying to do something good 

for the province for the company or wherever they are”.   

Another bureaucrat pointed out that  

Fair and public interest are subjective, but the process is not. A ruling could come out and 

I could say it’s fair and you could say it’s not, but if the process was followed it doesn’t 

really matter what you and I think.  

There were also statements that identified overall system issues. In one participant’s estimation 

there is not an even playing field for utility customer representatives in the adversarial 

adjudicative process when up against the well-funded and fully resourced industry. This was 

expressed specifically in the context that the AUC has to take on that role [representing 

customers] to some extent and that “puts the AUC in a bit of an awkward position”. 

Considering the moral dimension of reputation, the participant responses centred around doing 

what was right for the province. This dimension was not a strong theme that was emphasized 

during the research. However, moral reputation may have been a theme with greater emphasis if 
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the research was done at a time where an agency had just faced a scandal or was challenged for 

not doing what was “right”, instead of at a time when there is a heightened emphasis on the 

economy.  

Technical Reputation. 

The AUC has to be seen as experts in developing its reputation as evidenced through the 

technical dimension of reputation. The technical reputation is important as “the department 

doesn’t maintain a vast, really strong, complement of technical expertise, because when there is 

need for that technical expertise they go out to those ABC’s to provide it”. It must be strong 

technically, which was identified as coming down to “the product and the product is the decision 

and the decision needs to be sound”.  

Civil servants considered the availability of knowledgeable experts who are open, honest, and 

accessible as a key component in building reputation that emphasizes an agency’s technical 

dimension of reputation. Participants generally agreed that the AUC has a strong reputation as 

being competent and featuring knowledgeable experts in the field; it appeared to be a required 

building block that may not be fully proven unless there are errors made or instances where 

expertise wasn’t demonstrated.    

Legal-procedural Reputation. 

The themes that were identified within the concept of the legal-procedural dimension of 

reputation were predictability, transparency and consistency of process, and a process that is 

open and accessible. These concepts were summarized by one bureaucrat who said, “I think it is 

accessibility, predictability—decisions that follow and stick to precedents—and clarity of the 

logic model that led to the decision”.  
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It was further pointed out by another bureaucrat that as a quasi-judicial agency, there is a process 

and “if you didn’t follow the process that jeopardizes reputation, you’re not going to please 

everybody, but if the process was followed, well that’s the best you can do”.  

Legal-procedural dimensions were key for respondents in the reputation of the commission: “An 

important reputation […] would be one of predictability, making sure that people who go in front 

of the commission have a sense of where things are likely to go”.  

Participants clearly felt that having a strong procedural reputation with clear process steps and 

that are widely understood by all audiences was clearly an important aspect of reputation.  

Practical Implementation 

Forming Relationships. 

Interview participants were also asked questions to determine practical ways to 

implement effective reputation management strategies with government. The key approach that 

most participants identified as an effective communication strategy was to have frequent face-to-

face meetings. Having a previous relationship with the civil servants helped with the ease of the 

conversations, which is typically formed through going for coffees or meeting up at events. If a 

previous relationship doesn’t exist, initiating a conversation about some type of common ground 

or shared experience was a good strategy. Even when a person has worked in government in 

other jurisdictions, personal-professional relationships were formed through common bonds and 

experiences that were “for lack of a better word was like going to war”. The shared experiences 

of late nights and working in a bureaucracy and a political environment can help to form a 

common understanding and appreciation for the work and tasks involved in policymaking. 
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Talking the Talk. 

When talking with government civil servants and elected ministers, participants indicated 

that there is a way to speak in “government language” and suggested using an “elevator pitch” 

that starts informally, provides background, and then follows up with more formal information. 

This approach gives busy people the confidence that you know what you’re talking about, which 

is more effective than “if you just fire off reports, briefing notes, or long emails, people are busy 

and they don’t take the time to read it and it just seems like a lot of information and then it gets a 

little intimidating”.    

The goal of these interactions is to frame the discussion in a way that resonates with the 

government audience and be cognizant of the realities and time constraints faced by them when 

reaching out to build relationships and communicate your messages.  

Focused on Results and Policy Outcomes. 

 Currently ABCs must, “because everyone in government has to do as well,” cut 

regulatory red tape and “performance red tape that gets to those timelines”. A civil servant 

clarified the essence of performance red tape stating: 

For regulators, the performance red tape is that Alberta will be among the jurisdictions 

that have the quickest regulatory timelines; it is about cost savings, timeline 

improvements, and how the AUC is progressing on the mandate trackers, reduction in the 

shalls and musts. 

Another interview participant specified that reducing regulatory burden is not only reducing 

shalls and musts, although that is what is required. Specifically, to communicate success with 
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government is to “convert it into whatever metrics the government is using for their indicators of 

success”.  

For example, the AUC must:  

Reduce 30 per cent of your shalls and musts […] but that is not what they are trying to 

drive towards, what they are trying to drive towards is a more efficient regulatory system, 

one that builds investor confidence and one that brings jobs and investor confidence to 

the province.  

This was stated as what keeps Alberta’s premier up at night beyond COVID. To show this is 

tough because “what would go the extra mile and is really hard to do is [to show] how your red 

tape reduction efforts compare with your closest competitors”.  

It is stating the agencies work and draw lines in its messages that indicate how you’re going to  

“attract those dollars back in Alberta, which is if you’re as good if not better than your closest 

competitor”.  

The participants provided very specific advice and messages that an agency would demonstrate 

and communicate an agency’s efficiency, which is focused primarily on the performative 

dimension of reputation. The interviews revealed what types of messages should be more 

noticeable or meaningful for government decision-makers.   

Discussion 

The research identified some key ways that a quasi-judicial government agency like the 

AUC can build trust with government decision-makers and policymakers. The AUC’s raison 

d'être is to serve the public interest and make decisions that consider the three-legged stool 

comprising social, economic, and environmental interests of Alberta. The challenge is how the 
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agency keeps to its principle mandate and builds and manages a positive reputation with 

government civil servants and decision-makers. At times this may result in a difficult balance in 

which building a positive reputation does not compromise the legitimacy of the agency when the 

government expects the agency to step outside of its “comfort zone” and not be “fiercely 

independent”, and to consider the intended policy outcomes and government initiatives without 

formal directives or legislation.   

When managing reputation, the work and decisions made must be supported by the 

reputation and legitimacy of the agency, which then supports the delivery of its public interest 

mandate. This is all achieved within the policy framework; however, this research revealed that 

civil servants expect a certain amount of risk-taking and consideration of the intended policy 

outcome. Reputation, relationships, and the agency’s legitimacy are the trusses that support the 

three-legged stool. See Figure A. A challenge arises for an agency in determining how it 

implements activities on a proactive basis and takes risks to build a positive reputation yet still 

maintains legitimacy through its processes. Government civil servants want the agency to be part 

of the solution, because “we are all part of government” and have a goal that results in a “public 

good”. The challenge with this is maintaining legitimacy with other stakeholders particularly 

with the public and the constituents who hold the power to elect government officials. 

Regulatory agencies must then balance the needs and wants of the competing stakeholders; those 

who seek higher profits and increased investment against the individuals that want lower rates. 

Reputation for regulatory agencies is thus supported through the tool of achieving legitimacy a 

form of serving the public good.  
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Figure A 

  

(adapted from Khoma, 2019). 

In the current political environment, there is a great deal of mistrust in the competence 

and intentions of government (Edelman, 2021). An agency is vulnerable in not maintaining 

legitimacy separate from the political sway of elected parties, and it also can be vulnerable if it 

does not build its reputation with government civil servants. This puts the agency in a very 

delicate position and it must recognize that not only industry have the ear of government through 

lobbying, but that the ratepayers, which is every Albertan, also have a voice at elections and 

through complaints submitted to their legislative representatives. The AUC must engage in a 

delicate dance when it provides expertise and is seen as doing things potentially outside of the 

policy framework that has been formally mandated to it through legislation or formal directives. 

In making collaborative and less “stodgy” approaches, it must ensure it maintains, and possibly 

exhibits an even greater level of, openness and transparency with the public. 

Government Reputation Management and the Five Problems 

Politics Problem. 

Currently, the politics problem is the AUC’s key issue in managing its reputation with 

government. There appears to be an expectation from the government that politicians should 
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have input into how public organizations are perceived and run. It is through obliging this 

political influence on how the agency is run that creates potential risks for the agency and its 

legitimacy, especially when the political climate is one of mistrust. When the public does not 

trust its government and the agencies are closely associated with the strategies and are complying 

without a noticeable amount of independence, the mistrust could be more easily ascribed to both 

the government and its agencies. If aligned closely with government without noticeable 

delineation, an agency could be vulnerable to the “politics problem” and blame for unwanted 

outcomes could be ascribed to the agency, which could be heightened due to the election 

dynamics. It is not an ideal situation for governments to place blame with its agencies, but the 

election dynamics can and has been used in the past to accuse the agency of “backroom deals” 

(Government of Alberta, 2016).  

Having this blur could also signal to succeeding governments that the agency is not an 

independent, apolitical body, thusly affecting the agency’s reputation should the current party be 

replaced. It is hard to determine how much trust would remain with the agency if it is seen as 

having close political ties to a previous party and its politics. In this sense it may appear to be 

“captured” or perceived as captured by government and nullify the purpose and need for an 

independent agency as opposed to being within the government department.   

Consistency Problem. 

 All four dimensions of reputation have an effect on how the agency is viewed by 

government civil servants; however, with the current political environment and the key outcome 

of efficient regulation and “reinvigorating our energy industry and economy and attracting 

investment” the performative reputation was a dimension that was the most emphasized. It was 
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regularly identified in the research that agencies need to be proactive and consider broader policy 

issues and outcomes that the government is seeking, not necessarily in its decision-making and 

legal authority, but in terms of open lines of communication and proactively addressing policy 

issues in a more collaborative way. This may also be what industry would see as a key 

dimensions of reputation; however, other audiences, such as the ratepayers, could value a greater 

emphasis on the moral reputation of the agency and doing what is right. To address the 

consistency problem where an agency conveys different values to different audiences (Wæraas & 

Byrkjeflot, 2012) the agency may need to frame its messages to different audiences in a way that 

resonates with their values.  

Charisma Problem. 

 From the government civil servants’ perspectives, being an ordinary regulator and 

lacking charisma is not a problem. There is a general feeling that being primarily out of the news 

or not having a lot of public attention, at least in a bad way, is good news for the government and 

the reputation of the agency. There was some appreciation for the AER’s actions where they 

don’t approve everything and when they say no, they are very public about it. This is best 

summarized by an interview participant who stated: 

It is not a charismatic outcome that ends up being front page news, but this hard line on 

saying no to industry when it’s justified, in this example that they are saying no you’re 

not […], really instils confidence, trust, and credibility. It then means that being reliable 

and possibly boring and non-attention grabbing is fine for a regulatory body if it sticks to 

its principles and emphasises the justness that is primarily supported by the legal-

procedural reputation. 
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Generally, the parental-type role of sometimes saying no is preferred to trying, against an 

agency’s nature, to try to be charismatic.  

Uniqueness Problem. 

 The private sector often uses marketing to differentiate its product from its competitors, 

and marketing can also position reputation as unique by appealing to the values and needs of its 

customers. It is difficult to address the uniqueness problem with the government in its attempt to 

develop a strong reputation because comparing with, and differentiating from, other agencies in 

Alberta could appear to diminish or undermine the work of sister agencies. In Alberta there are 

four distinct agencies with separate mandates and responsibilities that are involved in the 

complex industry of delivering and maintaining reliable electricity and natural gas utility services 

to Albertans. In accordance with the Alberta Public Agencies Governance Act, the mandate and 

operations of every public agency must be reviewed at least every seven years by the responsible 

minister and report to the Executive Council.4 Public sector organizations must be careful not to 

trigger conflicts between professions and departments and groups with in them in showing 

uniqueness that may perhaps be at the expense of others (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). If the 

AUC attempts to show how it is unique and differentiate itself from other agencies with the 

government audiences, the AUC needs to be careful in doing so and it must make sure it does not 

undermine sister agencies reputation.  

Excellence Problem. 

 Politicians and civil servants share an intended outcome of pursuing excellence in 

regulation and attracting investment to Alberta. For a regulator within a different policy 
 

4 Alberta Public Governance Act, SA 2009, CA-31.5 
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framework and a different regulatory system, it is difficult to compare itself to regulators in 

different jurisdictions. The AUC faces a significant hurdle in proving and successfully meeting 

the goal that it is leaner, faster, and still as effective as utility agencies in other North American 

jurisdictions. It is not only measurement that causes the AUC a problem, it is also the possibility 

that the agency engages in a race to the bottom where competition with other jurisdictions results 

in poor environmental standards and quality decisions are sacrificed in order to gain competitive 

advantage (Harrison, 2005). Pursuing excellence in regulation and efficiency is incredibly 

difficult to attain and maintain; unfortunately, a crisis or other disappointment can undermine 

efforts and take years to regain standing (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). Aspiring to excellence 

thus is expected by government, but it is difficult to maintain and has risks when other 

reputational dimensions and legitimacy become a lower priority.  

Conclusion  

 Communicating value and building trust with government decision-makers is not 

straightforward for a regulator with quasi-judicial responsibilities. It is a difficult task to 

implement government policy, maintain legitimacy, and establish a positive reputation to carry 

out the public interest mandate. The efforts in creating and managing a positive reputation with 

government involves a robust involvement and astute relationship-building based on trust 

primarily carried out through face-to-face, two-way symmetrical communication. 

Communication needs to be proactive and showcase the agency’s technical expertise to deliver 

on the performative reputation that the government expects. Currently, there is a great deal of 

emphasis in Alberta to demonstrate efficiency and for the activities embarked on by the agency 

to result in policy outcomes that the government is striving towards, which is to have the fastest 
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regulatory timelines in North America. There are unique circumstances for the independent 

utilities regulator in Alberta and what is involved in reputation management; however, 

Carpenter’s dimensions of reputation can be used as guide to highlight and frame certain 

messages of reputation management for regulatory agencies in other jurisdictions.  

 There is a sense that the autonomy and the need for agency’s autonomy is currently seen 

as negligible from the current Alberta government perspective. This is unique due to the way that 

the agency is structured where commission members are appointed by the government. This 

creates an expectation that, just like a government department, the agency is focused on the 

policy outcomes and sets its mission, vision, and values in alignment with government 

objectives. It is not that the agency isn’t seen as expertly equipped with a strong technical 

reputation, but the viewpoint and emphasis on the performative dimension of reputation is 

making the agency vulnerable to greater government involvement.  

The AUC needs to understand what the audience, in this case the government decision-

makers, value most by considering what contributes to the four dimensions of reputation 

(Carpenter, 2010) and what meaning they ascribe to those dimensions. Through identifying the 

best attributes of the organization and what part of the organization should be presented 

(Goffman, 1978) the AUC can work to make pieces of information more noticeable, meaningful, 

or memorable for government decision-makers (Entman, 2003). Based on the research data from 

high-level government the four dimensions form a multidimensional perspective about the 

reputation of the AUC; however, the performative reputation is highlighted as critical with the 

current government. The AUC needs to demonstrate and communicate that it evaluates 

applications in an efficient and effective manner when compared with other comparable 
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regulators in North America. The AUC must also indicate is aligned values with government to 

reduce regulatory red tape, which should be emphasized by framing how the AUC is working 

towards an efficient regulatory system and strong investor confidence in the utility industry. 

 This paper has identified the multidimensional aspect of reputation management for 

regulatory agencies (Carpenter, 2010) and the unique challenges public sector organizations face 

to overcome a persistently negative image of public organizations (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). 

Reputation is a very important asset for regulators as it becomes a tool of regulation, which 

secures more appropriate legal behaviour (Carpenter, 2010). Reputation is continuously forged 

and strategically defended (Illia, L., Schmid, E., Fischbach, I., Hangartner, R., & Rivola, R., 

2004) through accumulation of past and everyday activities (Gershenson, C., 2019). To maintain 

regulatory power and influence the AUC needs to strategically approach reputation management 

using the four dimensions of reputation as a guideline. It must create strategies that work 

understand and meet stakeholders’ expectations of an effective and legitimate regulator, 

otherwise it will become targets for those dissatisfied with the agency’s decisions, or for 

inveterate ideological opponents to the agency’s existence or authority (Carpenter, 2010). 

Regulators cannot solely rely on messages of the benevolent pursuit of public interest as it fails 

to illuminate and predict the complex realities of regulation (Carpenter, 2010). The dimensions 

of reputation help categorize the key facets of reputation and how the AUC can consider ways to 

meet reputational demands and maintain legitimacy and regulatory power.  

Importance of Leadership and Culture 

The AUC and its leadership must recognize that forming a reputation with government 

decision-makers and civil servants is a dance, a give-and-take where participants have to have a 
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certain amount of political acumen, relationships and trust with those throughout all levels of the 

government. In serving the public interest, the agency must also not neglect the crucial need for 

legitimacy. Focusing on forming a positive reputation involves having a clear vision that is open, 

transparent and aligns with government outcomes and can be assessed in terms of how the 

agency helped meet them. Through this accommodation and work to build a positive reputation 

it must also not neglect the need for legitimacy. The research indicates that government often 

looks for third party endorsements and consistent, transparent, and open professionalism and 

expertise. This identifies the need for strong leadership and internal trust and buy-in that the 

organization remains legitimate and while efficient and working to improve its reputation, it does 

not neglect its focus on delivering on its public interest mandate. 

Research Limitations and Future Research Recommendations 

 This is a very politically elevated time to be doing this research due to the emphasis on 

performance during a time when the government has a great deal of focus on regulatory 

efficiency and red tape reduction. In another era, there may be emphasis on other dimensions of 

reputation and other political pressures at play that would affect how the AUC’s reputation is 

viewed by government civil servants and decision-makers. This research did not include 

interviews or research results from ratepayers and those affected by utility development, nor did 

it include interviews from regulated utility representatives. The research also did not consider 

other provincial or federal jurisdictions. There are limitations to this research as public beliefs 

about a regulator will influence politicians’ actions to delegate and vest resources into the 

regulator in making new policy (Carpenter, 2010). The trust in the agency is influenced by a 

variety of stakeholders, which can either evoke trust or mistrust in an agency. Future in-depth 
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research into how these stakeholders influence government decision-makers’ and civil servants’ 

impression of the agency is recommended. The subject of this research inquiry was how an 

independent government agency forms trust with government decision-makers; however, 

reputation is not built on one group of stakeholders alone. Future research is recommended to 

consider and understand the dimensions of reputation and ways to build trust with other 

stakeholders warrants examination to have a more complete view of overall reputation and 

reputation management considerations.   
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Appendix A 

Legitimacy 
themes 

Legitimacy code Examples 

Develop 
institutional 
legitimacy 

Carpenter: 
Legitimacy 
involves trust and 
acceptance and is 
crucial even more 
so than reputation. 
 
Why does an 
institution like the 
AUC have 
legitimacy without 
access to money or 
its own police 
force? Why are its 
decisions and the 
outcomes 
respected by the 
public and the 
industry? 
 
 
 

There are moments and spots where its <the AUC> 
existence has gained legitimacy even though on 
technical matters that is far from what the public can 
understand, but when the public sees the AUC hold 
to its principle in order to apply a significant 
penalty that the MSA is asking related to a market 
interference issue and the AUC applies millions of 
dollars in penalties, the largest penalty in Canadian 
history, those stories get out and even though the 
public doesn’t understand necessarily whether that 
was the legally correct one just to have one of those 
happen every once in a while is useful. Now there is 
nothing the AUC can do to manufacture its not like 
the AUC can create the circumstance for that, but 
that is how you develop institutional legitimacy is 
for the public to see that those circumstances and 
cases do occur. Whereas that kind of like if you get 
to a point where the public sees that rubber stamping 
of things that’s when you see the opposite – that’s 
the problematic one. So I have been concerned in 
the past that you know the AER has a reputation for 
rubber stamping of projects. 
 
I think that it <the legitimacy of performing the 
AUC mandate to protect the social, economic, and 
environmental interests of Alberta> has to be 
communicated through the decisions at the end of 
the day and when I say decisions I don't necessarily 
mean just the formal decisions, I mean that I mean 
that sometimes costs aren’t approved, sometimes 
intervenor costs aren’t approved, sometimes costs 
are reduced in applications from that back and 
forth discussion with stakeholders. You have to 
prove that you are doing your job.  
 
All of them (regulators/ABCs) have been delegated 
a legal authority so they must adhere to the 
legislation. 
 
When an agency has said no, and then that company 
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like a muscle reaction they go political and when we 
do the look back and we say well was the process 
followed? …If the process was followed go back 
and do your work and resubmit.  
 
I look at the existing actions of the AER CEO and 
how he does things he does not say yes to 
everything and when he says no he’s public about 
it. But there is justification and there is justification 
based on AER directives he’s interpreting the 
directives and he’s doing his job. It may not be front 
page news, but its certainly going to help instill 
confidence that company has with the regulatory 
body. 
 
I think that everybody needs to respond to the 
stakeholders and I think the first message has to 
come from government reaffirming the fact that 
its actually the agency that’s in a better position 
to handle that. 
 
 

Independence  <previous chairs> put a lot of effort .. and emphasis 
on the need for independence of the organization 
and that that was crucial and it was important to 
have a good relationship and be able to speak openly 
with the minister's office but then it was clear that 
you know only when it was appropriate for the 
minister actually exert influence on the AUC was 
through regulation making or legislation making or 
like transparent public directives. 
 
I think that we’re all part of the same government 
and whether it supports the politics of the day or not 
we're all part of government serving Albertans, or 
serving the tax payers or serving the residents and so 
I think that we have a view that we're collaborating a 
little bit more than is traditionally viewed from 
regulators. 
 
When I talk about the regulatory agency, for the 
AUC of course, that’s the decisions and those are of 
course independent, but how you make those 
decisions, or the process you take, or the time that 
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you take is a shared responsibility with government 
because of course they have policy that influences 
us and create our own policy and if there's a 
direction that we need to move things more quickly 
we need to collaborate with government on how 
that’s done. 
 
I believe any regulator should have that 
independence in their process for approving 
applications, for how they run their hearings, but 
that independence doesn’t extend to how you’re 
running that organization is run as a whole that if 
there’s specific metrics that the government it 
looking for you have to hit those, the government 
cannot come in and tell us yeah or neigh on a 
specific application that’s what our independence is. 
I think a lot of agencies, boards, commissions, 
regulators get into that mindset that we are 
independent the fact is – no we’re all part of the 
government. We’re all working on something 
together; what we were independent on is our 
decisions, but how we make those decisions is a 
discussion with all of our stakeholders including the 
government in my mind. 
 
There’s a process for people to air their concerns or 
to make their case and then that’s it. Outside of that 
they should be free of interference. Collaboration is 
okay right up until it jeopardizes the mandate of the 
AUC. 
 
You need that independence to maintain stability 
and trust with the private sector, with your 
stakeholders. Because if that independence isn’t 
clearly delineated then you lose your reputation 
of being able to make your own decisions on the fly 
when it comes to regulations. If you’re always 
having to report back to get direction that doesn’t’ 
instill confidence in the clients and in industry. 
 
The discrete outcome of delivering on that three-
legged stool of public benefit I think different legs 
of the stool get highlighted.  So I think the 
commission body needs to be alive to that change in 
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government. I think it’s very important that all 
players in that system understand the box that 
they’re in and where our role touches and then 
stops. It would cause much more angst in the system 
if the elected government was putting their finger in 
the pie. And then we say if you are getting outcomes 
that you don’t want you have the ability to reframe 
the policy box and then the agencies will adapt. 

Lack of 
interference 

 AUC ….truly needs to be arms-length in the sense 
of not being subject to pressure from the 
government and that comes down in large measure 
to leadership ensuring that that is understood with 
successive governments. 
 
Mark’s mid-term dismissal: unfortunately not seeing 
a substantial public sort of you know not seeing 
much public response to it in terms of ..makes me 
concerned that we don't have enough sort of 
public respected institutional legitimacy of quasi-
judicial tribunals like I think that that 
independence is really crucial and so to watch to 
kind of watch an event like that take place and not 
see a public response to it does concern me because 
I think it is it is important that that there is you know 
that independent legitimacy is maintained as like a 
public issue on the other hand I can see how it 
would not rise to the level of the public really caring 
about it because people don't even understand what 
the AUC does never mind also then understand why 
it's crucial that they have that independence so you 
know it concerns me because it potentially raises 
question marks about the legitimacy of successive 
appointments after that fact and that's 
concerning long-term for the legitimacy of the 
organization that plays this role in being an 
independent regulator and creating certainty for 
the market because of its independence which 
really the goal here right is that you don't have 
decisions that are subject to the wayward 
political decision making that's the point of it 
being arms length so you know that concerns me.  
 
Collaborating a lot more with government 
<currently what the AUC is doing right now>. 
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<Letting them know> we’re thinking about this, 
what do you think about that? Taking red tape 
reduction in this way, here is our timelines and … 
covering more areas.   
 
Changing that legislation isn’t as easy as the 
government deciding to change it you have to do 
stakeholder input you have to find time in a 
legislative agenda you need to have a mandate to do 
it there needs to be a need to do it. 
 
You have a delegated authority and the reason you 
have that and its tied to legislation is to make you 
free of political interference.  
 
As much as one utility might want to come in and 
say well government you should overrule they 
really don’t want that, because then it introduces 
the idea that someone else could do that. And they 
don’t really want anyone else to do that either. 
 

Regulatory 
capture 

Three-legged 
chair: social, 
economic, and 
environmental 
interests. Can be 
swayed by 
political pressures 
where more 
emphasis is on one 
or more of those 
legs.  

If I would have come in and only seen constant 
agreement <with utilities> or something like that I 
would have always wondered is this institution 
captured? Instead, I would get from AUC why that 
particular argument from industry is not relevant or 
its not persuasive and they would give you the 
counter argument and given this is the regulated .. 
we shouldn’t have an institution that is so 
adversarial with the industry that the industry is 
constantly in litigation. But the reality is the core 
mandate of the institution is the ratepayer and 
sometimes the ratepayers interest is to make sure 
that the regulated industry has their opportunity for 
return on equity and stuff like that because the 
ratepayer benefits when the utility is willing to 
invest and stuff like that. At its core your 
representing the ratepayer interest against the profit 
motive of a private industry. 
 
The department would kind of come and bring the 
like here’s sort of the all sides of the issue and what 
you would get from the department here’s what the 
industry says about it and here’s what the AUC says 
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about it and typically the department would also put 
a lot of credence in with what the AUC was saying 
about it from an independent standpoint. The AUC 
…take was very independent and very principled 
and I needed to see that in order to have that full 
trust and had I seen anything less than that it would 
have made me more skeptical so I think its 
important for the AUC to stick to that role leave it 
to the department to present the industry 
perspective that is counter.  
 
Developing legitimacy is just adhering to the 
independence and the principle and for the 
public…its important to avoid the perception of 
being captured. Making sure that the commission 
members themselves have a history of 
independence and can point to independence in 
their work and in their previous life can be very 
important and can be undermined if instead there is 
a revolving door between the commission members 
and industry – that’s extremely problematic if that 
happens. I also think that having some insulation 
from politicians in terms of the positions on that 
spot.  
 
For me it was really important to have those 
moments where there was tension between the 
AUC and the industry regulated by them.  
 
If you are going to go down this road <of more 
collaboration> being more open and working with 
stakeholders you have to make sure you are doing 
that with all stakeholders, you can’t just be doing 
that with industry. You have to have that 
relationship all the way with all of the 
stakeholder so I think being fair that way can 
also show that your not being bias as well because 
everyone needs to have the opportunity to share 
their information and be heard. <Signifies a big 
change to how the AUC is doing things. Open and 
equal access that is transparent could be more 
difficult to communicate and demonstrate that 
transparency and equal treatment and access through 
more informal processes that maintain legitimacy 
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and the legal-procedural reputation.> Also, ensure 
that no matter how the government is changing that 
the AUC as a regulator is that neutral place where 
all the groups can come and share their concerns. If 
you’re open to all then you’re closed to none. 
<Concerns about ratepayer or UCA representation>. 
I have concerns about the amount of resources that 
the UCA has… I would have more confidence in the 
sort of adversarial process of decision making and 
hearings if I felt like industry was matched against 
other people whereas frankly, the AUC has to kind 
of step in and take on that role to some extent and 
that puts the AUC in a bit of an awkward position. 
Needing to be almost a part of its own process in 
protecting the ratepayers interest. 
 
If everyone is involved in the collaboration and its 
transparent then absolutely <collaboration is a good 
thing>. The more transparent the better. 
 
The more transparent we are via our public websites 
and via our interactions with our stakeholders I think 
that's a critical thing. Being open, being 
transparent, and consistent with that 
transparency and open dialogue on issues I think 
that's definitely key. 
 
From the proponent or the consumer groups they 
need to feel like the commission has openly and 
honestly heard their perspective and considered 
it.. consistently within the policy frame. 
 

Leadership  The one thing that led me to believe that I was 
working with above board people was my direct 
interactions with <leadership> who instilled a lot of 
confidence through … demeanour, personality and 
made a concerted effort in fostering a relationship 
with the minister. <The people at the AUC in 
technical spots> confirmed that you know they had 
the same feeling about their leaders themselves and 
that they weren’t pulling the wool over your eyes…. 
I guess that speaks to the importance of maintaining 
the consistent approach internally as well as 
externally.  
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The main line of sight into the organization is 
through the chair and it is really important that the 
chair exudes non-partisanship. If there is expression 
of partisanship that would have created a very 
different relationship that may work in that moment 
<short-term> but would have led to more political 
staff thinking there is more opportunity to exert 
influence that is totally inappropriate. <Still> 
Danced that really well and made it clear that there 
was openness to discussions and wanted a 
productive relationship, but his role was never to do 
our bidding. <There was> an openness and 
commitment to serving the mandate of the 
organization and meeting the legislative principles.  
 
Expressing public disapproval of government 
actions… I find it extremely inappropriate <for 
commissioners> not that they disagreed with 
government action, but that they felt okay in their 
position voicing it openly in a public setting.  
 
I think an organization needs a clear vision and 
mission and then a clear path on how they 
achieve their vision and mission and it’s something 
that people agree with or can understand. Two years 
ago today that organization (AER) did not have a 
good reputation at all. Today it is looked at much 
different—maybe not 180 degrees, but its definitely 
trending in that direction—to do a reverse of what it 
was two years ago and there's been two changes. 
They’ve changed leadership and direction starts 
with leadership, but also what they have done, and 
I think what any successful ABC can do or 
government for that matter is that transparency. 
Everyone knows what they’re doing. I think that 
goes a long way with having a positive reputation 
it’s just being transparent, especially nowadays.  
 
 

 

Relationship theme Two-way 
symmetrical 
communication 

Examples 
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code (Hon & Grunig, 
1999) 

Building 
relationships based 
on trust, including 
all stakeholders: 
the bureaucracy, 
other agencies, 
industry, consumer 
groups.  

The fundamental 
goal of public 
relations is building 
relationships with 
an organization’s 
key constituents. 
 
Frank, honest, 
collaborative, and 
frequent 
discussions. 
Knowledge of place 
in the system, 
political acumen 
and relationships 
built on trust.   

It was nice to have the unfiltered, just tell me you know, 
I’ve got a briefing note from the department they’re 
missing something here or I’m not getting the nut of the 
situation so I would need to talk to somebody else. 
 
Sometimes there is friction between the department 
and various agencies including the AUC. In some cases 
there was a predilection to go to mommy or daddy (in 
this case the minister) because there is friction between 
players. This could.. contribute to not going to 
agencies/AUC for input. 
 
…a couple of contacts in the technical positions in the 
AUC I was able to chat with on occasion if I wanted to 
get a totally unvarnished take. <Speaks to the 
importance of culture and employee buy in.> 
Part of having a good government relations strategy is 
having those advocates out there that are going to 
carry your story forward to government.       
 
One of the big things that goes into trust is a two-way 
relationship and so when you think about government 
and a regulatory body I think one of the big things that 
builds trust is making sure there's no surprises between 
each other. … You want to be proactive in any changes 
that are coming from a policy perspective or any 
announcements that might be controversial or create 
news. If you can explain that why aspect to government 
then you have a good opportunity for them to buy in.  
 
How you build trust… You need to be proactive and you 
need to say the same message over, and over, and 
over, but give the government the opportunity to ask 
the why statements too so that they have buy in. 
<Speaks to two way symmetrical relationship, where 
civil servants and politicians can ask the why and there is 
also a collaboration on initiatives. Can be a delicate 
dance so that it does not affect the legitimacy or 
independence of regulator or even the perception of a 
breach in interference.>    
 
You always have to talk to all levels of government. You 
have to talk to people who are very interested in those 
detailed reports, but … also have to have that 30 second 
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elevator speech for the minister’s office or the minister. 
You always have to brief bottom up and top down at the 
same time so that a some point your message is going to 
meet somewhere in the middle and hopefully you will 
get everyone on the same page.  
 
The minister does not just unilaterally make a decision. 
Someone would make a briefing note, someone would 
review that briefing note, someone would insert 
recommendations in that briefing note, the deputy 
minister would give his perspective, then it would go to 
the minister’s office and the political staff would give 
their perspective on it until finally it makes its way to the 
minister. It might look completely different, the final 
recommendations from the first time it was written by 
the analyst in the department.   
 
You have to be humble and work with everyone and you 
also have to rise to the occasion once you talk directly to 
the minister.  
 
They meet like level-to-level, it’s not one-up-man-ship, 
it’s how they work best together, it’s peer to peer and 
what is most efficient too. 
 
Frequent meetings with the executives of the 
department and making sure that you have frequent 
meetings and feedback with let’s say the minister’s 
office and with the minister. Making sure that you’re 
constantly updating lets say mandate trackers or your 
business plans and really making sure you are showing 
progress on those on a consistent basis. Not just verbal 
you want something down on paper as well.. and tie it 
to the platform commitments of government as well. 
Face-to-face is key. Briefing notes are all right, but I 
think the preference for me is regular face-to-face 
meetings. 
 
The ability for me to pick up the phone and call 
<someone knowledgeable> and ask tough questions is 
key. Having good working relationships is key.  
 
I think only through that conversation and those 
relationships and those opportunities to have frank and 
honest dialogue can you truly get there. You don’t have 
it out in front of all the stakeholders you have it in a 
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quiet room and then you go forward. 
 
Personal dynamics…where AUC has an independent 
role, but I appreciated that I’m operating in a policy 
framework that is established by the government and 
can be amended by government. It’s a dance and it’s a 
give-and-take and you have to have a certain amount of 
political acumen and relationship and trust that you 
build up in those that you interact with. That can help 
clarify for everybody who’s who in the zoo on any given 
particular subject. 
 
I think that’s an important relationship (chair and 
minister) as well. It needs to be there, but it shouldn’t be 
like they are going out for dinner on Friday nights and it 
shouldn’t be chummy…. It should be regular and it 
should be you know right now because there is a red 
tape focus it is a perfect excuse for the chair and the 
minister to be meeting to say here’s how we’re making 
progress to this specific outcome here are the things 
that are upcoming and that just builds that rapport. 
 
 

Forming 
relationships 

 Formation of the relationships comes from previous 
work relationships in government or shared history of 
being part of the same political family from a partisan 
politics. There’s also an understanding that when you’re 
talking to people, if you’ve worked in politics before, you 
know what the experience is like, it’s pretty intense 
days—lots of hard work, lots of emotions, a lot of 
different things going in. Whether you have worked in 
Alberta politics or Ontario politics there is that common 
understanding, almost like you’ve been to, for lack of 
better understanding, war. You have a shared 
experience .. that familiarity of what happens, so you 
can leverage that a little bit.. to find that common bond.  
 
Maintaining through texts and coffee when you can… 
attending events… or sending news articles once in a 
while.  
 
With your government relations you’ve got a good 
group there within the ministry would be 
communications, our comms people to right. I do think 
that that level to level does work effectively. 
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Presenting 
opportunities as 
opposed to 
problems 

 Find what is it about a specific policy that the minister’s 
office or the government and how to represent this 
policy issue so that they know that we're working on this 
together so I try to think about issues from their <the 
government> perspective. 
 
Show up with an opportunity <or a win-win> then you 
have that greater ability to work through items. Once 
you’ve worked through one item then you have 
established that relationship a bit and that trust as well. 
If you’ve shown up with an opportunity to find a win 
instead of showing up with a problem and saying 
government fix this for me.  

 

Reputation 
management 

Four dimensions of 
reputation 
management 
(Carpenter, 2010) 

Examples 

Performative 
reputation 

Display sufficient 
vigor and 
aggressiveness in 
pursuit of some of 
its aims so as to 
invite compliance, 
induce decisions 
that render the 
agency’s work 
easier or less 
controversial, or to 
deter challenges to 
the organization’s 
power. 
 
Themes: Red tape 
reduction and 
meeting policy 
outcomes. 

I had an impression that the AUC had a certain degree of 
stodginess that lent it to want to perpetuate the system 
as it was. An impression that the AUC takes a sort of 
hands off approach to the public interest. Look there's a 
regulatory framework for that so that's not our issue. <in 
relation to minimum requirements and not based on the 
policy outcomes the government was seeking. This 
appears to lead to make the impression that agencies 
need to be proactive and consider broader policy issues 
and outcomes that the government is seeking. Not 
necessarily in its decision making and legal authority, but 
maybe some collaboration.> 
 
If you have those opportunities to give the government 
those wins or successes and how they're looking for and 
how they're measuring them then I think that always 
helps the relationship because you're coming with good 
news helping them achieve their agenda as opposed to 
putting up barriers as to why you can't work with them 
or not be helpful so certainly anytime can give a success 
story is really good.  
 
Reputation management is like that (as well) if you can 
get little wins and big wins, but it’s your brand and it’s 
always important to keep things moving and its never 
like oh well our satisfaction surveys are in the AUC is 
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87% so we’re good now. No, now you need to change 
your strategic plan and always keep that momentum 
going. 
 
I think it's even more critical for the agencies to really 
establishes good working groups with industry and really 
making sure that they have that consistent and open 
line of communication with them and really making 
sure that your clients have a very good line of sight 
between the policy intent and the actual outcome of 
the regulation that you have to implement. 
 
It is effective that and that's making sure that you have 
consistent roundtables with your stakeholders, 
consistent meetings, frequent meetings and yeah with 
a variety of different stakeholders on a variety of 
different issues and I think if you keep you keep that 
consistency in that line of sight of the communication 
open on a regular basis I think that goes a long way to 
establish credibility trust and everything that you need 
to do as an agency. 
 
Sometimes you need to step out of your comfort zone 
as an agency and don't be shy about your 
accomplishments. Really flaunt a lot of the 
accomplishments you have done and ways in which you 
have improved efficiency with your processes whether 
internal or with your stakeholder. If you step out of your 
comfort zone out of all that and really go that extra 
mile to do that and then go back to the minister and go 
back to the government and say hey look what we’ve 
done for the sake of what's keeping you up at night 
<reinvigorating our energy industry and economy and 
attracting investment> I think that that will definitely 
go a long the way. 
 
I think its important to be collaborative in that sense 
because I view red tape reduction and government 
interest in it in that is it helping the agency and the 
commission in particular, truly appreciate the outcome. 
 
Are we making the right kind of choices and 
recommendations and decisions that move us towards 
the overarching outcomes the government is looking 
for which is leaner, faster, but still as effective. 
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Moral reputation  
 
Themes: culture of 
ethical behaviour, 
compassion for less 
fortunate, flexible 
to human needs. 

Does the 
organization have a 
morally and ethical 
means to an ends? 
Does the 
organization protect 
the interests of its 
clients, constituents, 
and members? Does 
the organization 
have a culture of 
ethical behaviour, of 
transparency? Does 
the organization 
exhibit compassion 
for those adversely 
affected by its 
decisions or those in 
an environment 
who are less 
fortunate or more 
constrained? Is the 
organization flexible 
to human needs? 

I would actually have more confidence in the overall 
system including the AUC’s role within it, but this is a 
bigger system issue. If I had more confidence that the 
consumer representatives are fully resourced in a way 
that kind of comes up in the same way that industry is 
resourced. I would have more confidence in the sort of 
adversarial process of decision making and hearings if I 
felt like industry was matched against other people 
whereas frankly, the AUC has to kind of step in and take 
on that role to some extent and that puts the AUC in a 
bit of an awkward position. 
 
We’re all are trying to do the same thing at the end of 
the day. we're all trying make sure that when projects 
are developed they're done in a safe and responsible but 
also that economic manner and I think at the end of the 
day everyone here—I genuinely believe— everyone here 
is trying to do something good for the province for the 
company or where ever they are. I think we get into this 
us vs. them aspect where at the end of the day I think 
really we just try to collaborate a little bit more together 
would be able to move things through the less friction so 
having good relationships goes all of those organizations 
<consumer groups, industry, government> is very 
beneficial. 
 
Fair and public interest are subjective but process is 
not. A ruling could come out and I could say it’s fair and 
you say it’s not. But if the process was followed it 
doesn’t really matter what you and I think. Same thing 
with we’ve achieved the public interest, well okay so I’m 
a member of the public and I don’t like that ruling at all 
so it didn’t achieve my interest at all or my company.  
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Technical 
reputation 
 
Sound decision 
product, 
knowledgeable and 
accessible. 

Scientific accuracy, 
methodological 
prowess, and 
analytic capacity. 
They may be 
efficient and well-
meaning, but are 
they qualified 
experts? 

<Trust regarding PPA’s to have a check with AUC about 
potential effects of new policy.> Unfortunately there's a 
norm or custom within the bureaucracy not to not to 
you know to try and deal with things internally in order 
to avoid leaks. I think that the problem there was the 
norm of keeping it tight unless there is a rationale to 
check because they weren’t even aware of this <in 
Donald Rumsfeld speak> unknown unknown they didn’t 
go and check for people who might have given feedback 
that … this was a potential concern and you may want to 
take a moment to address it and worry about it. In this 
circumstance I think it was the wrong decision of the 
civil servants in that circumstance, but that’s a balancing 
and I can’t say always go talk to everyone, that’s not the 
answer.  
 
The Department of Energy does not maintain a vast 
really strong complement of technical expertise, 
because when there is need for that technical expertise 
they go out to those ABCs to provide it. 
 
I think it becomes clear through the process of making 
good decisions and industry could complain about a 
AUC, but they couldn’t complain about it in a way to 
say that it was wrong on the facts of the law. It comes 
down to the product and the product is the decision 
and the decision needs to be sound.  
 
I think <in decisions> it comes back to explaining the 
why, why that happened why we do it that way and 
giving the government the opportunity to discuss it with 
us, not to discuss changing the decision or the outcome, 
but giving them as much information, heads up, notice 
as to what's coming and why the decision was made 
and if there’s any potential impact and what that 
means as well. It really comes back to my core belief 
that how you maintain their relationships is just being 
open and honest about your communication. 
 
<UAD and utilities lobbying government> Its just trying 
to have those open lines of communication. 
<understanding the utilities’ perspective and what is 
being said to government> If its something that we can’t 
impact or change then its explaining the why, why we 
can’t do that, why its not within our mandate or why its 
a bad decision or whatever it is and then in that sense 
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also being clear what is within our realm of deciding and 
what’s within the government realm. Using UAD as an 
example is we all have a little piece of that and we can’t 
independently solve that and government has a role in 
that too. …so it's really recognize the problem, 
understanding where it fits, and then trying to have 
those open lines of communication in my mind.  
 
Another good reputation would be to be seen as 
experts. Knowledgeable experts and accessible. We are 
seeing more today than before where people can access 
the expertise within the commission and the staff 
without necessarily feeling like they’re interfering in that 
regulatory decision making process. I think <access and 
good lines of communication with developers and the 
regulated utility> helps everything move through a little 
more smoothly and as things move smoothly that also 
benefits the commission and its reputation.     
 
Flagging issues with government <in a proactive way> 
informally or informally could work to create a more 
productive and collaborative environment. i.e. We are 
observing these trends in the system and the result of 
these trends if they continue will be X, Y, Z. Our advice 
to government would be for government to evaluate 
and analyze the policy framework on this issue with the 
intended outcome of clarity, right, because we at the 
commission feel like there is a lack of clarity. 

Legal-procedural 
reputation 

Relates to the 
justness of the 
process.  
 
Predictable, 
transparent, 
open/accessible, 
consistent process-
based, knowing role 
and place.  

I think you can get more done informally than when 
you’re in a hearing room and everyone is presenting you 
know 1,800 pages of technical evidence. Sure that 
supports your argument and is an important aspect but 
often those issues – I don’t think— are as technical in 
nature as we think they come down to other items and if 
we take an opportunity and have those relationships 
with or have those conversations upfront I think we can 
get a more efficient when we get down to those 
hearings or the technical problems. I don't think that we 
serve our stakeholders well if you just think that well me 
know best and that we have all the answers. You can 
only get the best outcome if you are working together 
and collaboratively. <find a sweet ground of 
collaboration, but not too chummy> 
 
If you are quasi-judicial you have a process and you 
could you could agree or disagree with the resolution or 
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a decision and that’s someone’s opinion but if there is a 
problem with the process and if the process wasn’t 
followed now you’re jeopardizing things. If …you didn’t 
follow the process that jeopardizes reputation…you’re 
not going to please everybody, but if the process was 
followed well that’s the best you can do.  
 
At the political level then maybe it is good that an 
agency is boring and you never hear from them. There is 
something about process; if it’s understood and 
everyone understands it then there is nothing to 
complain about. That goes back to the transparency as 
well.  
<In terms of performance and timelines> There’s 
predictability there its consistency and… certainty.  
 
An important reputation for the commission when I 
think about their roles within the sort of ecosystem 
would be one of predictability. Making sure that people 
who go in front of the commission have a sense of 
where things are likely to go.  
 
As long as the Commission can demonstrate to 
government that it has an understanding of its role in 
the system as relative to government you know an 
implementer, a party that helps, shape policy that 
doesn't make a policy and it's clear to the elected 
government and to civil servants that there is an 
understanding of the dynamic and the role and then I 
think you have, from the government angle, a positive 
reputation. 
 
Change in decision direction or legal interpretation… but 
doesn’t explain themselves clearly or and there is this 
precedence that if all of a sudden you are going to 
move off of it that’s when you are going to cause some 
angst and mistrust quite honestly. 
 
<When issuing a> decision that may be unpopular to a 
certain demographic it’s just being transparent on what 
were the factors going into making that decision. To me 
it’s not much more complex than that…. 
As long as it is communicated and accessible in a way 
that people can unpack it and its not secretive then if 
you don’t like it then that’s your own problem. 
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Overall reputational things I think it is accessibility, 
predictability, decisions that follow (stick to precedents) 
and clarity of the logic model that led to the decision. 

 

Practical 
implementation 

  

Red Tape 
Reduction and 
efficiency 

Who, what, when 
how. 

Start informally and give that background… and the 
quick elevator pitch .. and follow up with more … and 
more often than not people will take that offer of 
getting more formal. I think that give people a bit of 
ease that you know what you’re talking about. If you just 
fire off reports, briefing notes, or long emails, people are 
busy and they don’t take the time to read it and it just 
seems like a lot of information and then it gets a little 
intimidating.   
 
You have to speak in the government language, so you 
have to talk about cost savings, you have to talk about 
timeline improvements, you have to talk about how 
that’s impacting the economy, you have to talk about 
how that is going to add additional jobs, you have to 
relate it back to their lens or what they’re trying to push 
forward. I.e. cut timelines in half that means <political 
outcome/agenda/how it fits into what they are trying to 
accomplish> the investment for those projects are going 
to be invested six months sooner because the 
companies make the final investment decision which is 
going to result in 100 million dollars invested in the 
province resulting in 103 new jobs. You’ve got to 
convert it into whatever metrics the government is 
using for their indicators of success.  
 
Red Tape reduction: the government has set up this 
specific program they have to reduce 30% or 33% of 
your shalls and musts or specific words, but that’s not 
what their driving towards what their trying to drive 
towards is a more efficient regulatory system one that 
builds investor confidence and one that brings jobs and 
investor confidence to the province. 
 
What would really go the extra mile and it is really hard 
to do .. is how your red tape reductions efforts compare 
with your closest competitors. That’s the key. You’re 
only going to stimulate more activity using job growth 
as an example and you’re only going to attract those 
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dollars back in Alberta if you’re as good if not better 
than your closest competitor. 
 
Whether industry was lobbying me, company 
stakeholder group, or if it was a government agency it 
was always when you present or were presented with 
opportunity so if someone came with hey I have a good 
news story for you I was much more likely to answer 
that call. The other thing is .<regarding lobbying in 
general>. you always have to be willing to give up the 
credit to the government, you may loose the headliner 
or loose the quote, but who cares as long as you get the 
outcome you want.  
 
I wouldn’t put it as we would represented ourselves 
differently because we are the same to everyone, but 
certainly there's aspects of different announcements or 
different work that we're doing that’s more important 
to government,  industry or consumer groups so yeah 
emphasizing those components is key. <Entman 
framing> 
 
It’s better when someone else is telling your story, 
people always believe someone else more than they 
believe you, especially when it’s about you. <Third party 
endorsement/validation> 
 
Aside from face-to-face interactions it would be great if 
the companies would say how great the AUC is. You 
would get that private sector validation.   
 
Face-to-face is key. Briefing notes are all right, but I 
think the preference for me is regular face-to-face 
meetings. 
 
Red tape: One thing that all ABC’s have to do, because 
everyone in government has to do it as well, is cut red 
tape. And red tape there’s two different streams to that. 
There’s regulatory red tape and there there’s 
performance red tape. Performance red tape gets to 
those timelines. So the AUC in Alberta will be among the 
fastest in North America… so can the AUC do that 
without jeopardizing its process? <transparency and 
stakeholders knowing the process – legal steps and 
approval process is important.> 
 



REGULATORY AGENCY REPUTATION MANAGEMENT 84 
 

Value in process even when companies feel there is red 
tape. Example Indigenous consultation. But if you take a 
little bit of time and understand the steps and go 
through those steps you can go from a community 
opposing your project to a community that it neutral its 
not supportive of it, but its neutral. On the face of it, it 
seems like a burden like a time burden and a money 
suck, but its not its an obligation.  
 
Boring politically is good. If you’re not boring then 
you’re the AER from a few years ago and you don’t want 
that, no one does.   
 
Defending reputation: You want to be careful not to 
overreact to every little thing, because that could do 
more harm to your reputation than anything. So there 
are thing that you’ve gotta let slide and there are things 
that you can be a bit proactive on and just make sure 
that the rest of the stakeholders are aware that because 
of the comments or actions of one does not mean it’s 
true. 
 
I think it took a bit for the commission, and not just the 
commission, but the agencies at large to understand 
that this is also something that they would also be held 
to deliver on. So in the last few months I think it has 
been quite embraced (I see this through bulletins) and I 
think the commission is demonstrating the 
commitment to red tape reduction right now and 
making headway. 
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