
6 

Stéphane TRÉBUCQ1 et Annie BARTOLI2

Public management  
facing the challenges of territorial attractiveness  

and institutional legitimacy

1 Full Professor in Management – Chief-redactor of the GMP review.
2 Full Professor in Management – Chief-redactor of the GMP review.

The growing disinterest of French citizens in certain 
electoral events has led many observers of political life 
to reexamine the perceived effectiveness of public of-
ficials in the policies that they may conduct at differ-
ent territorial levels. Their legitimacy is also indirectly 
challenged. Nothing can be taken for granted in this 
area, and both elected officials and civil servants have 
to work regularly to maintain it. As for the challenge 
of policies conducted at the territorial level, if this 
concept appears to be historically, culturally and so-
ciologically relevant, it tends to be summed up in one 
key word, which is attractiveness. In other words, the 
territory may be seen as a platform on which public 
decision-makers try to act, in order to enrich it with 
new resources, whether human, financial, physical or 
more intangible such as technological or informational 
resources. The successes of these policies should en-
hance the legitimacy of public officials, provided that 
they are able to demonstrate and highlight their con-
tribution and merit. In this new issue of GMP, four 
contributions explore and deepen this general issue, 
by focusing on specific fields of observation.

The first contribution focuses on the case of competi-
tiveness clusters, which can be a motivating factor for 
economic actors wishing to invest in a given territory, 
with a long-term perspective. Raphaële Peres recalls 
that this proactive policy dates back to 2004 in France, 
with the aim of stimulating innovation by bringing to-
gether local players and attracting new ones. One of 
the underlying objectives of these measures is to en-
courage various stakeholders to keep their activities 
within the national framework, while at the same time 
reducing competition between territories through a 
strategy of specialization. The aim is to create a net-
work of relationships within a territory, in other words 
a network of cooperation, based on a territorial gov-
ernance rationale. Peres chose two clusters in the 
South of France as her empirical field for a series of 
qualitative interviews. In both cases, one on energy 
issues, the other on safety and security issues, innova-
tion takes central and decisive stage, and represents a 
real driving force for relations that are part of a territo-
rial economic development project. The competitive-
ness clusters analyzed here serve as attractors, helping 
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structure and strengthen the territory. The question 
remains as to whether innovation ultimately leads to 
an attractiveness that really supports the sustainability 
of the territory. The sustainable nature of the projects 
developed within the Poles is perhaps not yet trans-
posable and suitable for generalization, in order to em-
brace the question of the sustainability of territories. 
The author therefore calls for a new dynamic, involv-
ing a wider range of public and private stakeholders.

For their part, Laura Carmouze, Sarah Serval and 
Christophe Alaux examine the interconnection of ter-
ritorial attractiveness strategies between metropolitan 
cities and regions. The theme of attractiveness is there-
fore also explored here, but through a different entry 
point, which is no longer that of competitiveness clus-
ters, but that of the policies implemented by metropol-
itan cities and the regional territorial level. And yet, 
their good relations should basically be a key element 
of their success. But is this the case? The authors begin 
by establishing a scale of possible relationships, along 
a continuum borrowed from several academic sources, 
from no relationship to close collaboration, through 
intermediate stages such as cooperation and coordina-
tion. In practice, territorial officials are the ones who 
make this connection and manage these relationships. 
In this respect, institutional, organizational and indi-
vidual levers come into play. Empirically, four dyads 
are analyzed, considering the divergence of political 
tendencies between the metropolis and the region. 
From this point of view, two dyads represent similar 
political governance, while the other two reflect differ-
ent political governance. The analysis of the interviews 
conducted and the inter-case comparison shows that 
political governance is not an explanatory factor for 
the quality and intensity of the relationships. On the 
other hand, professional identity at an individual level 
has a significant influence, through “a shared feeling 
among territorial managers of serving the same ter-
ritory”. The Breton and Alsatian cases also appear to 
have the highest levels of relationship. As a result, the 
research highlights unsuspected room for maneuver, 
which are essentially the result of the individual will of 
public officials.

These two studies provide a better understanding of the 
issues and difficulties involved in the proper manage-
ment of the attractiveness of territories. They naturally 
call for further research into the possibilities of net-
working for sustainability and inter-administration, as 

well as for increasing the effectiveness and efficiency of 
public policies.

In a more specific field, centered on the problems of 
child protection, Jérôme Dupuis addresses anoth-
er unavoidable theme, namely that of the legitima-
cy of our institutions. The specific case of the Child 
Protection Observatories is analyzed. After a review 
of the mechanisms put in place, the author analyses 
legitimacy on three levels: instrumental, cognitive 
and institutional, following authors such as Suchman 
(1995) and Scott (1995). Observatories are indeed used 
for steering purposes, but also to evaluate the situa-
tions to be dealt with, and finally as a means of coor-
dinating actors. Steering, evaluation and governance 
correspond respectively to instrumental, cognitive and 
institutional legitimacies. While the field analysis car-
ried out over the 2012-2013 period, supplemented by 
a series of interviews, tends to validate the conceptual 
scheme considered, it appears that at the instrumental 
level, legitimacy requires good consistency in the indi-
cators monitored by the various institutions. Cognitive 
legitimacy can only emerge when the conditions for 
the “stabilization of common representations” are 
met. Finally, institutional legitimacy cannot be expect-
ed without coordination and regulation actions, put at 
the service of children and their families.

This research on legitimacy could be taken up again 
and applied to the case mentioned earlier, that of the 
attractiveness of territories. To what extent, after all, 
are good relations between territorial actors able to 
reinforce their own legitimacy? This question could 
be the subject of further research, even if everything 
cannot be reduced to a matter of legitimacy. In this 
respect, Dupuis believes that the conceptual frame-
work of legitimacy is perfectible and cannot explain 
all aspects.

Legitimacy is a concept also addressed by Suela 
Bylykbashi, Khalil Assala, Nassiba Bouraoui, Jean-
Michel Sahut and Sylvie Stephan to analyze the case of 
France Business School. This non-profit organization 
is part of the higher education sector, with the merger 
of several business schools. The analysis of interviews 
and the business press allows them to understand a 
posteriori the strategic error of the leaders of this insti-
tution. The withdrawal of the accreditation to grant the 
Master's degree eventually led to a collapse in student 
enrolment, and a dissolution of the institution. In the 
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end, the moral legitimacy that the new management 
was supposed to bring did not materialize in practice 
and did not compensate for the loss of other legitima-
cies (cognitive, pragmatic, institutional). In this sense, 
this case study illustrates the fragility of certain organi-
zational arrangements, resting on bases whose manip-
ulation and transformation can be a dangerous game, 
jeopardizing the very survival of the organization.

These four contributions share very similar interests 
and illustrate the importance of a series of fundamen-
tal concepts: the durability and quality of individual 
and organizational relationships in the management 
of the territorial attractiveness, as well as the need 
for permanent reconstruction of legitimacy up to the 
risk of its permanent loss when certain codes are not 
respected. Such research thus helps enrich our body 
of scientific and operational knowledge, which is so 
useful in these times, in order to hope to improve the 
management of our public organizations, increase the 
attractiveness and sustainability of our territories, and 
preserve and develop the legitimacy of our institutions 
for the benefit of all.


