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The Politics of Bureaucracy, Section Proposal for ECRP General Conference 2019 

Section chairs: Tobias Bach, Martino Maggetti 

Public sector organizations and public officials at various levels of government are key players in the 
policy process. Civil servants and political appointees are deeply involved in agenda setting and in 
policy making, and street-level bureaucrats crucially influence policy outputs and shape the public 
image of the government. At the same time, bureaucracy itself is profoundly affected by political 
decision-making, for instance through reorganizations or personnel management. Among the key 
themes in the literature on politico-administrative relations are tensions between political control 
and bureaucratic autonomy and different explanations of the drivers of bureaucratic and political 
behaviour, both at the individual and the organizational level. The goal of this section is to push this 
research agenda forward by explicitly adopting a political science perspective on public 
administration to study how political processes affect public bureaucracies, and vice versa. The 
section welcomes paper submissions to the panels listed below, as well as new panel and individual 
paper submissions to related topics. Please contact the section chairs if you have plans for 
submitting a panel including individual papers, or for any other questions or suggestions. 

 

Panels: 

The Politics of Bureaucratic Structures 

Chairs: Julia Fleischer (University of Potsdam) and Kutsal Yesilkagit (Leiden University) 

Government organizations are the venues where policies are formulated and translated into laws 
and where rules and decisions are made that affect the daily lives of citizens. The study of the 
bureaucratic structure of central government is crucial to understand "who gets what, when, and 
how". Recent scholarship assesses and explains the causes and effects of the empirical variation in 
bureaucratic structures across European governments. These studies show the relevance of party 
politics, political executives, and electoral cycles and outcomes for the 'structural whim' of 
governments. Alternative explanations considering bureaucratic actors reveal path dependencies, 
the importance of structural fashions or the significance of policy sectors. This panel invites papers 
on the politics of bureaucratic structures, applying and discussing various theoretical perspectives 
and methods. We welcome comparative analyses across countries or over time, including empirical 
research beyond European governments and bureaucratic structures at the supranational level. 

 

Stakeholder engagement as accountability or autonomy? 

Chairs: Torbjørg Jevnaker (University of Oslo) and Rik Joosen (Erasmus University Rotterdam) 

The scholarly debate on agencies has largely concentrated on principal-agent relations, focusing on 
the accountability and independence of agencies vis-à-vis public actors (principal control). However, 
agency relations with private actors may serve as fire alarms in holding agencies to account by 
alerting the principal. Stakeholder engagement might also enhance agency autonomy: agencies that 
are able to successfully build a strong reputation vis-à-vis relevant audiences gain autonomy, and 
their reputation may weaken or supplant mechanisms of steering and accountability. This panel 
invites papers on why agencies engage with stakeholders, and the implications of agencies’ 
stakeholder engagement for steering instruments and accountability. 
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Communication professionals in public bureaucracies: drivers of politicization or guardians of 
impartiality? 

Chairs: Kristoffer Kolltveit (University of Oslo), Ruth Garland (University of Hertfordshire) 

Communication professionals are increasingly influential in public bureaucracies such as ministries, 
and studies have shown how they have proliferated in Western democracies in recent decades. 
Situated between political and administrative actors in the ministry, communication professionals 
may struggle to accommodate the clash of interests between bureaucratic and party political values, 
but to what extent does their work drive or resist the politicization of civil servants? In this panel, we 
aim to contextualize and thereby enhance understandings of the work and impact of communication 
professionals in public bureaucracies. What is their impact on civil servants’ loyalties? How can 
political science and political communication theories inform our understanding of these actors? The 
panel welcomes comparative and single case studies of communication experts in public 
bureaucracies and on the effects of an increased focus on media management and strategic 
communication on civil servants.  

 

The bureaucratic politics of expert advice 

Chairs: Stine Hesstvedt (University of Oslo), Johan Christensen (Leiden University) 

According to delegation theory, a political principal’s quest for control of a bureaucratic agent occurs 
due to an agent’s superior expertise and willingness to misuse this expertise to pursue own ends. In 
present-day policymaking, however, policy advice is increasingly provided not only by bureaucratic 
actors but also by external actors such as consultancy firms, think tanks, academics and expert 
groups. This raises interesting questions related to why and when politico-administrative principals 
chose to consult external experts, as well as questions regarding the autonomy and control of expert 
input. The panel invites theoretical and empirical papers addressing the following questions: How do 
political and bureaucratic actors control external expert advice? How do politico-administrative 
variables affect the choice of expertise provider and the use of advice? And how does this affect 
policies?  

 

Beyond nudging – Advancing the discussion on behavioural governance 

Chairs: Jan Pollex (University of Osnabrueck), Eva Thomann (University of Exeter)  

Ever since the publication of Thaler and Sundstein’s book “Nudge” in 2008, behavioural approaches 
have gained salience in the study and practice of public policy and public administration. Behavioural 
governance uses insights about psychological micro-mechanisms to improve the design and 
implementation of public policies, moving beyond the assumption of rational policy targets and 
often using experimental methods. The mushrooming body of scholarly literature and the granting 
of the Nobel prize in economics to Thaler in 2017 illustrate the promise of behavioural governance. 
This panel broadens the perspective on behavioural governance theoretically, conceptually, and 
empirically. 

Theoretically, behavioural governance approaches typically focus on the design and implementation 
of policies. It has been argued that behavioural public policy needs to take into account democratic 
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processes and move beyond the assumption of rational decision-makers. Different stages of the 
policy process as well as different instruments and settings interact with each other. Thus, this panel 
invites papers that broaden behavioural perspectives to the entire policy process and link them to 
other areas of political research. For example: Are certain parties or coalition governments more 
likely to apply these instruments? Are fiscal restraints a factor when nudges are applied? How do 
biases shape which problems make it on the political agenda?  

Conceptually, the panel invites approaches to behavioural governance that go beyond nudging. We 
need a clarification of terms. There is a tendency to use a ‘nudging label’ for studies dealing with 
individual behaviour and governance approaches. Yet, are all nudging approaches behavioural and 
vice versa? Moreover, behavioural governance incorporates an individual and an administrative 
perspective. However, the mechanisms and insights of behavioural public policy and behavioural 
public administration need to be compared more systematically. Thus the panel encourages the use 
of behavioural perspectives for understanding bureaucratic behaviour. 

Empirically, the panel invites comparative perspectives of instruments or settings, using a plurality of 
methodological approaches and moving beyond the “usual suspects” of Anglo-Saxon and Western 
European contexts.  

 

The preferences, motivations and decision behaviour of policy bureaucrats 

Chairs: Tobias Bach (University of Oslo), Kai Wegrich (Hertie School of Governance) 

Policy bureaucrats are key actors in the policymaking process, interacting with politicians, interest 
groups, experts, and supranational institutions. The main thrust of theorizing on policy bureaucrats 
and their preferences emphasizes the risk of ‘bureaucratic drift’ and focuses on different 
mechanisms of politicians’ control over bureaucracy. In contrast, empirical studies from inside the 
machine room of government suggest a more complex (and less pessimistic) picture of policy 
bureaucrats’ political responsiveness and emphasize the relevance of organizational contexts. This 
panel invites theoretical and empirical papers addressing the preferences, motivations and decision 
behavior of policy bureaucrats. 

 

Top Civil servants and politicians in local government: Emerging patterns of Institutions, National 
Cultures and Leadership 
 
Chairs: Morten Balle Hansen (Aalborg University), Eva Marin Hlynsdóttir (University of Iceland), Dag 
Olaf Torjesen (Agder University) 
 
The focus of this panel is on the top civil servants in local government and their interactions with the 
local politicians. We invite many types of paper submissions that include such a focus, be they single 
country descriptive papers or multiple country large N comparative papers intending to explain 
variations. Papers may for instance focus on the institutional antecedents for interactions between 
politics and administration in local government, on explaining variations in administrative leadership 
styles, or on the top civil servant’s role in the creation of novel ways of organizing. Papers may 
present empirical findings from small N qualitative case-studies or large N research from surveys and 
register data and/or they may present theoretical frameworks designed to understand, explain or 
normatively evaluate issues related to local government top civil servants. We recommend that 
papers clarify the institutional context of the local government system(s) in focus. The institutional 
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context may refer to formal rules as well as informal culture and we encourage papers examining 
variations in civil service systems and their associated public service ethos. We encourage that 
papers include notions of history, path dependence and emerging patterns of change – be they 
deliberate top down reforms or bottom up processes of slow incremental evolution. 


