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Preface  
Geert Bouckaert, Chair of the COST Action 

 

For about 25 years, in some countries since the early 1990s, new or re-newed trends changing the structur-

ing and functioning of the public sector are observed. Specialization within large bureaucracies results in 

the establishment of autonomous ‘agencies’, urging stricter coordination of policy sectors and governmen-

tal levels, and new ways of contract-based result control. Although governments are adapting to these 

trends at an increasing pace, there remained lack of scientific proof of the beneficial effects of these trends 

for the performance of the public sector. Most research efforts suffered from a lack of internationally 

comparative data, longitudinal data, and ill-concerted research methods. 

This policy brief is the result of COST Action IS0601, named CRIPO (Comparative Research into 

Current Trends in Public Sector Organization), which ran for four years, from early 2007 till early 2011. 

The main objective of the Action was to increase knowledge about current trends in public sector 

organization in Europe from a European perspective, in an international context, in order to deepen 

theoretical rigour and optimize methodologies, which inspire sound and policy-relevant research 

conclusions. 

COST Action IS0601 revolved around these questions and started to resolve these drawbacks by 

bringing together scholars on a European platform for comparative and longitudinal research, which lead 

to empirical, theoretical and methodological advancements in the field. The results, which are grounded in 

scientific research, also inspired policy-relevant debates in seminars and in a concluding conference in 

Brussels on 26 and 27 May 2011. These debates and recommendations could guide decision-makers in 

their policies on the organization of the public sector. Ultimately 23 European countries were represented 

in a research network around topics such as e.g. autonomy, steering and control, performance, 

accountability and coordination of public sector agencies. This COST-funded network also closely 

collaborated with researchers from seven non-European countries (Australia, Hong Kong, New Zealand, 

Pakistan, Tanzania, Thailand and United States1). From a practical point of view the ambition was to be 

policy relevant and practitioner-oriented. Academically, the network and the Action was international in 

its membership, dynamic in its search for comparability and pro-active in searching for combined methods 

of research which allowed to compare across countries, across policy fields and across time. 

                                                      
1 The involved researchers of the non-European countries are Chris Aulich, Roger Wettenhall, John Halligan (Australia); Martin 
Painter and Henri Yee (Hong Kong); Bob Gregory (New Zealand); Mohammad Iqbal Zadoon and Aisha Rizwan (Pakistan); An-
drew Sulle (Tanzania), Bidhya Bowornwathna (Thailand),  and Guy B. Peters (United States). The network partners are thankful 
for their help with this policy brief. 
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The process 

COBRA, the “Comparative Public Organization Data Base for Research and Analysis – network” is an 

academic research network in the field of public management. It has been initiated at the Public Manage-

ment Institute of the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven by Geert Bouckaert and Guy Peters with support 

from Koen Verhoest and Bram Verschuere in 2001. In practice the COBRA network developed mainly 

activities aimed at developing and replicating a common questionnaire in order to survey senior managers 

of public sector organisations. The survey has been focusing on issues of autonomy and control of public 

sector organisations, in particular, (semi-) autonomous agencies with the aim to build a cross-country da-

tabase for comparative descriptive and explanatory analysis. Since its establishment, the COBRA network 

has been expanded by new members in a gradual way. Since 2008-2009 the COBRA network became in-

tegrated within the COST-CRIPO Action and became its survey branch. The COST-CRIPO Action also 

develop joint protocols for complex dynamic mapping of state administrations based on the experiences of 

the Norwegian research team of the University of Bergen (‘Norwegian State Administration Database’) 

and the Irish research teams of IPA and UCD (‘Mapping the Irish State Database’). These protocols were 

used in several countries to build similar databases of the evolution of state administrations. Also case 

study protocols were developed which were for example used for the study of EU-level agencies (Univer-

sity of Bocconi and partners). 

This COST-Action resulted in many activities which allowed to produce many publications, 

including this policy brief: 

 95individual researchers involved in one of the activities of the network; 

 29 Phd candidates and 23 ‘less than 10 years’-post doc researchers involved one of the activities of the 

network; 

 36 Short Term Scientific Missions were organized with young PhD students spending up to three 

months in a research centre in another member country; 

 15 meetings of the involved research teams and two training schools for young researchers; 

 Three High-Level Seminars or Conferences with senior civil servants and politicians from different 

European countries and from the EU-Commission2; 

                                                      
2 A High Level Seminar on Agencies in Europe was organized on 21 April 2009 in Brussels and involved 55 national and EU 
high level practitioners and researchers. On 11 March 2010, a High Level Seminar on European Agencies was organized in Brus-
sels with 30 senior officials from the EU Commission and EU Agencies. On 27 May 2011 the High-level Conference for Invited 
Practitioners, Policy-makers and Researchers on ‘Structuring Government in the 21 st Century: Managing and Controlling Public 
Agencies at National and EU-level in Times of Crisis’ was held in Brussels (Belgium) with more than 80 senior civil servants and 
politicians from 20 countries and the EU-level involved.  
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 Eight affiliated panels at Academic Conferences (EGPA; ECPR and EGOS); 

 Three COST-funded books published by Palgrave Macmillan3 and several affiliated books, as well as 

more than 60 international journal articles and book chapters and many more research papers based on 

COST-related research; 

 A joint COBRA database which will contain data for 1769 organisations from 15 European and 3 non-

European countries (Australia, Hong Kong, Tanzania). 

The problems 

This Action was confronted with all the problems of conducting comparative research in social sciences in 

the European Research Space. First, language and culture matters. An ‘agency’ is not an ‘agency’ across 

Europe. It was therefore crucial to go beyond the labels and operate at the level of the concepts and the 

taxonomies of structures of government, with horizontal and vertical expansions. Conducting multilingual 

surveys is also a challenge. The objective is not to translate the same questions, but to have the same type 

of answers which are comparable. This required an effort to translate words and to transfer concepts. Ex-

porting the survey became a key objective of the network. 

National research money drives European comparative research. As a consequence, the generation 

of activities and data were depending on the potential of members to raise money. In many cases this 

depended on national research priorities which are different in timing and in content. Nevertheless it was 

possible to create a critical size of those that could raise funding for a shared and comparable research 

agenda. 

Academic research streamlining is necessary. Within Europe research cultures are different. Not 

only is there a contingency of practical contexts which is different and raises different questions from 

different disciplinary concerns, also the academic traditions are different in terms of methodology, teams, 

networks, and embeddedness in administrative practice. Here we were able to create sufficient overlap in 

strategies and tactics that a solid network was possible. 

                                                      
3 (1) Verhoest, K., Roness, P., Verschuere, B., Rubecksen, K., MacCarthaigh, M. (2010). Autonomy and control of State agencies: 
comparing states and agencies. Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan Ltd. (2) Laegreid, P., Ed., Verhoest, K., Ed (2010). Governance 
of public sector organizations: proliferation, autonomy and performance. Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan. (3) Verhoest K., van 
Thiel S., Bouckaert G. and Laegreid P. (eds) (2011). Government Agencies in Europe and Beyond: Practices and Lessons from 30 
Countries. Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan. A further book on autonomy and control of EU-agencies is in preparation, to be ed-
ited by Eduardo Ongaro and Dario Barbieri, with collaboration of Belgian, French, Portuguese and Norwegian researchers. 



International lessons and policy recommendations by the COST Action IS0601  8

The results 

How does one define progress in research? There are several elements of evidence for this research net-

work. Concepts are more shared and have become more accepted. Methodologies have shifted from being 

ad hoc and non-comparable to replicated and comparable. Comparability in place (cross border) and in 

time (diachronic) have become possible. An integrated and consolidated database has been put in place, 

which is fit for the purpose of data mining and comparative research. A converging and shared research 

agenda has emerged. Comparative publications have been produced at multiple country levels. A group of 

young PhD’s has been using this network and this research agenda to start their own research projects. 

And several national academic groups have resulted in starting a dialogue with the public sector reform 

policy makers, or with practitioners in charge of ‘agencies’ within the public sector.  

Academically, an EGPA Study Group (European Group for Public Administration) has been 

created as a platform to further discuss and confront COBRA and CRIPO related research with other 

academic research in the field of public sector organisation. The EGPA Study Group on “Governance of 

Public Sector Organizations" studies various aspects of public sector organizations. Its focus is on 

different types of public sector organizations (ranging from core governmental units, over different kinds 

of agencies, to state-owned companies, governmental foundations, as well as agencies at supra-

governmental level). Central issues under study remain the population and proliferation of organisations, 

autonomy and control of these entities, their management, identities, roles, performance and 

accountability, culture setting, and their coordination and consolidation.  

The challenges for the future 

For a sustainable research programme it will be crucial to repeat and replicate this knowledge develop-

ment model to other fields within public administration, public policy and public management, and to re-

peat and replicate the methodologies developed in this Action (survey, mapping, case strategy) in time.  

There is also a need to have a European database of Structures of Government (SOG). A SOG-

database is a necessary complement to the recurrent European Values Surveys, the Election studies, and 

economic data. Sustainable capacity building within social sciences in general and for public 

administration research in particular is also indispensable. It means investing in people, data, networks. 

Finally, there is a need to adjust the organisation of national research capacity. We need to move from 

individuals conducting research to teams of researchers within countries, to ultimately realise a network of 

national teams that closely collaborate, with sufficient overlap and with a division of research labour. 
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From this point of view, the end of this COST Action is the beginning of a continuous research 

programme within the European Research Space, to add the European academic voice to a global debate 

on reforming Structures of Government. It is our conviction that we have contributed to this ambition. 

 

 

 

This publication is supported by COST. 
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Lessons and Recommendations for the Practice of Agencification: a Policy 
Brief for Governments in Europe and Beyond 
Sandra van Thiel, Koen Verhoest, Geert Bouckaert and Per Lægreid  

 

The lessons and recommendations we formulate in this policy brief are based on an analysis and compari-

son of agencification in twenty-nine countries and one supranational organization4. The country analyses 

have demonstrated that there is a large variety in both the types of agencies and in experiences with 

agency creation over time. Governments may use these lessons and recommendations to improve their de-

cisions about the creation and governance of agencies.  

This policy brief is based on a number of sources. The first source is the research into agencies 

and agencification as reported by the members of the COST Action IS0601 CRIPO-COBRA. The second 

source are the lessons and recommendations that a number of these network members have described on 

the basis of their home countries’ experiences with agencies. These country specific lessons have been 

published separately on the website of the network (www.soc.kuleuven.be/io/cost). The third source were 

reports in which agency experiences from a number of countries were compared with each other (see Jann 

et al. 2008; McGauran et al. 2005). And fourth, we have used existing academic literature on agencifica-

tion. Based on all these sources, we have selected a number of problems that have occurred in several 

countries. We will discuss what can be learned from these problems (lessons) and which solutions could 

be or have been tried to combat these problems (policy recommendations). Whether similar solutions 

would work to solve similar problems in one’s own country has to be decided by the reader. The selection 

of lessons and recommendations has been extensively discussed within the CRIPO-COBRA network, 

which has helped us significantly improve this policy brief5.  

This policy brief will discuss five themes that have recurred in several countries: creation of 

agencies, autonomy, steering and control, agency management and governance, coordination and 

collaboration. Although these themes are discussed separately, they should be considered in an integrated 

way when governments design or re-orient their agencification policy. These five issues mutually affect 

                                                      
4 These country studies as well as the comparison are reported in a book: Verhoest K., van Thiel S., Bouckaert G. and Laegreid P. 
(eds) (2011). Government Agencies in Europe and Beyond: Practices and Lessons from 30 Countries. Hampshire: Pal-
grave Macmillan. The countries studied in this book are: Australia, Austria, Belgium, Croatia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, 
Germany, Hong Kong, Hungary, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Lithuania ,The Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Pakistan, Portugal, 
Romania, Slovakia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Tanzania, Thailand, United Kingdom, United States, as well as the level of the 
European Union. 
5 We are therefore very grateful to all members of our network, but in particular to the following members (in alphabetical order): 
Tobias Bach, Julia Fleischer, Gyorgy Hajnal, Gerhard Hammerschmid, Calin Hintea, Werner Jann, Muiris MacCarthaigh, Vi-
talis Nakrosis, Edoardo Ongaro, Reto Steiner, Tiina Randma-Liiv and Oliver James. These members discussed the policy rec-
ommendations at length during the pre-meeting of the COST-CRIPO meeting in Potsdam, January 2011. 
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each other and one should try to relate them in a consistent way in order to secure an transparent and 

effective governance of public sector agencies. The absence of a holistic and integrated view of these five 

elements in most, if not all, of the countries studied is probably one of the most important lacunae in 

current agencification policies – if such policies even exist, since that also seems to be a major problem. 

As highlighted also elsewhere (see Jann et al. 2008: 27), coherent agencification policies ‘dealing with all 

dimensions of agency governance are a rare species within countries’. However, designing such a holistic 

and integrated view is not easy, as research shows that public administration systems actually are a 

‘mixed’ order of partly overlapping, partly contradicting supplementing and competing organizational 

forms, and they have in that respect a compound nature (cf. Laegreid and Verhoest 2010; Olsen 2007, 

2010). 

For each theme we will discuss what we can learn from the research done (Verhoest et al. 2011), 

why these findings may point to an existing problem and which potential solutions are available. At the 

end of each section of this policy brief, lessons and general policy recommendations will be summed up. 

The analyses done for this policy brief encompass both executive and regulatory agencies. As such, most, 

although not all, of the reported findings and policy recommendations may apply to both kinds of 

agencies. 

1. Creation of agencies 
Before we turn to the lessons and recommendations, we should issue a warning: agency experiences are 

highly dependent on the context in which they take place. Countries have different politico-administrative 

traditions, cultures and legal systems, leading to different stages and outcomes in state organization and 

development (see for example the experiences in Estonia, Pakistan and Norway). Historical heritages like 

colonial occupation, institutional traditions, crises such as wars and the current financial crisis, and transi-

tions like democratization and European integration all have impacts on the process of agency creation, 

and consequently should be taken into account when applying lessons from one country to a another (cf. 

Dolowitz and Marsh 1996).  

No single best agency model 

This also implies that there is no one single best agency model that can be uniformly applied across coun-

tries. The increased proliferation of agencies under the influence of the New Public Management (NPM) 

in most western countries from the 1980s on has fed the belief that there is one agency model, or even that 

there is one best agency model, namely the NPM ideal-type agency model. In this model, agencies are 

disaggregated from the core government to enable a more business-like management, which is perform-

ance or result driven, with high levels of (managerial) autonomy. The Next Steps Agencies in the United 
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Kingdom are often seen as the embodiment of this model. Many of the reforms in transitional and devel-

oping countries have – also under pressure from international organizations, such as the IMF and donor 

organizations – taken this model as a blueprint, copying the model into their own public sector without 

adapting to local circumstances and traditions (see for example Thailand, Tanzania and the CEE coun-

tries). This has led to implementation problems, because the new organizations do not entirely fit with the 

existing institutions and practices. Also, Western developed countries have often tried to copy the basic 

features of this NPM ideal-type agency in their own country (see e.g. Portugal, Flanders, The Netherlands, 

Denmark), either by creating new NPM-inspired agency types (cf. The French experiment with the ‘Cen-

tres de Responsabilité’) alongside traditionally existing types of agencies, or by readjusting the control and 

governance of these traditionally existing types of agencies (cf. Sweden and Denmark). Nevertheless, in-

ternational comparative research shows that agencies that are actually governed according to the NPM 

model are very hard to find in practice (Pollitt et al. 2004; Verhoest et al. 2010; Ongaro 2009). When 

transferring the NPM ideal type agency model to their country, governments substantially translate and 

adapt this model to their own needs and politico-administrative setting (Smullen 2010).  

There is no clear convergence towards one single organizational form. The organizational pattern 

is becoming increasingly complex and hybrid. What we see, even in single organizations, is a complex 

combination of old public administration, new public management and post-NPM features, often of 

elements that are pointing in different directions. A direct implication is that rather than purifying a single 

model we need a repertoire of models for political-administrative institutions to understand the future 

challenges on public management, administration and governance. The public administration is multi-

functional and has to balance different values and norms. Therefore it is normally not a question of either 

hierarchy, networks or market. The main challenge is how they can be combined and be balanced in a 

supplementary way. 

Different drivers for agencification 

Contrary to the NPM rhetoric, agencies are not at all a new phenomenon (see e.g. experiences in the Nor-

dic countries, all Latin countries, Australia and many more, cf. Talbot 2004; Schick 2002; OECD 2002). 

Several countries have had a longstanding tradition in the use of agencies to carry out public tasks, im-

plement policies, regulation and service delivery (see for example the Nordic countries). In addition, many 

agencies have forerunners, i.e. organizations that have been carrying out the same task before they were 

(re)-labeled as ‘agencies’, for instance in the CEE countries where both before and during communism or-

ganizations were established that are nowadays considered to be agencies.  
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Also, the NPM ideal-type agency model is not the only important driver of agencification in most 

regions. For example, the creation of agencies in the CEE countries (and in newly independent countries, 

in particular) has been affected by the expansion and restructuring of governmental functions during the 

process of transition into democracy and market economy, as well as accession to the EU. 

In most countries (see e.g. the Latin countries), agency-like bodies have been set up or ‘hived off’ 

from departments to free or exempt specific units or services from strict regulations and procedures 

regarding the use of resources and management that apply to core-departments. The enhanced flexibility is 

believed to allow these services to act in a more efficient, innovative or cost-oriented way. Agencies can 

bring service delivery closer to the citizens and can create the political will to deal with specific problems 

visible to citizens (Van Thiel 2004). Other reasons to agencify is to group and build specialized expertise 

on a specific topic that is not found in the core-administration or even, although rarely, to co-

ordinate/integrate expertise scattered across ministries (e.g. Centrelink in Australia). In some cases, 

agencies are set up to foster expert decision-making, independent from political interference, in order to 

enhance time-consistency and credible commitment (Majone 2001), like in the case of independent 

regulatory agencies on liberalized markets or in the cases of cultural agencies such as museums or 

universities and for many integrity-type agencies such as Ombudsman’s offices. Agencies are sometimes 

initiated as community-based bodies which are subsequently imported into the public sector when their 

public purposes are recognised. However, country studies also show that in many cases there are less 

explicit, less desirable from a normative point of view, and less well-considered motives for 

agencification. As stated above, agencification can be adopted because of pressures by international 

organizations and donors, or because other countries are doing it too (mimicry). Some countries used 

agencification to cosmetically reduce the size of the (core) administration or to keep certain budgetary 

transactions out of the state budget. Agencification may also be pursued because it opens up room for 

blame-avoidance by politicians, increased patronage, party-political control over specific parts of the 

public sector, or individual advantages for involved politicians and civil servants, as illustrated by the 

different country experiences.  

Ad hoc creation of agencies 

The agency experiences in the countries studied have demonstrated that there is not one agency model, let 

alone one best model (see e.g. Romania). Despite the use of similar labels – and even that can be con-

tested, as in some languages (see e.g. Hungary) there is no equivalent term for ‘agency’ – there are many 

different types of agencies both within countries and between countries. Moreover, in most countries there 

is even a wide variety within the same agency-type, with agencies of a similar type differing substantially 

in terms of autonomy, control and governance arrangements. Research has also shown that, at least in 
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some countries, there is no straightforward link between the (legal) type of agency and the degrees of dif-

ferent kinds of autonomy (Verhoest et al. 2004). Moreover, in many cases similar tasks are being executed 

by organizations with totally different legal forms. If specific agency models exist in a country, they are 

not applied in the same manner to organizations with similar tasks, in similar policy sectors or from simi-

lar (legal) categories (see e.g. Austria). Overall, in the majority of the countries studied, the creation of 

agencies happens in a rather ad hoc way, following a case-by-case approach, rather than a systematic ap-

proach based on clear criteria and checklists.  

Proponents of variety argue that this differentiation matches the variation in agencies’ tasks, size, 

context and history (see e.g. agency experiences in New Zealand, cf. Christensen and Lægreid 2006). 

Even in countries with a legalistic tradition, such as the Napoleonic countries as well as Germany and 

Austria, we observe that legally defined agency types are tailored to the specificities of different (groups 

of) agencies, or that numerous sui generis agencies are created besides the existing types of agencies. 

Consequently, new types of agencies are established as new tasks arise or when new governments come 

into office with new programmatic objectives (see e.g. France).  

Diversity can, however, become problematic when it leads to a lack of transparency for citizens, 

stakeholders, parliament and government itself. A lack of transparency caused by a proliferation of agency 

forms makes accountability difficult, as it is less clear who is responsible for what. It also hampers 

effective control, leaving room for corruption and patronage (e.g. see experiences in some CEE countries 

and Thailand). Moreover, it can lead to inequalities in how governments deal with agencies, and how 

agencies deal with customers (citizens). Many of the research teams involved in agency research noted 

huge problems in mapping agencies in their country due to the unclear definition of agency types and the 

difficult classification of public organizations in types. In several countries under study, this lack of 

transparency has been criticized and has led to rationalization efforts (cf. Ireland, Romania, but also New 

Zealand). In these countries, governments try to solve the problem of too much variety – and the resulting 

fragmentation and loss of control and coordination – by creating new categories and procedures or by 

merging and re-integrating agencies. But even if the absolute number of agencies drops, a lack of 

transparency will continue to exist if there is no systematic approach to types of agencies. 

Limiting institutional variety 

We do not argue here that agency variety should be totally eliminated, if only because that does not seem 

feasible. Variety may indeed be necessary considering the large variation in tasks, size, history and politi-

cal salience of agencies. For instance, several country studies have referred to the different governance ar-

rangements for regulatory and service delivery agencies (see e.g. Israel, Croatia and Slovakia). However, 

we recommend limiting institutional variety to a level that is manageable and transparent, while leaving 
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sufficient scope for context-specific design. Moreover, most researchers in the field argue for a more sys-

tematic policy towards agency creation. We list several possible ways to achieve this, which government 

could consider adopting (see also Jann et al. 2008; McGauran et al. 2005). 

Firstly, governments could develop an integrated system vision on the structure of the public 

sector that outlines what the position and the role of agency-like types of bodies should be in the wider 

public sector. Linked to this, a framework for agencification could be elaborated, entailing a continuum of 

a limited set of legal agency types, with corresponding levels of autonomy, control and accountability 

arrangements. A limited number of countries have developed such a legislative framework on agencies 

(e.g. Belgium/Flanders). Although even in these countries there is still a tendency to create sui generis 

agencies outside the limited set of agency types, such a framework at least urges governments to justify 

explicitly to stakeholders and citizens why certain agency forms have been chosen. Secondly, when 

creating new agencies, the government should motivate why more extended forms of agencification, e.g. 

forms with their own legal personality, vested in public or even private law, and with their own governing 

board (Type 2 and 3 agenciessee Verhoest et al. 2011, chapter 2), are absolutely necessary, compared to 

other forms of organization such as departmental units or semi-autonomous agencies without a legal 

personality (Type 1 agencies)..  

Thirdly, decisions about the creation of agencies are easier to make when a set of criteria is 

developed that stipulates for which tasks or under which preconditions agencification in specific forms is 

deemed appropriate. Such criteria catalogues have been used in, for example, the United Kingdom, The 

Netherlands and Flanders. In a similar vein, Jann et al. (2008) argue that governments should consider and 

discuss the following elements before creating a new agency or reforming an existing agency: the 

preferred agency type, objectives of the agency involved, its governance structure, tasks, target groups and 

stakeholders, formal relationship with external actors (including reporting to and evaluation by the 

principal), financial and personnel policies and the autonomy granted to the agency on these issues. As the 

original design of agencies guides its future actions, consideration of these elements is crucial to avoid that 

the agencification decision is taken too lightly, without sufficient attention paid to the necessary 

conditions for viability and controllability of the newly created organization.  

Furthermore, such an agencification framework could link the different agency types with 

corresponding autonomy, control and governance arrangements to the different kinds of tasks or functions 

of agencies. Research has shown that the task an agency executes determines to a very large extent how 

and to what extent an agency de facto will be controlled by its principals (Pollitt et al. 2004; Verhoest et 

al. 2010). In this respect, Jann et al. (2008) suggest a typology consisting of regulatory agencies, 

advisory/research agencies and executive/service delivery agencies. The Crown Entities Law (2004), 

adopted in New Zealand, also provided four different types of agencies ranked in order of an increasing 
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distance from government and increasing levels of autonomy, with the different types linked to specific 

tasks agencies may fulfill (see Bouckaert et al. 2010, and also McGauran et al. 2005).  

In order to ensure that the choice of the agency status for a specific organization is based on a 

solid decision, one could even advocate a trial period for organizations that are candidates for becoming 

an agency (Jann et al. 2008). In the Netherlands, one-year trial periods existed for departmental units who 

want to adopt the ‘contract agency’ status. Regardless, governments need to build and cluster expertise 

about agencification processes within and across parent ministries in order to enable enhanced learning 

from previous agencification processes for future agency creation. One international lesson is that most 

governments do not sufficiently learn from previous administrative reforms in their country. The means-

end knowledge and ability for rational-calculation ex ante of the impacts and effects of different 

organizational forms are rather weak among the reform agents. A high pace of reforms is often coupled to 

symbol-ridden reforms. However, Learning is an important, albeit difficult, activity. There are a lot of 

ambiguities in learning from experiences of structural reforms. And politicians are generally more 

interested in launching new reforms than learning from previous reforms partly because reforms look 

more beautiful ex ante than ex post (Brunnson and Olsen 1993). 

Additionally, governments could develop central registers or databases for agencies that list and 

categorize new and existing agencies (see Ireland, UK, The Netherlands, the register in Australia managed 

by the Department of Finance; Aulich et al. 2010) and make this information publicly available in order to 

enhance transparency for external stakeholders. Many countries studied have no centralized register of 

agencies and governments should at least improve the registration of which agencies they have established 

over time. Lastly, governments should consider to organize a regular review of the agency’s status, or to 

integrate sunset clauses in the establishing legislation of agencies. This would enable the evaluation of the 

functioning of the agency periodically (e.g. every five to ten years) and assessing whether or not an 

agency form is still necessary given the evolutions in government policies and in society (see e.g. the UK). 

Agencification is not a panacea 

It is, however, very important that policy makers and legislators are aware that changing the organiza-

tional form of an agency is not a panacea for all kinds of ill performance. Autonomy by itself has proven 

to be an insufficient condition to improve agency management and performance, as will be elaborated fur-

ther below. Enhancing organizational performance seems to require high mutual trust relations, the crea-

tion of a stimulating organizational culture with qualified, motivated, and committed employees and man-

agers, appropriate governance structures, and the right capacity. All of this is contingent on the organiza-

tion’s tasks, technical environment and the broader political-administrative regime. So, organizational re-



“Governing Public Agencies in the 21st Century” 17

structuring is only one part of a very complex story. The bottom line is that there is no best organizational 

form that can be used everywhere, at all times, and for all tasks.  

Moreover, as will be highlighted later in this policy brief, in several countries, processes of 

agencification as well as subsequent processes or rationalizing the agency landscape, implies the involved 

public administration systems are in a constant state of change and reforms. Reorganization is becoming a 

routine activity, which can lead to necessary change and innovation, but is also demanding concerning 

resources and a question of whether reorganization occurs too often. Moreover, reformers should not only 

be preoccupied with the steering capacity and capability of public sector organizations but also about the 

steering representativity. Gradual reorganization and reform of a more limited scope will more easily 

allow a broader participation of different stakeholders and potentially increase the legitimacy of the 

reforms. 

In sum, the agency experiences have taught us that agencies are not new and there is not one 

(best) model. Agency models from other countries should not be copied straightforwardly; they should fit 

with the local context, traditions and administrative system. Governments should consider reducing the 

current variety in agency types and models, although complete uniformity is probably not possible nor 

desirable, as agencies vary in characteristics such as task, size and history. However, increased 

transparency should be achieved, for example by creating a register of agencies. 

 

Lesson 1: Agencies are not new. 

Lesson 2: There is not one (best) agency model. Agencies that are actually governed according to the 
NPM prescriptions are hard to find in international practice. 

Lesson 3: The choice of agencies as organizational form for public tasks happens in many countries in a 
rather ad hoc or unsystematic way. 

 

Recommendation 1: Try to consider elements like the creation, the autonomy, the control and 
management, and the coordination of agencies, in an integrated way. 

Recommendation 2: Do not copy agency models straightforwardly; they should be adapted to local 
contexts. 

Recommendation 3: Create more transparency about agency models and types, for example by setting up 
a register of agencies, as well as criteria and checklists for agencification decisions. Limit 
institutional variety and the number of agency types to a level that is manageable and transparent, 
while leaving sufficient scope for context-specific design. Link agency types and governance more 
to tasks and functions of agencies where possible.  
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2. Autonomy of agencies 
According to Majone (2001), (regulatory) agencies are granted autonomy for two reasons. First of all, it 

lends credibility to politicians’ commitment to refrain from interference with policy implementation and 

thus ensures impartial, expert execution of public tasks. Second, autonomy allows agencies to manage 

themselves in a more business-like way as they are no longer bound by the rules and regulations of gov-

ernment bureaucracy, for example regarding budgeting and personnel. Agency research has however 

demonstrated that (i) politicians have not abstained from interfering with the daily operations of agencies 

and (ii) that agencies vary to which extent they have and can employ their autonomy. The former will be 

dealt with in the next section on steering and control. Here we will focus on the second observation: varia-

tions in autonomy. 

Autonomy is multi-dimensional  

Autonomy is a multi-dimensional concept (Verhoest et al. 2004). The concept refers to different kinds of 

autonomy, like legal autonomy (i.e. having legal personality, separate from that of the state), managerial 

autonomy, policy autonomy as well as financial autonomy (e.g. the extent of self-funding compared to 

funding through the state budget). Agencies that perform similar tasks or objectives can differ on all these 

dimensions of autonomy. For example, some agencies have legal independence while others do not; some 

agencies can determine their own personnel policies while others have to obey the civil service regula-

tions; some agencies can set tariffs and take out loans while others cannot; and some agencies have a say 

in the development of new policies while others do not. Moreover, there are no straightforward relation-

ships between these types of autonomy, implying that all kinds of combinations can be observed even for 

agencies of similar (legal) types. Some agencies combine high levels of managerial autonomy with high 

levels of policy autonomy, or the other way around. Likewise, agencies with high levels of managerial 

autonomy may have low levels of financial independence. Differences in the mix and degrees of auton-

omy between agencies may be attributed to specific characteristics of agencies, like task, size and political 

saliency. As such, variation in the combination of different kinds of autonomy, like high managerial 

autonomy and low policy autonomy, is not necessarily problematic. However, it can create tensions, par-

ticularly if it is not clear why one agency has been given more or less autonomy than another. Moreover, 

governments need to be aware that the autonomy granted to an agency on one dimension may in the day-

to-day practice of this agency become less functional if autonomy on other dimensions is lacking. In this 

perspective, the overall autonomy of an agency is actually a product of balancing managerial, policy, fi-

nancial and legal autonomy. Designers of agencies have to consider the complete autonomy profile of the 

agency with all its different dimensions (Lægreid and Verhoest 2010). Hence, governments should bal-
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ance the level and/or mix of autonomy in such a way that it has a positive impact on agency performance, 

i.e. policy implementation, service delivery, regulation and execution of public tasks. 

Moreover, survey and case study research has pointed to differences between the formal 

autonomy as stated in the legal basis of an agency and the actual degrees of freedom of an agency 

(Yesilkagit and Van Thiel 2008; Verhoest 2002), as perceived by the senior management of the agencies. 

Moreover, some agencies make more use of their autonomy than others even if they belong to the same 

(legal) category and have the same levels of formal autonomy (see e.g. Verschuere 2009). Where agencies 

perform tasks with high political salience, large budgets and simple tasks, de facto political control may be 

stronger, and hence autonomy lower than originally envisaged by the designers. Similarly, senior 

managers within agencies use strategic behavior and build reputations to strengthen their autonomy 

(Carpenter 2001) or, under other conditions, to be very close to politicians. Formal rules and regulations, 

which seemed functional when the agencies were created, become obsolete after a while or are not 

enforced as they were intended to be. Hence, when designing agencies with specific formal degrees of 

autonomy and control arrangements, politicians and senior administrators need to bear in mind that formal 

design and its actual functioning are two different realities. There is a need to review regularly the 

compatibility of formal regulations with actual practice in order to better align these, while avoiding that 

such adaptations of the legal framework lead to more procedures and regulations, hampering flexibility 

(see e.g. Italy and Austria) (Verhoest and Laegreid 2010). 

How much managerial autonomy? 

The NPM ideal type-model advocates agencies with high levels of managerial autonomy, particularly re-

garding personnel or financial management. The central argument for more managerial autonomy is that it 

increases agencies’ efficiency, effectiveness and accountability by placing direct responsibility on the 

agency itself (Jann et al. 2008). However, the normative question how much autonomy a specific agency 

should have is not easy to answer, as countries have very different practices. Clearly, there is a cultural 

historical aspect partially explaining these differences between countries; countries with a strong adminis-

trative law orientation and Rechtstaat model, with relatively high levels of power distance and uncertainty 

avoidance (Hofstede 2001), tend to grant overall lower levels of managerial autonomy to their agencies 

than countries with a more entrepreneurial, common law orientation (see e.g. the Latin and continental 

countries in contrast to the Anglo-American countries). Likewise, countries with a longstanding tradition 

of agencies, like the Nordic countries and Australia, are more inclined to grant higher levels of autonomy.  

But there are other considerations at play as well. On the one hand, one can argue that agencies 

should have the level of managerial autonomy that allows them to deal with their tasks in an well-
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considered way, more in particular, it should be tailored to the task at hand. On the other hand, several 

countries seem to be more restrictive in giving autonomy on issues that imply long-term financial risks for 

the government, like autonomy with regard to deciding on salary scales for groups of staff and related 

negotiations with labor unions, taking loans, and to a lesser extent, shifting budgets between running costs 

on the one hand and personnel and even investments on the other hand (e.g. Belgium, see also Heyman 

1988). Likewise, strategic autonomy regarding HRM is in some countries restricted because of the need 

for uniformity of personnel regulations in order to allow for mobility of staff between organizations. 

Moreover, in democratic systems, agencies can be considered as organizations in a parliamentary chain of 

steering and accountability, which have to implement politically defined goals. Governments seem to 

balance such considerations. The autonomy-control balance is in that perspective also to be considered as 

being dynamic. In Australia’s case, for example, the high relatively indexes of autonomy for financial 

management and HR management that were calculated from the 2006 surveys have in the recent past been 

modified as governments have sought greater control over financial management and have tried to 

develop a more uniform and centralised public service in terms of personnel policies and conditins of 

service (Wettenhall and Aulich 2009). 

However, it should be said that countries that grant extended levels of managerial autonomy to 

their agencies (e.g. Sweden, United Kingdom) do not necessarily report more financial problems. But 

higher levels of managerial autonomy should come with stricter checks and balances, for instance, in 

terms of result based control by governments and extended financial and performance reporting by 

agencies, including internal control and audit provisions. Moreover, granting extended managerial 

autonomy to agencies can be conditional upon good performance, with bad performance resulting in a loss 

of managerial autonomy and stricter control on inputs. 

A negative tendency in relation to managerial autonomy relates to the recent financial crisis. 

Governments have to cut budgets and manage their financial risks more strictly. Hence, governments have 

– usually unilaterally – reduced agency budgets and restricted the financial management autonomy and 

personnel management autonomy of agencies. The (persistent) reshuffling or restriction of (the level of 

autonomy of) agencies creates uncertainty, risk avoidance and loss of innovative power and motivation, 

which can damage agency performance (see e.g. research findings from Ireland, Sweden and Denmark).  

How much policy autonomy? 

The NPM ideal-type agency-model advocates limiting the policy autonomy of agencies, while maximizing 

the managerial autonomy, by setting clear objectives and targets to agencies. In that respect, a remarkable 

comparative finding is that agencies in most countries where we have survey data seem to report a rather 

high level of policy autonomy, implying that these agencies, within their regulatory environments, have 
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quite some leeway in defining precise objectives, target groups, instrument choice or task prioritization of 

the policies they have to implement, with or without consultation of their parent ministry. This observed 

high level of discretion on policy matters seems to be a common empirical phenomenon in countries with 

very different political-administrative cultures, such as Norway, Ireland, Flanders, (Verhoest et al. 2010), 

Germany (Bach 2010), Hong Kong (Painter and Yee, 2010), Austria (Steigenberger and Hammerschmid 

2009), Australia (Aulich et al. 2010) and Lithuania (Nakrosis and Martinaitis 2009). Apparently, the legis-

lation and regulations that an agency has to adhere to set rather vague objectives and restrictions, but more 

importantly ministers or parent ministries do not engage strongly in setting clear policy directions for 

agencies. This might relate to the problem of information asymmetry to the advantage of agencies. There 

is still a predominant emphasis on input-oriented control, as reported in several country studies as well as 

a more general lack of interest and capacity of ministers and parent ministries to invest in controlling and 

monitoring (results of) policy implementation by agencies. The practice of controlling agencies on the ba-

sis of objectives and results is considered by many governments as one way to combine managerial flexi-

bility with strategic control by the government, especially when applied as a form of relational contract-

ing. Performance contracting is used in several countries as an instrument to define responsibilities and 

accountabilities and to control subordinate agencies, to enhance the long-term orientation and planning of 

the actors involved, and to stimulate the exchange of policy and management information. Such an agree-

ment between the principal and the agency, in particular when combined with a recurrent performance-

dialogue between the government and the agency allows allocating more extended levels of managerial 

autonomy while clearly delineating the policy autonomy of agencies (see e.g. experiences in Ireland). 

One last aspect of autonomy is the extent to which agencies are involved in designing policy. The 

NPM ideal-type agency-model advocates a strict division between policy design (by the parent ministry) 

and implementation (by agencies), in order to enhance specialization and to avoid agencies designing the 

same policies they have to implement. However, in several countries agencies play a supporting role in 

formulating the policy in their domain (see e.g. Germany and Sweden). In countries where a strict 

separation between policy and administration was implemented previously, there is now a call for more 

use of the expert knowledge of agencies in the development of new policies (see e.g. UK, New Zealand, 

Denmark, The Netherlands). Not only will this improve the quality and feasibility of new policies, but it 

will also help to combat the loss of knowledge that has occurred in many parent ministries following 

agencification. It will improve the strategic capacities of parent ministries, and it contributes positively to 

the quality of the relationship between agencies and parent ministries (cf. Van Thiel and Yesilkagit 2011).  

In sum, governments should be more clear about the amount and mix of different kinds of 

autonomy of agencies to ensure a positive balance that stimulates agency performance. In legalistic terms, 

the de jure autonomy and de facto autonomy of agencies should be more aligned. This does not 
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automatically mean that agencies should be given more autonomy. One way to achieve a better balance 

could, for example, be to specify the conditions for autonomy. For instance agencies get a certain degree 

of autonomy in exchange for a certain degree of accountability or performance. More autonomy should 

come with higher requirements in terms of steering and control, to which we turn now.  

 

Lesson 4: The overall autonomy of an agency is actually a product of balancing managerial, policy, 
financial and legal autonomy. There are however no straightforward relationships between these 
different kinds of autonomy (legal, financial,managerial and policy autonomy). 

Lesson 5: The formal autonomy as stated in the legal basis of an agency and the actual degrees of 
freedom of an agency (Yesilkagit and Van Thiel 2008; Verhoest 2002), as perceived by the senior 
management of the agencies, may differ considerably. Moreover, the autonomy and control of 
agencies is dynamic: it can change over time. 

Lesson 6: While the level of perceived managerial autonomy of agencies differs considerably between 
countries and within countries, the level of policy autonomy of agencies in many countries seems to 
be rather substantial. 

 

Recommendation 4: Consider more carefully the combination of different kinds of autonomy which are 
given to an specific agency (formal/legal, management autonomy with regards to personnel and 
financial management, policy autonomy, financial autonomy). 

Recommendation 5: Explain why different kinds and combinations of autonomy have been granted to 
specific agencies. 

Recommendation 6: Review periodically the compatibility of formal regulations with actual practice in 
order to better align these, while avoiding that such adaptations of the legal framework lead to 
more procedures and regulations, hampering flexibility. 

Recommendation 7: Involve the implementation expertise of agencies in the policy development process, 
without hollowing out the role of parent ministries as main initiator, coordinator and manager of 
the policy development process. 
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3. Steering and control of agencies 

Multiple ways to control agencies 

As mentioned above, granting extended levels of autonomy to agencies should be counterbalanced by 

clear mechanisms for steering and control by the principal of the agencies. Like with autonomy, ministers 

and parent ministries have several ways to control the agencies under their remit. Hence, when political 

and administrative executives design control arrangements for agencies, there is always a choice to be 

made in how to combine ex ante control, oriented towards inputs and procedures, with ex post result-

oriented control, structural forms of control (through appointment and evaluation of CEO and board mem-

bers) and control through formal and informal contacts. One kind of control can strengthen, complement, 

but also contradict or weaken another form of control. The combined effects of the control mechanisms 

have to be taken into account. Thus, politicians need to make complex choices and trade-offs when de-

signing the control arrangement for agencies (cf. Lægreid and Verhoest 2010). When it comes to their 

formal design, in most countries agencies show hybrid combinations of specific kinds of autonomy with 

specific, multiple kinds of control. Moreover, when insufficient formal, institutionalized mechanisms of 

political control are present, or when such mechanisms are malfunctioning, there is the tendency to de-

velop alternative mechanisms for political control, like patronage and frequent restructuring (see e.g. ex-

periences in Hungary and Croatia). So, governments should pay close attention when designing the con-

trol arrangements for agencies they create. 

Moreover, although agencification does normally attenuate political steering signals, compared to 

core-departments (Egeberg and Trondal 2009), political control does not always respect the formal logic 

of the organizational form. Where agencies perform tasks with high political salience, or of a high 

budgetary weight, de facto political control may be much stronger than originally envisaged by the 

designers (Pollitt et al. 2004). 

Parent ministries as principals? 

In most countries which have been studied (Verhoest et al. 2011) the role of the principal of an individual 

agency is performed by the parent ministry of that agency. Parent ministries are the ministries that are re-

sponsible for the policy sector in which an agency operates. As principals, these ministries determine the 

task and the conditions under which agencies carry out this task, often laid down in some form of contract. 

Furthermore, parent ministries supervise agencies and their performance, and use information provided by 

agencies so that the minister can account for agency performance in parliament. The latter role in provid-

ing clear lines of accountability is crucial for parent ministries (Jann et al. 2008). However, several coun-

try studies show that parent ministries are not always aware of or neglect their control function (see e.g. 
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experiences in Sweden, Germany). In several countries, there are initiatives to strengthen the capacity of 

parent ministries to control agencies. 

In a small number of countries there are other principals involved in the steering and control of 

agencies besides parent ministries, for example parliament (see e.g. the USA and France for a specific 

group of agencies) and other line ministries, or central ministries like the ministry of civil service/interiors 

regarding personnel matters and the ministry of finance regarding budgets (see e.g. France and Belgium). 

In some cases where multiple principals are active, problems are reported with respect to bad coordination 

between steering signals or double controls, hampering the ability of the agency to set goals. Hence, when 

multiple principals are involved in the control of agencies, the parent ministry should have a coordinating 

role, i.e. making sure that different steering signals from the different principals are aligned before they 

reach the agency. The parent ministry can involve these other principals through consultation or through 

chairing a concertation platform of principals. that the problem of steering signals, for example on 

financial and policy matters, steer agencies in different directions needs to be avoided. This problem of 

alignment between steering on resources and steering on content may also arise where parent ministries 

are the sole principal, but different units within the ministry are involved in different kinds of steering.  

Ex ante versus ex post control 

The steering and control of agencies requires new skills and competencies of parent ministries. There is no 

longer a direct and purely hierarchical relationship. Because agencies are (semi-)autonomous the relation-

ship has (to) become more horizontal and objective. This means that the traditional, purely hierarchical in-

struments for steering and control will be less effective. Also, the NPM ideal-type agency-model stresses 

that control of public organizations should shift from the use of traditional ex ante and input oriented con-

trols (e.g. extensive regulations, requirements for prior approval, legality and compliance-oriented over-

sight) to more ex post and result-oriented control mechanisms, in order to combine managerial flexibility 

with responsibility for results. Nevertheless, the research reported in country studies has shown that in 

many countries ex ante and input-oriented forms of steering and control are still predominantly and most 

often used (see e.g. experiences in Estonia and Lithuania, the systems of tutelle in France and Belgium, 

functional oversight in Germany), at least formally.  

Ex post and results based steering, encompassing the formulation of result objectives and targets, 

the monitoring and evaluation of these targets, with result-based sanctions, is still neither widespread, nor 

well-developed in most countries under review (but see United Kingdom and most Nordic countries for 

exceptions, although in the latter, sanctions are not really applied). In such incomplete result control 

systems the formulation and evaluation of objectives and targets is done by the agency itself, or 



“Governing Public Agencies in the 21st Century” 25

performance indicators are absent or of poor quality. But even in countries with well-developed systems 

of result control (like Sweden and United Kingdom), problems are reported about too detailed, too 

inflexible and too many targets, sometimes with perverse effects, or a lack of evaluation and 

benchmarking of results. In some countries where result control is present, even in an embryonic form, it 

is combined with traditional forms of ex ante input-oriented control (see the Latin countries for a clear 

case). However, excessive ex ante input control makes ex post result-oriented control rather ineffective, as 

ex ante control stifles managerial flexibility as well as blurs accountability on results. 

Relational contracting 

Although the limitations and difficulties of a result control system are acknowledged, many researchers 

(but not all) support the use of performance contracting as one way to organize the steering relationship 

between parent ministries and agencies in a more horizontal, transparent way and to direct the agency to-

wards its results within clear financial boundaries (see e.g. Jann et al. 2008; McGauran et al. 2005; Ver-

hoest 2005). Based on experiences in, for example Sweden, The Netherlands and the UK, performance 

contracts should however be seen as instruments to improve communication, exchange, negotiation and 

mutual learning between parent ministries and agencies, rather than contracts in a legal sense. However, 

the country experiences also warn clearly for harsh performance contracting regimes with extensive indi-

cators and sanctions, which can destroy trust between ministries and agencies (e.g. in Norway there are no 

sanctions). Instead, these findings advocate more relational forms of contracting (like in Sweden). Steer-

ing in detail should be avoided; targets should be selective and more focused on outcomes rather than out-

puts alone, but also enduring and consistent over time (cf. United Kingdom, see also Van Thiel and Leeuw 

2002). Moreover, the performance contracting process should be combined with regular contacts between 

the agency and its parent ministry, for instance in the form of a regular performance dialogue (e.g. Nor-

way), which allows for mutual learning and adjustments of mutual expectations in case of changing cir-

cumstances or policy evolutions. Although the performance evaluation should inform the budget process, 

the use of harsh and quasi-automatic financial sanctions should be avoided. If one wants to use perform-

ance-related pay or sanctions, it should only be used in cases where performance can be clearly defined 

and targets can be introduced without risks for goal displacement to the detriment of other valued goals. 

There are several warnings in the country studies that performance related financial incentives do not have 

the expected effects (e.g. Norway). Alternatively, incentives in non-financial form seem to be more ap-

propriate, like the reputational effect of public reporting and the loss of autonomy as well as stricter moni-

toring in cases of bad performance (cf. Jann et al. 2008; McGauran et al. 2005). Likewise, systematic ap-

proaches to assess performance are needed to allow for comparison and overall assessment of their com-

bined efficiency and effectiveness (e.g. the UK Next Steps Agencies Review until 2003). More in general, 
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one has to take into account that in some cases the goals set by politicians for agencies are unclear, and 

meant to be unclear in a political process. Often politicians have to act in situations with unstable, unclear 

and partly competing goals. In this context, designing clear performance agreements as a means to make 

mutual expectations explicit, is a very difficult task, and such agreements should allow for adjustments, in 

order to be useful, instead of hampering political control. 

More instruments for horizontal relations 

Other instruments to improve the horizontality between parent ministries and agencies have been devel-

oped. For example, some countries use forms of account management to organize the contacts and flow of 

information between ministries and agencies (see liaison officers in the UK and interface units in the 

Netherlands) or they have institutionalized formal consultation forums (like policy councils in Flanders). 

Other new instruments include, for example, performance contracts for agency directors (Denmark). In 

smaller states, like Estonia, or states with a longstanding tradition of using agencies, like the Nordic coun-

tries, relationships are maintained on a strong informal base, through personal contacts and trust. Such 

trust can also be created by open communication, intensive networking and the exchange of staff, creating 

shared values. This kind of trust should however not be confused with the kind of trust that comes with 

patronage, for example in the case of politically motivated appointments (see e.g. experiences in Hungary 

and Pakistan). And while ‘trust’ as a steering instrument may sound appealing, it is easier to destroy trust 

than build it. Trust building requires much investment on both sides of the relationship. Research shows 

that both a lack of meddling and too much of it by parent ministries will negatively impact agency trust 

(Van Thiel and Yesilkagit 2011). There needs to be a balance between autonomy and control in order to 

foster mutual trust. 

New forms of and approaches to control 

All in all, we find situations of both over-steering – often focusing on hierarchical and old fashioned ex 

ante or input steering, see for example the case of the EU agencies – as well as under-steering (Untersteu-

rung) or even outright neglect of agencies. Imbalances between agency autonomy on the one hand and 

steering and control by the parent ministry on the other can have detrimental effects on the quality of the 

relationship, and hence on agency performance. Parent ministries should therefore invest more in their 

skills and competencies to steer and control agencies in a manner that fits with the new relationship that is 

created by agencification: less hierarchical, more horizontal. There is a need for implementation expertise 

at senior levels (Jann et al. 2008) and for strategic control capacity in parent ministries. New instruments 

and organizational arrangements have to be developed – preferably at the time of agency creation, not af-

terwards to fix problems that have already arisen. Parent ministries and other principals should develop a 
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clear vision of their relationship with agencies, including their own role therein. Experiences from other 

countries, ministries and policy sectors may be used as examples, but should be adapted to the specific 

context of an (individual) agency.  

These new instruments and steering models should be developed by parent ministries and 

agencies together, to reflect the horizontality of the relationship. Moreover, the new instruments should be 

aligned with each other; performance driven management should fit with financial management schemes, 

personnel policies and so on. As relational instruments are becoming more important, parent ministries 

need to be aware that their actions will always have an impact on their relationship with agencies, and 

hence on agency performance. Unilateral imposition of, for example, budget cuts or reorganizations will 

reduce trust and harm the relationship as they do not acknowledge the horizontality of the relationship and 

the autonomy of agencies. 

A last issue is to what extent the control arrangement of agencies should be tailored, not only 

towards the tasks of the agency, but also to the risks that an agency poses to the government, in political or 

financial terms, or with respect to the government’s priorities. One could argue (see e.g. in Sweden) that 

agencies that pose high risks to the government – like agencies with political salient tasks, big budgets or 

strategically important objectives – should be subjected to more intensive control and reporting 

requirements than agencies that pose less risks to government (cf. ‘light’ control regimes for small 

agencies in the Walloon region in Belgium). Moreover, besides a risk-based approach to control, a more 

dynamic approach could also help to reduce the control burdens for parent ministries and agencies alike. 

Agencies that are more mature and perform well would then be subjected to less intensive control 

compared to other agencies. 

Lesson 7: Agencies can be controlled by a ranged of mechanisms, and the interaction of these mechanisms 
determines whether agencies are under- or over-controlled. The extent and level of the actually 
exercised political control may differ substantially from the formally prescribed control 
mechanisms. 

Lesson 8: Shifting control systems from mainly ex ante input oriented to predominantly ex post result 
oriented controls, proves to be a challenging task. However, excessive ex ante input control makes 
ex post result-oriented control rather ineffective, as ex ante control stifles managerial flexibility as 
well as blurs accountability on results. 

Lesson 9: The crucial role for parent ministries is to provide clear lines of accountability (Jann et al. 
2008). However, parent ministries are not always aware of or neglect their control function, or 
lack capacity to do so. 

Lesson 10: Steering and control of agencies requires new skills and competencies of parent ministries and 
other principals, which fit with a more horizontal, contractual relationship. 

Lesson 11: Steering agencies at arm’s length requires the development of new instruments and 
organizational arrangements, which fit with a more horizontal relationship. 
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Recommendation 8: Consider the combined effects of different control mechanisms when designing 
control arrangements for a specific agency (type). 

Recommendation 9: Invest in new models and instruments for steering agencies at arm’s length, for 
example performance dialogue, trust and account management. Consider performance contracts 
primarily as instruments to improve communication, exchange, negotiation and mutual learning 
between parent ministries and agencies, instead of contracts in a legal sense with a focus on harsh 
sanctions. 

Recommendation 10: Strike a balance between autonomy (letting go) and control (keeping in touch) in 
building and maintaining good relationships with agencies. Consider a risk-based and a dynamic 
approach to control agencies in order to reduce the control burdens for parent ministries and 
agencies alike. 

Recommendation 11: Learn from best practices about the steering and control of agencies from 
experiences in other countries and policy sectors, but always adapt these to local contexts. 

Recommendation 12: A relationship is mutual; make sure that agencies are involved in (policy and 
management) decisions that concern them. 

 

4. Agency management and governance 
The country studies (Verhoest et al. 2011) include only a small number of observations about the quality 

of the management of agencies, both internally (by the executive management) and externally (in relation 

to the parent ministry and other stakeholders). We will use these observations to draw some lessons and 

formulate recommendations that governments and agency managers can use to improve agency function-

ing and governance. 

Autonomy and performance? 

The NPM ideal-type agency-model states that an agency status, with high levels of managerial autonomy, 

result control and private sector-style internal management, will enhance the performance of public sector 

organizations. However, actual research into agency performance is scarce and the empirical evidence of 

such effects are still inconclusive (Verhoest and Laegreid 2010). Also, based on our research there is no 

indication that autonomy automatically leads to good performance; there are many different factors that 

play an important role.6 However, there is evidence that under specific conditions increased autonomy 

(and result control) leads to more innovative behavior or an increased use of result-oriented management 

tools within agencies (Verhoest et al. 2010), which could be considered as preconditions for a better per-

formance. To gain more insight in which factors actually drive agency performance more research should 

                                                      
6 Note that survey respondents have been asked about their perception of agency performance. There are no clear relations be-
tween agency characteristics and this measure of performance. 
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be done by academics, agencies, parent ministries and audit offices. Such research should move from as-

sessing the performance of individual organizations to more comprehensive, government-wide evalua-

tions, to enable comparisons, benchmarking and lesson drawing about the performance of agencies as a 

category of organizations. 

It is important to realize that agency performance is not only about efficiency. While agencies 

may be allowed to operate in a more flexible way than government bureaucracy, they are not private 

enterprises. Most agencies have public tasks, deliver public goods, implement public policies or serve 

public interests, like the regulation of markets (see the numerous examples in the country studies). Many 

of these tasks, goods and services are not easy to measure or cannot be expressed in terms like cost-prices 

(e.g. what is the cost of one’s health or life?). Therefore, governments should be careful when formulating 

performance criteria or when having expectations about agency performance in measurable quantities, in 

order to avoid side effects and goal displacement. The good performance of agencies should include not 

only economy and efficiency as performance criteria, but also quality, effectiveness, equal access and 

responsiveness. Moreover, in most democratic systems, also values as impartiality, predictability, rule of 

law, political loyality, political control, legitimacy, trust, participation, etc. are important elements of 

performance. The implication is that there is a need to go beyond the narrow concept of performance 

linked to economy and efficiency and also include broader democratic implications on power relations, 

trust and legitimacy. We have to remember that the fundamental purpose of public service is government, 

not management. Not only effects on main goals but also side effects and dysfunctions have to be taken 

into account. 

An general implication is that we cannot just copy private sector management tools, 

organizational forms and steering mechanisms into public sector organizations and then expect, in a 

straightforward way, successful implementation and results. One reason for this is that public sector 

organizations such as central agencies differ significantly from private sector organizations, by being more 

multifunctional, by having political executives as leaders and by often not operating on a market.  

To stimulate good performance, governments should create favorable conditions. For example, 

agency research has taught us that innovative behavior by agencies is stimulated by their organizational 

culture (i.e. orientation towards goals, customers and individual incentives) and the quality of 

management, but also by organizational factors like size (staff and budget), kind of task (service delivery) 

and possibilities for collaboration with other organizations, including the parent ministry (Lægreid et al. 

forthcoming; Koch andand Hauknes 2005; ; Martinaitis and Nakrošis 2009 ). In addition, external 

pressure, for example from market parties (competition) or from the media and political attention, may 

also boost innovativeness, but may have also negative side-effects. Studies on performance of public 

sector organizations point at additional factors like the clarity of goals, political support and the degree of 
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self-financing by agencies (see for a discussion Verhoest and Lægreid 2010). Governments can stimulate 

innovation and thus performance by creating such conditions. 

The need for a good leadership 

The quality of the leadership and management skills of agency CEOs and their board members is crucial 

to agency performance. Governments should therefore pay (more) attention to who is appointed and put in 

charge of an agency. In countries with a spoils or spoils-like system, top executives are replaced when a 

new government comes into office (see e.g. USA, Italy and Hungary) and are chosen at least partially 

based on their political loyalty and affiliation to the political parties in power. Such politically appointed 

agency managers may have a good, trusting relationship with their political principal, but may lack the 

necessary management skills and knowledge, possibly causing agency staff to consider their leadership 

unacceptable. In other countries where patronage happens less explicitly, and where politically appointed 

agency managers function under ministers from different parties, the relationship between ministers and 

agencies could become distrusting, leading to strict control and micro-management by political principals. 

In sum, patronage may harm agency performance. There is a tendency to have CEOs appointed for a lim-

ited period, based on performance objectives, with renewal of mandates possible after a positive evalua-

tion. However, temporary contracts may lead to a high turnover of CEOs and a lack of continuity of lead-

ership, high transitional costs as well as the risk of implicit politicization and checklist behavior. Govern-

ments should therefore base their system of appointment and evaluation of agency CEOs on explicit and 

publicly advertised criteria. Moreover, governments should pay more attention to the development of their 

managers, and foster exchange or even mobility between senior management of ministries and agencies. 

CEOs should be held responsible for maintaining high ethical standards and effective internal control 

mechanisms within their agencies, for example by the adoption of integrity codes of conduct. 

In several countries, governments prefer to create agencies without a governing board, as the 

presence of a governing board may attenuate political steering signals (e.g. Norway, Flanders). However, 

a governing board allows for the (beneficial) involvement of experts and stakeholders in the governance of 

an agency. If a board is created, particular attention should be given to its role, composition and 

functioning. Governing boards should not interfere too much with the daily management of agencies, or 

neglect their role in the strategic control and supervision of the agency. The appointment of interest group 

representatives as agency board members could lead to the risk of agency capture (Wilson 1989), where 

agency performance is aimed to fulfilling the needs and demands of interest groups rather than the general 

interest (public good). In that respect many countries take initiatives to introduce corporate governance 

models to optimize the interplay between board and agency CEOs (Australia, Austria). For example, 

corporate governance calls for a clear delineation of responsibilities between the CEO (daily management) 
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and the board (strategic decision-making in terms of budget, tasks and objectives, planning and reporting, 

and control of management), a professionalization of board members through improved appointment and 

training procedures, the presence of independent board members and experts, and a reduction of the size 

of governing boards.  

Legitimacy and accountability towards society 

As agencies operate at arm’s length of the government, they have become semi-independent actors in the 

policy network around their task (Yesilkagit and Van Thiel 2008). Agencification is found to enhance the 

orientation of agencies towards their users and peers (Yesilkagit and Van Thiel forthcoming). Unfortu-

nately, there has been little research about the relationship of agencies with other actors in these networks, 

such as stakeholders, parliament, audit offices and the general public. But we do know that agencies are 

not a very well-known type of organization (except in those countries where agencies exists for a very 

long time and where they traditionally have a very clear role in the state apparatus, like in Sweden and 

Norway); people (MPs, citizens, journalists) will recognize individual organizations but will not know that 

they are agencies, nor what it means that an organization is an agency (see e.g. experiences in The Nether-

lands). Governments could give more information about ‘agencies’ as a concept to create more awareness 

and knowledge about agencification. Earlier in this policy brief, we recommended developing a register of 

agencies, which could be seen as a first step towards more openness about and access to agencies (see e.g. 

the Norwegian State Database). Other examples would be to make information about tasks, performance 

agreements and performance reports publicly available (this is not the case at the moment in countries as 

diverse as Thailand on the one hand and The Netherlands on the other). 

We also know that in many countries there is (growing) skepticism about the accountability of 

agencies towards parliament and citizens, endangering the legitimacy of agencies. Parliaments and 

parliamentary committees should be better equipped to hold agencies accountable (Jann et al., 2008), for 

example by improved planning, budgeting and reporting documents, encompassing performance 

information, but also by intensified training of parliamentarians and their support staff on how to use such 

documents to scrutinize performance. Research has shown that even in countries with extensive 

performance reporting mechanisms, members of parliament do not use the available performance 

information that often (Johnson and Talbot, 2007). The important thing is that budgetary and performance 

information of agencies is offered to parliament in a consolidated way (e.g. included in the budget or 

report of the parent ministry or policy sector of which they are part, see e.g. the LOLF in France). In some 

countries, like the UK, parliamentary committees can organize hearings with agency CEOs. In other 

countries, such as Australia, audit offices play an important role in the scrutiny of agencies, mainly in 

terms of financial control, but increasingly with regard to performance. It should be ensured that these 
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auditing institutions have the competence to perform such audits for the full agency landscape. Clearly, 

one has to go beyond the narrow concept of managerial accountability and to address the broader concept 

of political accountability when reorganizing public sector organizations. The importance of extra-

parliamentary mechanisms to monitor agencies’ behavior, for instance ombudsmen, appeal mechanisms 

for citizens and making performance plans and reports available to the general public, should also be 

stressed. 

Agencies have tried to improve their legitimacy and visibility themselves as well, in several ways. 

For example, agencies are increasingly involved in (international) networks of peers (similar bodies) 

(Egeberg 2006; Coen and Tatcher 2008). This is particularly the case with regulatory agencies as 

regulatory policies have become more and more international, for example because of European 

integration. EU agencies and national agencies together form the network in which new policies are 

developed and implemented. Several country studies have paid attention to the rise of regulatory agencies 

(see for example the country studies on Slovakia and Israel). The objective of these international networks 

is of course to improve agency performance – in the case of regulation the aim is to improve compliance 

with regulations – but networks offer agencies other opportunities as well: more visibility, more 

continuity, the exchange of best practices, mutual learning and benchmarking. However agencies use 

these networks also to gain more independence vis-à-vis their parent ministry. Moreover, when such 

networks are used to bypass national government as a principal, questions about accountability and 

democratic legitimacy arise (Egeberg, 2006). . 

A second way for agencies to increase their visibility is through so-called horizontal (or 

downward) accountability; agencies account for their functioning and performance to other stakeholders 

and the general public – next to the traditional, vertical accountability to the parent ministry. Agencies use 

their websites, annual reports, peer review assessments, certification, accreditation, service delivery 

charters, evaluation studies, client panels, etc. to openly show how (well) they are performing (see e.g. 

experiences in Hong Kong, Australia and The Netherlands). It is argued that horizontal accountability can 

also be used to reduce or mitigate the so-called democratic deficit (cf. Vibert, 2007). This refers to the fact 

that parent ministers are not always fully accountable (anymore) for (all aspects of) agency performance. 

As agencies in most countries cannot be held accountable directly, because of the dominance of 

ministerial accountability, there is a gap or a grey zone in accountability for agency performance. Whether 

or not forms of horizontal accountability can indeed fill this gap is an empirical question that requires 

more research (for an example see Schillemans, 2008). 

In sum, we need more research into agency performance to learn what makes agencies perform 

better (or not). Governments can stimulate good performance – which is more than cost efficiency – by 
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creating favorable conditions. One of these conditions concerns the appointment of qualified and capable 

managers and board members. 

Despite the growth in the number of agencies, they are generally not a well-known ‘species’ to the 

general public, or even members of parliament and the media, notwithstanding those individual agencies 

which have developed high international and national profiles such as the BBC (British Broadcasting 

Commission) or Australia’s CSIRO (Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation). 

More information about agencies should therefore be made available and/or accessible to the public. 

Horizontal accountability can be used as a way to disseminate information about what agencies are and 

do. 

Lesson 12: Knowledge of agency performance is (too) limited. Agency performance is not only about 
efficiency and effectiveness. 

Lesson 13: Autonomy in itself is not sufficient to ensure a good performance of agencies. For instance, the 
quality of the leadership and management skills of agency CEOs and their board members is 
crucial. 

Lesson 14: Agencies are in most countries not a well-known ‘species’ with the general public, MPs and 
the media. 

Lesson 15: The legitimacy and accountability of agencies is a matter of importance for agencies and 
governments alike. 

 

Recommendation 13: Study and evaluate agency performance more, not only on a case-by-case basis but 
also government-wide. 

Recommendation 14: Develop sound practices for the appointment, training and evaluation of agency 
CEOs and board members, as well as the role definition and interplay of CEO’s and boards that 
ensures a good leadership of agencies. 

Recommendation 15: Go beyond the narrow concept of managerial accountability and to address the 
broader concept of political accountability when reorganizing public sector organizations 

Recommendation 16: Pay sufficient attention in developing parliamentary and extra-parliamentary 
instruments (like ombudsmen, public reporting) to hold agencies accountable. Horizontal 
accountability instruments towards peers and customers is important in this regard. 
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5. Rationalization, coordination and collaboration 
The most recent trend in agencification is the rationalization of agencies (see for example the experiences 

in Germany, the CEE countries, Ireland and many more). Agencies are reshuffled, renamed, merged (for 

example either through complete integration or by ways of sharing support services such as HR, IT or fi-

nancial administration) or split (for example by hiving off regulatory tasks like in Norway), or transferred 

from one legal category to another. This kind of rationalization has led to changes in the absolute numbers 

of agencies, but often not so much to the actual variety of organizational types and governance arrange-

ments or the dissolution of organizations. Most agencies continue to exist, albeit under a different name or 

in a different composition. These ‘new’ agencies are established on the foundations of their forerunners 

(see e.g. New Zealand, cf. Lodge and Gill 2011; Christensen and Lægreid 2007). This leads us to conclude 

that agencies are here to stay. 

The problem with continuous structural reforms of agencies is (i) that the costs of change may be 

much higher than we think, although they are never calculated (see experiences in Ireland and CEE 

countries), and (ii) structural reforms do not necessarily lead to better agency performance (see e.g. 

experiences in Spain and Estonia). Also, in the absence of careful pre-planning, agency mergers are 

notoriously slow to implement and can impose unforeseen costs that undermine what is often the major 

objective of reform: to save money. Such planning involves the preparation of necessary legislation 

providing for any new agencies arising from mergers, provision of a budget to allow for merging IT and 

other internal communications system, creating new logos and branding, and even identifying new 

premises to house the merged staffing complement. Managing different organisational cultures, HR 

systems and transferring authority from agency boards (where they exist) also requires skilled change 

management and legal underpinning (MacCarthaigh 2010).  

Why agency rationalization? 

Then why do governments implement such reforms? There are several reasons. First, the highly prolifer-

ated agency landscape has led to a loss of transparency. Second, it has led to an increased concern about 

the (potential) loss of economy and efficiency, especially in the context of the current global financial (and 

budgetary) crises. In several countries, many agencies are small in size (see e.g. Ireland and Lithuania), 

which caused a multiplication of management support functions (like personnel administration, account-

ing). Besides merging small agencies, several countries impose or stimulate the clustering of management 

support services across departments and agencies in shared services centers (see e.g. the top-down strategy 

in Denmark and a more bottom-up strategy in The Netherlands and in the United Kingdom). This also 
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points to the necessity to check whether newly created agencies have sufficient ‘critical mass’ to function 

as a separate entity, as sufficient capacity is also a precondition for developing and sustaining innovations. 

But one of the most important reasons for rationalization is that agencification has led to policy 

fragmentation and a loss of coordination (Bouckaert, Peters and Verhoest, 2010). Particularly in the case 

of wicked issues – issues that concern multiple policy sectors – coordination is necessary between 

individual agencies and/or between agencies and other organizations. Think, for example, of 

environmental issues that affect economic interests, living conditions and ecological considerations. 

Another motive for rationalization is the realization that similar tasks (like licensing or paying subsidies) 

are carried out by different agencies for different policy sectors. Merging these agencies (or at least their 

back office or core processes) into one shared service center is expected to create economies of scale and 

improve agency efficiency (see recent plans in The Netherlands). Similarly, the introduction of one-stop 

shops (like Centrelink in Australia and the welfare administration reform in Norway) also requires cross-

agency collaboration or integration. 

In that perspective, whole-of-government initiatives are important to handle the 'wicked issues' 

that are not following the borders between organizations policy areas or administrative levels. NPM 

reforms were first of all directed towards the issues of how superior bodies could control subordinate 

organizations within the same ministerial area, but had little to offer to address the more pressing question 

of how to handle problems and tasks that are transcending organizational borders. The challenge is to find 

organizational arrangements that can enhance increased cross-border or inter-sectoral collaboration and 

horizontal coordination. Another element of this post-NPM movement is increased central control. In 

many countries the agencification process has stalled and the need for central capacity and control is back 

on the agenda. However, 'whole-of-government' is, similar to NPM, a rather ambiguous and not very 

coherent reform movement, which is supplementing rather than replacing NPM measures. The danger of 

exposing too many policy areas for too extensive coordination, using a lot of resources, is evident. 

Process-based strategies for a better coordination 

Based on our research and the agency experiences in the countries studies (Verhoest et al. 2011), it is pos-

sible to identify other more process-based strategies that governments may use to improve coordination 

among agencies or between agencies and other organizations. A first challenge for governments would be 

to develop a system vision on the connections between agencies and other organizations, including the 

parent ministry. By making clear how policy goals are translated into implementation objectives, which 

can then be translated into performance agreements with agencies, it becomes clear how the activities of 

different organizations are connected. Governments could develop strategic planning and management 

systems at government-wide level and at the level of policy sectors, which would allow for such cascades 
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of objectives (see e.g. the approach of the New Zealand reforms in the nineties). However, such strategic 

management system at government-wide levels needs several success factors to be in place in order to be 

really useful (see Bouckaert et al. 2010).  

Similarly, besides consolidation in terms of objectives and their connection at different levels, also 

financial and performance reporting could be consolidated across agencies and ministries, per policy 

sector or per policy objective (see e.g. the LOLF in France), in order to obtain a strategic oversight of the 

whole public sector for policy makers and parliament. This could be achieved without the need to merge 

organizations. Similarly, governments could create a better alignment between flows of money and 

information between organizations. If performance information and financial information are attuned, it 

would become easier to steer and control agencies. However, this would require, as explained before, that 

agencies are involved in the design or development of such system-level arrangements. At the level of 

policy sectors, governments can provide concertation platforms where ministers, departmental heads and 

agency managers coordinate policy development and implementation (like the policy councils in Flanders, 

see also the SRA networks in New Zealand in the late-nineties).  

Alternatively, governments could invest in creating incentives for collaboration among agencies 

and between agencies and other organizations on a voluntary basis (bottom-up). Also at the level of 

individual members of senior management and staff, incentives for cross-agency collaboration can be 

developed. If it is part of the administrative culture to cooperate, coordination will be less problematic. 

Agencies could, for example, develop the attitude to consult neighbour agencies in the phase of strategic 

planning. However, if agencies are forced to compete all the time, for example in internal markets, there is 

no incentive to cooperate.7  

Cross-cutting targets for executive agencies can be developed in order to strengthen system 

coherence as has occurred in managing for shared outcomes in New Zealand and the UK. In the UK, the 

target systems for agencies with relatively self-contained activities operated reasonably effective-ly. 

However, several agencies, for example in social welfare, had activities affecting other parts of 

government and were overly focused on their own narrow target regimes. Individual agency targets were 

then integrated within a broader system of targets set for all parts of central government. The system 

mitigated some of the performance problems although shared targets proved difficult to set in the case of 

the most interdependent agencies which led to a series of organisational mergers between agencies (James 

2003: 134-46). Overall, performance management generally calls for a focus on long term goals and 

collegial responsibility, rather than narrowly defined harsh indicators. Another example of collaboration 

                                                      
7Although cooperation should not of course lead to cartels or collusion and exploitation of a dominant position. 
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can be found in the cooperation between parent ministries and agencies when it comes to policy 

development (see experiences in Germany). Ministries can profit from agency expertise when developing 

new policy proposals, while agency involvement increases the feasibility of policy implementation. 

However, this calls for governments to open up their monopoly on policy-making.  

All in all, governments should develop a more strategic view on agencies and their position in the 

public domain. Agencification in systems with weak coordination capacity may endanger system 

effectiveness. Demanding more collaboration from agencies should entail more than structural reforms. It 

requires building a more coherent system and vision on how the activities and performance of ministries 

and agencies are or should be connected. 

 

Lesson 16: Extensive agencification in systems with weak coordination capacity may endanger system 
effectiveness. 

Lesson 17: Rationalization of agencies is not an absolute guarantee for better performance or more 
coordination; the approach and criteria for the rationalization matter. 

Lesson 18: Wole-of-government, post-NPM reforms seems to supplement rather than to replace NPM 
reforms. 

 

Recommendation 18: Beware of the costs of structural reforms (rationalization and mergers) of agencies; 
consider alternative more process-based strategies to obtain more coordination of/between 
agencies. 

Recommendation 19: Invest in a better coordination by improving the connection between policy and 
implementation, and between financial and performance information. Create incentives and cross-
cutting targets for collaboration among agencies and between agencies and other organizations. 

Recommendation 20: Do not urge for collaboration and extensive coordination between organizations 
when this is not absolutely necessary. Also coordination is costly. 
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Conclusion 
Agency experiences and research findings have been used to draw a number of lessons for governments 

about agencification, and to formulate recommendations. These lessons and recommendations can be used 

by governments to improve policies and decisions about the establishment of agencies, and the steering 

and control of agencies by parent ministries and other principals. The reader should however be aware that 

lessons and recommendations need to be adapted to the local context when implemented. 
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COST and the COST Action IS0601 “Comparative Research into Current 
Trends in Public Sector Organization – CRIPO” 

COST  

COST- the acronym for European Cooperation in Science and Technology- is the oldest and widest Euro-

pean intergovernmental network for cooperation in research. Established by the Ministerial Conference in 

November 1971, COST is presently used by the scientific communities of 35 European countries to coop-

erate in common research projects supported by national funds. The funds provided by COST - less than 

one per cent of the total value of the projects - support the COST cooperation networks (COST Actions) 

through which, with EUR 30 million per year, more than 30 000 European scientists are involved in re-

search having a total value which exceeds EUR two billion per year. This is the financial worth of the 

European added value which COST achieves. A ‘bottom up approach’ (the initiative of launching a COST 

Action comes from the European scientists themselves), ‘à la carte participation’ (only countries interested 

in the Action participate), ‘equality of access’ (participation is open also to the scientific communities of 

countries not belonging to the European Union) and ‘flexible structure’ (easy implementation and light 

management of the research initiatives) are the main characteristics of COST. 

As precursor of advanced multidisciplinary research COST has a very important role for the 

realisation of the European Research Area (ERA) anticipating and complementing the activities of the 

Framework Programmes, constituting a ‘bridge’ towards the scientific communities of emerging 

countries, increasing the mobility of researchers across Europe and fostering the establishment of 

‘Networks of 

Excellence’ in many key scientific domains such as: Biomedicine and Molecular Biosciences; 

Food and Agriculture; Forests, their Products and Services; Materials, Physical and Nanosciences; 

Chemistry and Molecular Sciences and Technologies; Earth System Science and Environmental 

Management; Information and Communication Technologies; Transport and Urban Development; 

Individuals, 

Societies, Cultures and Health. It covers basic and more applied research and also addresses issues 

of pre-normative nature or of societal importance. 

 

Web: http://www.cost.esf.org. 
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COST Action IS0601 Fact Sheet 
http://soc.kuleuven.be/io/cost/ 
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Hungary 06/03/2007 Ireland 23/04/2007 Israel 12/09/2007 Italy 28/02/2007

Lithuania 29/10/2007 Netherlands 20/04/2007 Norway 20/02/2007 Poland 14/02/2007

Portugal 31/05/2007 Romania 10/04/2007 Slovak 
Republic

12/09/2007 Spain 15/03/2007

Sweden 28/11/2007 Switzerland 04/04/2007 United 
Kingdom

21/02/2007     

Total:23  
  

Intentions to accept the MoU 

Country Date  Country Date  Country Date  Country Date 
Luxembou
rg 

N/A                

Total: 1  
 

Working Groups 

None 

  

Website 

http://soc.kuleuven.be/io/cost/ 

 



International lessons and policy recommendations by the COST Action IS0601  44

Management Committee 

 

Chair Vice Chair 
Prof. Geert BOUCKAERT  

Public Management Institute - Faculty of Social Sciences 
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