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The aim of this short note is to give a brief overview of the use of theories in the research that is 
related to COBRA, by the team of Leuven. Some recent research publications will be discussed (we 
will not be exhaustive), with a focus on (1) research question, (2) hypotheses and rationale behind the 
hypotheses, (3) method of investigation, and data, (4) results of the research, and 
explanation/discussion of these results. Over the past years, much of the research by the Leuven-team 
has predominantly focused on (A) explaining autonomy and control, (B) explaining innovative 
behaviour by public agencies, (C) accountability of public organizations and (D) the empirical 
assessment of the prevalence of the NPM “ideal type” agency in the (Flemish) public sector. 
 
A/ Explaining levels of autonomy and control of public organizations1 
 
Research question: what factors account for (1) the level of autonomy of public agencies (vis-à-vis the 
political and administrative oversight authorities) and (2) the way in which and the extent to which 
public agencies are controlled by their oversight authorities? In other words: under what conditions do 
public agencies enjoy autonomy, or under what conditions are agencies controlled in one or another 
way? 
 
Hypothesis, theory and rationale: Some of the research conducted so far was conducted rather 
inductively (explorative empirical research), while other research was conducted deductively 
(hypotheses + test of hypotheses). Hypotheses that have been tested are: 
 
“Rational” theory based hypotheses 

1. Information asymmetry: complex tasks lead to decreased monitoring capacity for principal, 
hence larger autonomy for agent may be assumed. Equally, the less (formal) control exercised 
by the principal, the less information, hence the larger the likelihood of autonomy for the 
agent. 

2. Principal/agent preference divergence: agents that are allowed to decide on their 
organisational goals or mission themselves may potentially set goals that diverge from the 
principal’s preferred goals. 

3. Agency leadership skills: agencies with a strong and skilled leadership (identification, 
persuasion, influencing) will have larger capacities to “forge” their autonomy. 

4. Interest representation in the agency’s policy field: a strong interest representation in the field 
that is able to foster a long term influence in the policies the agency deals with, may lead to 
larger autonomy by the agency.  

 
Other explanatory frameworks 

1. “Poor parenting”: bigger organizations may be assumed to be more politically salient, hence 
being controlled more strictly by their principals (lower autonomy).  

 

                                                 
1 Sources:  
-Verschuere, B. (2005); L’autonomie de gestion des organisations publiques: la comparaison de quatre pays. Téléscope, 12 
(3), pp. 26-41. 
-Verschuere, B. (2005); The political control of Flemish hybrid organizations: towards an explanation of hybridity. IRSPM 
IX, Milan, 34p. 
-Verschuere, B. (2005); Determinants of organizational autonomy: a political approach of structuring public organizations. 
Colloque International de la Revue PMP, Bordeaux, 39p. 
-Verschuere, B. (2006); Autonomy and control in arm’s length public agencies: Exploring the determinants of Policy 
autonomy. Diss.doc. KULeuven, 373p. 



Method, variables and data. Hypotheses-testing research has been conducted by performing 
quantitative analysis on the data from the Flemish COBRA-survey: correlation-analysis, 
crosstabulation-analysis with non-parametric ANOVA. Inductive research was performed via a single 
embedded case study of one agency, involved in two policy programs. Only the so-called “externally 
autonomous public agencies” are under scrutiny here. 
 
Results and discussion. Poor support for the rational theory based hypotheses. No relationships were 
found between the content of the task, the level of ex ante or result control (three indicators for 
information asymmetry), goal divergence, interest representation and leadership characteristics on the 
one hand, and policy autonomy on the other hand. Also the testing of the other explanatory 
frameworks show poor evidence for the hypotheses advanced. This does not mean, however, that the 
theories are false or the hypotheses are incorrect. The poor results are likely to a large extent due to the 
method and the data: quantitative analysis of survey data for explanatory purposes and hypothesis-
testing is perhaps not the best approach. This was also shown by the fact that an inductive single-case 
study (Verschuere 2006) revealed an explanatory model that seems better in explaining the complexity 
of the causes of organisational policy autonomy: 
-Capacity of the agency to act autonomously 
-Role perception of the agency whether acting autonomously is the appropriate behaviour 
-Perception of functionality (rationality) for the agency to “take” autonomy 
-Perception of functionality (rationality) for the principal to grant autonomy to the agent 
-Characteristics of the relationship between the agent and the principal (trust e.g.) 
-Political context (allowing for agency’s autonomy or not) 
-Attitude of the agency towards the policy program at stake 
 
This inductive model shows that the level of (policy) autonomy of agencies is likely to be determined 
simultaneously by factors and explanatory logics belonging to different (competing?) theoretical 
frameworks. Furthermore, the model shows that the level of (policy) autonomy may be the result of 
intentions and capacities of both principals and agents. On the other hand, the model needs to be 
refined further and tested by adding more empirical data. 
 
B/ Explaining innovative behaviour by public organizations2 
 
Research question. Does the combination of (1) agencies having managerial autonomy and (2) 
agencies being subjected to managerial and market-like pressures (e.g. competition, result control) 
induces these agencies to innovative behaviour, as NPM would suggest? 
 
Hypothesis, theory and rationale. “Let the managers innovate, and make the managers innovate”: The 
so-called “NPM pressure response model” suggests that agencies will tend to behave innovatively, in 
the case (1) they are enabled to innovate by having enlarged managerial autonomy, and (2) they are 
forced to a certain extent to innovate by internal pressures (governmental result control) and by 
external pressures (competition). 
 
Method, variables and data. This “NPM pressure response model” is tested via statistical analysis of 
data from 84 public organisations in Flanders, collected via the COBRA-survey. Organisations in the 
sample include core governmental organizations, internally autonomized agencies, externally 
autonomized agencies (both public and private law).  
 

                                                 
2 Sources: 
-Verhoest, K. (2002); Resultaatgericht verzelfstandigen. Een analyse vanuit een verruimd principaal-agent perspectief. 
Diss.Doc. KULeuven. 
-Verhoest, K., Verschuere, B. and G. Bouckaert (forthcoming); Pressure, legitimacy and innovative behavior by public 
organizations, accepted for Governance. 
-Verhoest, K., Verschuere, B., Bouckaert, G. and G. Peters (2006); Innovative public sector organizations. In: Campbell, C. 
(Ed.): Comparative trends in public management. Smart practices toward blending policy and administration. Canada School 
of Public Service, Ottawa, pp. 106-118. 



Results and discussion 
Generally spoken, the NPM pressure response model is not totally confirmed by statistical analysis of 
the survey data, but, as the analysis revealed, the model may be more complex. Whereas NPM would 
suggest that managerial autonomy has an intervening effect on the relationship “pressure (competition, 
result control) – innovation”, the empirical analysis shows a direct and independent effect of 
managerial autonomy on innovative behaviour (by public organisations). Next to that, a multiple case 
study (Verhoest 2002) of four Flemish agencies revealed a more powerful model for innovative 
behaviour by public organisations. Central in this model is the concept of “legitimacy”: innovative 
behaviour is one strategy public organisations deploy for increasing their legitimacy towards their 
principals (general public, users/clients, political oversight). To conclude, the NPM model only 
explains part of the organization’s drive for efficiency. Next to managerial pressure (control of results, 
competition), also political pressure (e.g. legitimacy threats) will account for innovative behaviour by 
public organisations. 
 
C/ Accountability of public organizations3 
 
Research question: what is the influence of accountability arrangements and accountability 
mechanisms on the level of self perceived accountability of public organisations? 
 
Hypothesis, theory and rationale: four types of explanatory models (influence on self-perceived 
accountability): 

1. Influence of upward accountability instruments; 
• Ex ante control (veto + representatives) 
• Ex post control (result control cycle) 
2. Influence of downward accountability instruments; 
• Examples: public reporting, customer satisfaction survey, use of quality standards, … 
3. Influence of accountability structures; 
• Level of non-govt. representatives in governance structures, and their influence 
• Appointment of CEO and board of organisations by politicians 
4. Alternative explanatory models 
• Formal-legal type of organisation 
• Kind of clients/users of the organisation 
• Task of the organisation + position in the policy cycle 
• Size and age of the organisation 

 
Method, variables and data. Regression analysis, level of self-perceived accountability (perception of 
CEO of organisation) is dependent variable. Variables belonging to the 4 models outlined above are 
independent. N of cases (organisations) ranges from 15 to 66, depending on data available for a certain 
independent variable in the model under scrutiny. All types of Flemish public organisations.   
 
Results and discussion 

1. No influence of ex ante control on organisational (self-perceived) accountability, only partial 
influence of ex post control: when other actors (e.g. government) are involved in goal-setting 
of organisation, there tends to be larger accountability. Next to that, the NPM-model of 
combined managerial autonomy and results control does not lead to increased accountability4. 

2. Positive influence of public reporting on the level of self-perceived accountability. 

                                                 
3 Sources: 
Verschuere, B., Verhoest, K., Meyers, F. and G. Peters (2006); Accountability and accountability arrangements in public 
agencies. In: Christensen, T. and P. Laegreid (eds.): Autonomy and regulation, coping with agencies in the modern state. E. 
Elgar, pp. 268-300. 
4Verhoest Koen, Verschuere Bram, Meyers Falke, Peters Guy & Bouckaert Geert (2005); Agencification and accountability 
regimes: ‘Upwards’ and ‘downwards’ accountability in Flanders. Paper SOG-SCANCOR Conference on autonomization of 
the state, Stanford, 1-2 April, 25p. 



3. The extent to which CEO is appointed by politicians (e.g. minister) seems to influence the 
level of accountability positively. 

4. Externally autonomous agencies with public law legal personality tend to have higher levels of 
perceived autonomy, as well as organisations that have private organisations (instead of public 
organisations or private individuals) as customers.  

 
Some issues for discussion: 

1. Accountability by public agencies (externally autonomized) is not necessarily lower than 
accountability by other types of public organisations, which may be explained as follows: 

• political salience and visibility, which is often high in these organizations 
• target group of these organisations are often well-organized private users 
• required to report annually publicly 
• in most cases head of organisation appointed by government 
2. NPM assumptions about positive influence of combination of managerial autonomy and result 

control on accountability, is not supported by this research 
3. Is downward accountability a valid substitute for upward accountability (cf. Dutch discussion 

“publieke verantwoording”)? 
4. Is there an added value of having a board for the level of accountability of public 

organisations?  
 
D/ Normative (prescriptive?) practitioner theories5 
 
Research question. To what extent can we observe the “ideal-typical” NPM-agency in Flanders? 
 
Hypothesis, theory and rationale. This ideal-typical agency is characterized by following features: (1) 
focus on implementing policy (rather than on preparing, deciding or evaluating policy), (2) extended 
managerial autonomy and (3) being primarily controlled on results (e.g. via management contracts). 
According to NPM-adherents, such agencies are assumed to perform well (efficiency, effectiveness), 
compared to traditional core governmental bureaucracies. 
 
Method, variables and data. Quantitative survey-data, for approx. 20 externally autonomized Flemish 
agencies: comparing the results of the descriptive analysis of (1) their managerial autonomy, (2) their 
level of being controlled on results and (3) their role in the policy cycle, to the prescriptions of this 
NPM-inspired normative practitioner theory. Only the so-called “externally autonomized public 
agencies”. 
 
Results and discussion. As other researchers concluded before us for other countries (e.g. Pollitt et al. 
for the Netherlands, the UK, Sweden and Finland, e.g. Fedele et al. for Italy), we found that the typical 
NPM-agency is a rare species in the Flemish public sector. Pollitt and colleagues explain this by 
arguing that the ideal conditions for establishing such agencies – measurable task with predictable 
outcome, task with rather low political salience, agency with modest budgetary consequence - are only 
met sporadically. Another explanation may be that the management of these agencies is to a certain 
extent path-dependent: most of these agencies (e.g. in Sweden) have been established long before 
NPM was born, and as a result earlier management practice may persist, even when NPM inspired 
reforms are imposed upon these agencies.  
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