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A recent trend in public administration studies has begun to assess how public 

management is performed by politicians and top civil servants. Surprisingly, 

little is known about how these different posts develop their management roles. 

Following seminal management studies, we focus on core management roles 

to compare the ways in which politicians and top civil servants develop their 

management responsibilities within public organisations. Empirical evidence 

is provided by triangulating three separate studies developed in Spain. Results 

from the triangulation show that there is unmistakable evidence of 

differentiations between politicians and top civil servants when performing 

their managerial roles. 

 

Key Words: Management roles, contingency approach, politicians, senior civil 

servants, triangulation. 
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MANAGEMENT ROLES IN POLITICAL AND SENIOR CIVIL 

SERVANT POSITIONS:  

A MULTIPLE-STUDY APPROACH 

Since the early years of public administration studies (when the influential works of 

Max Weber and Woodrow Wilson started a long and fruitful debate) the relationship 

between politics and administration has been a relevant issue and remains so today, 

as many public services are managed in tandem by politicians and senior civil 

servants (Thompson, 1979; Klausen and Magnier, 1998; Svara, 1999, 2001, 2006; 

Mouritzen and Svara, 2002; Jacobsen, 2006; Demir and Nyhan, 2008). In the 1980s, 

reflections on the singular features of the managerial role in the public sector were 

the subject of many analyses (Allan, 1981; Kurke and Aldrich, 1983; Noordegraaf, 

2000; Pavett and Lau, 1980; Rainey, 1989); while more recently, analysis of the 

public management role has focused extensively on comparing public versus private 

managers (Hansen and Villadsen, 2010; Nutt, 2006; Pool et al., 2006; Mort et al., 

2003). 

A second major research trend has focused on the tensions between top 

bureaucrats and politicians (Aberbach and Rockman, 2006; Christensen and 

Lægreid, 2012). Among this extensive literature, a few studies have related these 

tensions to managerial roles (Ammons and Newell, 1989; Bäck, Heinelt and 

Magnier, 2006; Eskridge, 2014; Klausen and Magnier, 1998; Mouritzen and Svara, 

2002). Despite the importance of this topic, there is little empirical evidence about 

how managerial roles are performed in political positions and top civil servant 

positions when both are acting as managers, that is, responsible for a unit (ministry, 

secretary, department, etc.) (Ammons and Newell, 1989; Eskridge, 2014). While not 
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many studies have empirically addressed this question, some authors have argued 

that the management roles held by politicians and top civil servants might differ 

(Liguori, Sicilia and Steccolini, 2009; May and Winter, 2009). From a purely 

organisational standpoint there is no difference between them. Both posts are 

managerial, and some report to others, as in any organisation. Indeed, some scholars 

and practitioners consider most posts as being part of the ‘New Public Management’, 

which denies that there is any real difference between the political management 

function (PMF) and the civil service management function (CSMF) (Mussari, 1994).  

There are a lot of caveats when analysing differences between CSMF and PMF. 

Klausen and Magnier (1998) differentiate politicians and civil servants as political 

and classical bureaucrats. They argue that political bureaucrats are closer to policy 

formulation, while their classical counterparts focus on the administration of public 

resources to implement a specific public policy. Also, the differentiation between top 

politicians and top civil servants is difficult and can change according to the country 

of study (see Klausen and Magnier, 1998 for evidence on institutional differences 

across western governments). 

Our research aims to study how the management role is performed in different 

sorts of posts within the public sector and explore the consequences. More 

specifically, we aim to identify the differences and similarities between the 

management function performed in politically-appointed positions (PMF) and the 

management function performed in civil servant positions (CSMF). 

We take a multiple-study empirical approach using three different research 

methods (direct observation, interviews and a survey questionnaire), subsequently 

triangulating the data and testing four hypotheses. The three studies were conducted 

in Spain where there is a clear distinction between political and non-political 
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appointments to public sector organisations. To ensure that our results are 

comparable with other national contexts, we follow the criteria used by other authors 

(e.g. Liguori, Sicilia and Steccolini, 2009) and divide our sample into political 

appointees (to whom we refer as ‘politicians’) and non-political appointees (‘senior 

civil servants’). 

Management Roles of Politicians and Top Civil Servants 

We use Mintzberg’s (1973, 1989, 1994, 2009) seminal work on the roles that are 

performed in every managerial position in order to understand the similarities and 

differences between the management function of politicians and senior civil servants. 

Mintzberg’s work has been widely used to understand how individuals administer 

organisations (Konrad et al., 2001; Mount and Barlett, 1999; Pavett and Lau, 1983). 

In a similar vein, other authors have also considered the different roles developed 

by politicians and civil servants. One outstanding example is the study by Aberbach 

et al. (1981) in which the authors identify politicians’ and senior civil servants' 

perceptions of the political role. Both types of managers feel the role of the PMF is 

to draft policy, represent and respond to certain interests, defend ideological causes 

and values, and so on. In addition to their role as actors in public policy, politicians 

also spend a lot of time electioneering and doing party work, redefining fields of 

political action, drawing up game plans and dealing with the media. But it is 

important to note that the sample used by Aberbach et al. (1981) consisted of 

parliamentarians and not politicians in charge of ministries or other elements of the 

governmental executive branch.  

Arguably the tendency of the PMF to give public organisation a political slant, in 

terms of values and interests, involves deciding which problems should be 

approached and defining them in an intense process of interaction with other actors. 
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Going back to Minzberg’s taxonomy, all this may lead to accentuating the managerial 

role as external leader, spokesperson and innovator (expressed through new visions 

of public policies, redesigned programmes or simply different ways of doing things).  

Politicians are used to articulating and defending their interests in a conflict-ridden 

work climate. This is noteworthy because they have a tendency to cover broad, poorly 

organised interests that can usually only be defended by overcoming departmental 

barriers. Aberbach et al. (1981) consider that both parliamentary politicians and 

senior civil servants perform the role of facilitator or defender of interests, but not in 

the same way.  

In analysing the kinds of problems that should be addressed by public 

management, Kammerer’s (1964) study stressed its highly ambiguous nature, 

technical features and interorganisational problems. In this same line of reasoning, 

Metcalfe (1993) states that ‘especially in the higher levels [of public organizations], 

management ... is a process of interorganizational negotiation aimed to construct, 

maintain and modify the precarious relations on which both the results of the 

organizations taken individually and the success of public policy depend’ (Metcalfe, 

1993:4). The consequence of the interorganisational nature of public problems 

should be a greater need for a liaison role. This in turn strongly implies an increased 

need for negotiators and spokespersons. In his observations of public managers 

employed by the Canadian park service, Mintzberg (1997) found that the director 

general put great emphasis on networking and spokesperson roles outside the 

organisation. Mintzberg added internal control and leadership roles to these external 

roles.   

From their different perspectives, these authors describe what the political science 

literature terms ‘political leadership’ which is understood as an external role. Most 
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management experts consider leadership to be an internal role. This difference goes 

unnoticed when comparing the political science literature (Heifetz, 1995; Losada, 

2008) and private management literature (Badaracco, 2002; Kotter, 1988, 1999; 

Mintzberg, 1973, 1994, 2009; Sayles, 1993). This kind of ‘political leadership’ 

apparently goes a long way towards explaining the difference between senior 

managers in the private and public sectors and, to a lesser extent, the difference 

between political and civil service appointees. Furthermore, public management 

requires much more development and a constant review of broad and complex 

conceptual frameworks if the outside world is to be understood and changed. 

Mintzberg (1994) describes this as the ‘conceiving role’. The reasons for this may 

be: the multitude of actors involved in the decision-making process (execution and 

control); complex interaction between actors; political visibility; lack of any direct 

relationship between good management and more/better resources; lack of any direct 

relationship between meeting objectives and organizational continuity and survival; 

and the nature of public problems. Metcalfe (1993) maintains that public leaders have 

to approach politics creatively. In other words, they should develop new visions and 

values from which future objectives, strategies and measures for dealing with social 

problems will spring. This type of activity involves intense organisational and 

interorganisational learning, which enables political managers to constantly redesign 

conceptual frameworks, thus facilitating the development of their policies. Metcalfe 

states that ‘public management is more about designing than about managing, the 

constant design and re-design of systems that are adaptable to public problems is 

crucial’ (1993:26). 

Certain management roles crop up repeatedly and follow the original classification 

proposed by Mintzberg (1989): information, interpersonal and action-decision roles. 
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We chose to look at those roles most cited in the literature, and accordingly we select 

one role from each of these three categories. For information roles, we focus on the 

spokesperson (external disseminator); for interpersonal roles, we look at liaison; to 

understand action-decision roles, we focus on external leaders. We also included the 

conceptualiser role to help us gather a more comprehensive profile of the 

management styles of both PMF and CSMF posts. Accordingly, we test the following 

hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1: The liaison role carries greater weight (in terms of time spent on it 

and importance) for the PMF than the CSMF. 

Hypothesis 2: The spokesperson role (external disseminator) carries greater 

weight (in terms of time spent on it and importance) for the PMF than r the CSMF. 

Hypothesis 3. The external leader role carries greater weight (in terms of time 

spent on it and importance) for the PMF than the CSMF. 

Hypothesis 4. The conceptualiser role is of greater weight (in terms of time spent 

on it and importance) for the PMF than the CSMF. 

Methods 

Data triangulation enhances the validity of the findings when studying a specific 

phenomenon, as multiple viewpoints allow for greater accuracy (Jick, 1979). 

Following Denzin (1978), we triangulated our findings by using different data 

sources and implementing different research methods: direct observation, interviews 

and a questionnaire.  

To pinpoint the differences between PMF and CSMF, for each of the three 

different samples we identified civil servants and politicians from those parts of the 

executive branch that clearly allow the identification of difference in management 

roles. Aberbach, Putman and Rockman (1981) identify four images that reflect the 
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different combinations of political and administrative functions. In this article we 

focus on what they call the first image, that is, institutions wherein the roles and 

responsibilities of politicians and public administrators clearly differ. These samples 

show a ‘strict bifurcation between policy making and administration’ (Aberchbach 

and Rockman, 1988:2). Our criterion when choosing our three study samples was 

that the managerial posts had to be similar enough to be comparable but also present 

definite differences. Accordingly, the three studies look at different levels of the 

Spanish administration – local, regional and national – as well as different 

geographical areas in Spain. 

The distinction between PMF and CSMF in the Spanish System 

Before describing the studies, we should explain first how the PMF and CSMF are 

formally distinguished in the Spanish Public Administration system. In the case of 

Spain, which has an institutional design similar to those found in other western 

democracies, the relationship between politics and administration involves two basic 

features: first, the public administration is subordinate to the government in 

accordance with Article 97 of the Spanish Constitution. Secondly, Article 103 

characterises public administration, both objectively and subjectively, as having a 

certain degree of independence from the government by making it directly 

subordinate to laws and rights, signifying clear constraints on the nation's executive 

power (Garrido Falla, 1980). 

Within this design there are two kinds of operating logic that frequently clash: on 

the one hand, government function whose legitimacy is based on winning the general 

election (i.e. the popular sovereignty argument), and on the other, an administration 

that "cloaks itself in institutional garb" (in the sense meant by Hauriou, in Garrido 

Falla, 1980:1028). That is, an organisation that appropriates the goals it pursues, and 
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draws strength and regulates itself by establishing its own standards of operation. 

These two logics underlie the tension characterising the relationships between 

government and administration, which is also the framework of relations between the 

PMF and the CSMF, analysed in this study. 

This tension is dear to the Constitution which submits the administration not only 

to the rule of law, but also to the imperatives of objectivity and impartiality, two 

conditions the Constitution does not mention when referring to the government. 

Public managers tend to move "in a zone where the waters of politics and of the 

Administration flow together and it is no simple matter to make a clean separation 

between them". As has been said, “it is not so much a no man's land as an everyman's 

land, where it is not easy to determine which “script” corresponds to the Government 

as an organ of political management, and which to the Administration in serving the 

general interest" (Barcelona, 1991:2364).  

Arguably, disputes arising from this tension should ultimately be settled in favour 

of the government, given its political legitimacy, so long as it remains within the 

limits imposed by legislation. This implies that such tension is a natural feature of 

the working climate within public administration, particularly with regard to public 

managers. On this point, Barcelona cites an interesting opinion tendered by Guaita 

Martorell which, while it does not clarify the division between politics and 

administration, accurately describes the true state of affairs "... Article 97 of the 

Constitution made a good choice in treating the Government and the Administration 

for what they are … [a continuum] because while it is true that the Government is 

outside and above the Administration ... it is also true that it forms an integral part of 

the Administration it directs, that it constitutes its head and, obviously, is author of 

the most important administrative acts" (Barcelona, 1991:2364). 
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Study 1: Direct observation (semi-structured/shadowing) of high-ranking 

members of the Catalan Government, city mayors and council members. 

Our first study applies direct observation techniques. The terms ‘semi-structured’ 

and shadowing refer to two aspects of direct observation which set it apart from other 

techniques: on the one hand, it is semi-structured because it is not merely based on 

filling in forms on which data are determined; nevertheless, the technique is open to 

incorporation of unexpected behaviour patterns (Steward, 1988). On the other, the 

method tends to record managers’ actions minute by minute. Direct observation is 

also characterised by other features which have been incorporated in this research. 

From the viewpoint of the type of unit observed, this research is based on complete 

behaviour patterns rather than a detailed analysis of individual movements. It is based 

on a social definition of the observed behaviour (telephone conversation, planned 

meeting, etc.). Direct observation is both quantitative and qualitative. It is 

quantitative insofar as it concerns itself with the frequency with which certain kinds 

of behaviour occur, and qualitative insofar as it covers the search for new features of 

managers’ work in order to build new models (Bailey, 1994). Our objectives in using 

direct observation are to both describe and interpret behavioural patterns (managerial 

roles) (Riba, 1993). The units of observation chosen in the (partially) deductive parts 

of this study were based on previous theoretical work. By contrast, the inductive part 

of the observation was limited to the detailed recording of events and their grouping 

by similarities, according to topographic, functional and procedural criteria. 

Sample: We contacted senior politicians and civil servant managers at national 

(Government of Catalonia), and local level (several City Councils). Direct 

observation is tough on the person studied. In all cases, the aim was to spend as much 
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time as possible with the manager on the chosen days. Managers have no secrets or 

privacy during observation, something which made it difficult to randomly obtain 

candidates for observation. We were able to secure 12 senior politicians and civil 

servant managers who were prepared to be placed under observation for an entire 

day. The sample was formed of two mayors; two government ministers, four political 

appointments at secretary level and four senior civil servants. This sample size is 

sufficiently large to permit quite wide-ranging comparisons. The sample size in 

comparable studies ranges between two and 10 (see, for example, Duignan, 1980; 

Feilders, 1979; Kaplan, 1998; Mintzberg, 1973; Pitner, 1978; Snyder and Glueck, 

1980). The sample was developed in order to study the differences between the two 

kinds of posts. Accordingly, we placed more emphasis on observing posts in which 

the parameters changed (the only constant being the civil service or political natures 

of the post). 

Duration and Protocol of the Observation: Each politician and senior civil servant 

was observed for an entire day. In total, we recorded 127 hours of direct observation. 

The procedures for determining the observation day were varied. Usually, we made 

a telephone call to the subject, explaining what the research involved and what would 

be required of the person observed. Subjects were told that the research would 

involve their activity being shadowed throughout an entire working day. An 

appointment was then made with the subject’s assistant. The choice of day could 

constitute a possible source of bias. Subjects might choose a particular day or change 

their schedule on the day selected for observation in order to avoid situations 

involving conflict or embarrassment or, conversely, showcase situations that might 

make them appear more capable and powerful than they really are. We took a number 

of steps to minimise the risk of this kind of bias. First, we explicitly requested a 
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‘typical’ or ‘average’ working day. Second, on some occasions we changed the day 

(for various reasons), giving subjects very little time to change their agenda, as we 

requested an alternative observation session for the very next day; we profited from 

our awareness that it is virtually impossible for senior managers to change their 

agendas at whim; the subjects had limited scope to change their agendas on the 

observation day, even supposing they had wanted to. Third, we asked for a very 

specific day, instead of leaving the decision to them. 

An initial meeting took place on a day preceding the observation. This interview 

was particularly important in cases where the researcher was unfamiliar with the 

posts to be observed (e.g. mayors). Before the observation day, we needed to discover 

the contingency variables of the subject’s post, its competencies, the organisation of 

the unit, the people around the subject (subordinates and others) and current critical 

concerns. We also obtained as much information as possible about variables relating 

to the subject: age, education, previous experience, etc. In some cases, this 

information could only be gathered after observation. Observation was highly 

intensive. From the start, everything observed was described in such detail as if they 

were being filmed (e.g. ‘manager goes to secretary’s desk’) and all conversations 

noted (e.g. ‘Put me through to the tax director’). Several weeks later, the behaviour 

observations were coded and categorised into the set of managerial roles. 

Behavioural Units: In direct observation methods, the researcher observes a 

constant flow of activities in which parallel processes occasionally overlap. In order 

to make sense of the situation being observed, the researcher must create behavioural 

or observational units. Behavioural units should be determined in accordance with: 

a) the nature of observed behavioural patterns (work and social ones in this case); b) 

the parameters employed for categorising behaviour; c) the specific ends of the 
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research, which differ depending on whether the study is of a deductive or inductive 

nature (Anguera, 1993). The observational technique attempts to establish highly-

detailed behavioural units, grouping these according to various criteria and providing 

breakdowns of categories as appropriate. The behavioural units are chosen to 

establish whether or not the hypotheses are true. This kind of observation is both 

more selective and wide-reaching given that it focuses on behavioural observations 

directly related to the initial hypotheses. However, the technique also tries to 

faithfully record all observations given that these may inductively yield new ideas 

not originally contemplated. 

An unresolved matter of debate concerns which behavioural units should be used 

to study the manager’s function: actions (e.g. reading), activities (e.g. discussing a 

subject with a subordinate), roles (e.g. resolving conflicts), and functions (e.g. 

conserving assets). In fact, the difference between these categories is not clear in the 

writings of various authors (see, for example, Hales, 1986; Martinko and Gardner, 

1990). However, as mentioned above, in this case we need to address our attention 

to units of behaviour rather than minute details (Anguera, 1993). This decision is 

strongly influenced by the questions to be answered, in our case with the hypotheses 

set out earlier. Hence, the choice of natural, functional units of behaviour; these 

behavioural patterns make organisational sense in themselves (e.g. making a 

telephone call or answering an e-mail). Details below a strictly natural, functional 

behaviour threshold were discarded (i.e. typing a letter, picking up a telephone 

receiver, etc.) since they were irrelevant for the purposes of this study. 

Categorisation: Categorisation involves splitting behavioural units into logical 

categories. A category exists when two or more events are treated in the same way 

(Mervis and Pani, 1980). A category  
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“is the result of a series of cognitive operations which leads to the 

establishment of classes linked by complementary relationships. These 

classes are established in accordance with a criterion chosen for the 

purpose. Items within a class exhibit the same essential features even 

though the form they take may differ significantly” (Anguera, 1993:120).  

Categorisation allows for a move from initial observations and impressions to 

systematic, quantitative analysis in which findings can be verified by other 

researchers. The process is based on theory, which usually requires a previous 

exploratory phase. The problem of classifying managers’ behaviour is that it is multi-

dimensional by its very nature, thus requiring various sets of categories.  

It is important that each category provides as much information as possible and is 

in tune with reality. The categorisation scheme must meet the following 

characteristics: exhaustiveness (any kind of behaviour must be assignable to a 

category) and mutual exclusiveness (no overlap in categories) (Sierra, 1994). 

However, the second characteristic is not applicable to this research given that a 

particular behavioural unit can simultaneously play several roles. Such mutual 

exclusiveness is neither possible nor desirable in this study (Brownell, 1978). For 

example, it is common for monitoring, supervisory and leadership functions to be 

performed at the same time in, say, a meeting or in informal discussion. In addition, 

we must accept a certain fuzziness in category boundaries (Anguera, 1993). Each 

category has a certain quintessential nature (which usually underlie the criteria for 

grouping similar items) and a certain flexibility and open-endedness (i.e. an apparent 

heterogeneity) (Anguera, 1993). Following earlier published work (Mintzberg, 1973; 

Martinko and Gardner, 1990), we relied on a final subset of topographic categories, 

such as contact method, who initiated the observed activity, participants, place, type 
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of document worked on, sender, attention paid, action taken; and also functional 

categories, including manager’s roles such as conceptualiser, monitoring, internal 

disseminator, external disseminator, direct supervision, etc. 

Analysis: Data was gathered and the analysis conducted in two stages: first, during 

the observation, the researcher filled a categorisation table (see Exhibit 1 for an 

example) with each of the observed behaviours developed by the politician or the 

civil servant manager under study. The second stage was carried out at the end of 

each session and consisted of writing up the notes of those actions considered to be 

relevant for the topic under study. This was an inductive process that allowed us to 

make sense of the evidence collected during the shadowing sessions. 

[-Insert Exhibit 1 about here-] 

 

Study 2: Interviewing high-ranking members across Spanish public 

administration: Central, Regional and Local Governments 

The second study was conducted through interviews for two reasons. First, we 

needed to offset the limitations of a small sample in direct observation methodology 

which permits a deeper understanding of the conclusions reached. Second, we wanted 

to capture new dimensions of a phenomenon and view it from a different 

methodological perspective. Our aim was to reveal singular features not observed in 

the PMF or CSMF and the causes of those features (Mason, 1996).  

We adopted a mixed interview approach in which closed and open-ended 

questions were combined (Visauta, 1989). A semi-structured, rather than in-depth, 

interview was chosen since our intention was to observe actual differences in very 

specific matters, not individual perceptions (Creswell, 2013). A semi-structured 

interview also allows for flexibility, as it covers all the relevant items but facilitates 

the possibility of additional information emerging. We adopted an open, informal 
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approach in the interviews to encourage managers to comment freely. This helped to 

pinpoint differences and their causes, and enhanced the quality of information 

provided.  

Sample: The individuals chosen to participate in the study were people with 

considerable experience in both political and civil service posts. Managers’ careers 

were reviewed in order to select two posts (political and civil service) held by 

respondents during their careers for comparison purposes. The sample was 

purposive, as we intended to find individuals with a high degree of experience and 

knowledge in the topic of study. In this sense, we followed the recommendations of 

Eisenhard and Graebner (2007:27) to find a sample that is “suitable for illuminating 

and extending relationships and logic among construct”, rather than trying to find a 

sample that could help us to generalise the results of the study.  

Three channels were used to obtain potential candidates for interview. The first 

one was the Catalan government’s computerised system of staff records (GIP-SIP) 

to discover which civil servants had occupied political posts. Unfortunately, very few 

records were found (just four cases): this was not only because there were relatively 

few cases in proportion to the total number of Civil Service managers but also 

because the data in the system was very recent. There was no possibility of 

conducting a similar systematic search in local administration and other regional 

governments at the time. Accordingly, this initial strategy was complemented with a 

snowball approach to gather more interviewees. On conclusion of the interview, the 

manager was asked if they knew of any similar cases. Lastly, managers who had held 

personnel management posts in public administration (Director General of State 

Public Administration, personnel directors, etc.) were also contacted and requested 

to provide cases. The candidates identified were then contacted and an interview held 
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in accordance with our interview script1. Only three of the contacted individuals refused 

to take part in the study. 

Three factors determined the final choice of interview candidates: 

representativeness of political and civil service posts, accessibility, and contingency 

variables. The most important characteristic of the sample is that each participant had 

to hold at least five years of working experience both as a senior public manager and 

also as a politician. The interviewees were also classified according to ideological 

persuasion (nationalist/non-nationalist; left/right/centre). This classification was 

performed retrospectively in the light of the researcher’s knowledge of the 

interviewee. This was undertaken to ensure that all kinds of political sensitivity were 

included in the sample. Finally, 33 semi-structured interviews were developed, 

covering several geographical regions of Spain and three administrative levels 

(federal/central; state/regional level and local). Table 1 provides the post 

characteristics of all interviewees who finally took part in the study. 

[-Insert table 1 about here-] 

Procedure of the Interview: We solicited each manager’s general views on the 

differences between the PMF and CSMF (see Annex 1 to see the information that 

was presented to each participant). The interview then proceeded to the structured 

section in order to compare the various characteristics of these posts: time spent on 

various activities, the manager’s roles or functions, systems for co-ordinating with 

the manager, characteristics of problems posed by the post and solutions required, 

and characteristics of the conceptual frameworks used. The closed part of the 

interview was repeated on two occasions with two of the managers in order to check 

the consistency of the data. While interviews could not be recorded due to the nature 

                                                           
1 Please contact the corresponding author for a copy of the interview script used in Study 2. 
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of the posts held by participants, the research team thoughtfully compiled notes of all 

relevant aspects discussed during the interviews. 

Analysis: A grounded theory approach (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) was followed 

to make sense of the evidence gathered within the interviews. The material was 

revised by two researchers and, rather than codifying it, we discussed the meaning of 

each case and its relevance in terms of the study’s research question.  

 

Study 3: Surveying high-ranking members of the Basque Government 

For our third study we used a questionnaire to observe the same phenomenon from a 

different methodological perspective, overcoming the limitations of small direct 

observation samples, and providing greater scope for generalising the conclusions 

reached (Bailey, 1994).  

We developed the questionnaire as part of a project commissioned by the 

Rationalisation and Modernisation Board (CORAME) comprising high-ranking 

members of the Basque government, all political appointees and senior civil servants 

(IGDP-ESADE, 1994). The questionnaire was designed as a diagnostic tool for 

revealing the characteristics of managers’ work and the rules for dividing and co-

ordinating work between and within departments, units and hierarchical levels. The 

questions aimed to measure organisational variables strongly related to efficacy and 

efficiency in public administrations (IDGP-ESADE, 1994).  

Questions: The questionnaire contained three distinct parts. The first contained 

questions regarding the nature of the manager’s work. This section was followed by 

another group of questions targeting the organisation and the work of the manager’s 

organisational unit. Finally, the last segment of the questionnaire focused on the 
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relationships between the manager’s unit and others within the organisation (e.g. the 

department, other government departments, and other public administrations)2. 

Sample and Distribution Procedure: The researchers worked with the Vice 

President’s Department of the Basque Government to draw up a list of possible 

questionnaire recipients. Initially, the questionnaire was focused on Under 

Secretaries, Directors, Deputies (all of them politically-appointed) and other top civil 

servants (level 28-30 in the Basque-Spanish civil service system). A total sample of 

290 was identified and contacted. 

In order to distribute the questionnaires, we followed a progressive distribution by 

departments of the Basque Government. Initially, the Vice Presidents sent contact 

letters to senior members of the coalition government (the Basque government was 

then a coalition between Nationalists and Socialists) describing the purpose of our 

study and asking for their collaboration. After this initial contact, a member of the 

research group contacted all identified questionnaire recipients, explaining the 

purpose of the study and asking for their co-operation. Those employees who agreed 

to take part in the study were then invited to a face to face session with a research 

member in order to complete the questionnaire. Due to the nature of this study, we 

decided to handle the questionnaire in person to be able to discuss with each recipient 

each of the questionnaire items and ensure that all respondents understood all of our 

questions. Hence, a brief five minute explanation was given to recipients, and the 

resolution of queries and support as necessary. After this, they were informed that 

the timescale for completion was one week. In addition, a telephone call was made 

five days after distributing the questionnaire and an appointment made to collect the 

                                                           
2 Please contact the corresponding author to receive a copy of the full questionnaire used in this study. 
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completed form. Finally, a total number of 230 questionnaires was gathered (79.3% 

response rate). 

Analysis: Forty-one questions directly related with management function were 

selected from the 119 in the questionnaire. Fourteen were related to the type of work, 

20 to organisational variables, and ten to managers’ behavioural relationships with 

their units. 

The first step was to analyse whether answers to the selected questions revealed 

differences in the behaviour of political managers vis-à-vis those from the Civil 

Service. A null hypothesis was employed which postulated that answers were 

independent of the kind of post involved. A Test of the Independence of 

characteristics was employed to establish whether the hypothesis was statistically 

supported so the null hypothesis was rejected, due to the categorical nature of the 

variables. The alpha value was set at 5% for Pearson’s Chi-squared test. Rejection of 

the null hypothesis would lead to the inference that the Political or Civil Service 

nature of the post influenced questionnaire responses. Table 2 shows the questions 

used to characterise political and Civil Service manager functions, together with the 

results of the Pearson’s Chi-squared test comparing both posts.  

[-Insert table 2 about here-] 

Results 

In this section, we compile the information gathered in each of the three studies 

and develop the results, focusing on each individual hypothesis.   

Hypothesis 1  

Our first hypothesis states that the liaison role carries greater weight (in terms of 

time spent on it and importance) for the PMF than for the CSMF. The descriptive 

statistics used in each study referring to this hypothesis are shown in Table 3. 
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[-Insert table 3 about here-] 

Observations of managers supervising a horizontal function (personnel, financial 

management, co-ordinating government function, etc.) revealed that considerable 

time is spent on this role (i.e. 3.6, 4.4, 5.7 and 3.5 hours per day).  

When comparing the number of departmental committees attended by both PMF 

and CSMF, and in which leaders can communicate with both internal and external 

members of their organisations, the survey results show that political managers 

participate in more committees with other administrations than civil service 

managers do: X2 (8, N = 190) = 15.23, p =.05. Similarly, PMF also participate on 

more committees with other administrations than CSMF: X2 (6, N = 171) = 14.54, p 

=.02.  

During the interviews, one of the General Directors interviewed stated:  

“… when I was appointed Director General [political position] 

everybody wanted to have meeting with me, and I was invited to 

participate in an insanely large number of committees; while when I was 

Director General Deputy [civil service position] only the members of my 

team held meetings with me on a weekly basis: when acting as a Director 

General, I thought that someone had introduced a magnet in my body 

during the appointment process …”.  

The expression of this interviewee reflects the idea that the PMF is required to act as 

liaison much more than in the case of CSMF. In a similar vein, another politician that 

had previous experience as a high civil servant stated: 

“… now (as a politician) I understand the difference between doying 

politics and behing a civil servant: the whole idea of networking is 

absolutely fundamental to develop political action. Before (as a civil 
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servant) attending cocktails and receptions seemed a waist of my time. 

Now I really need to attend them to meet somekey stakeholders tat I want 

to interact with…”. 

While the evidence collected from the survey study and interviews seem to 

support the hypothesis, during our observation and shadowing of politicians and 

senior public managers we noted two significant remarks: (1) the differences in 

dedication/time spent between both functions are not very large; (2) of the politicians 

observed, two displayed time and frequency values for roles that were similar to those 

obtained for civil service managers. 

The second observation requires explanation if we are to justify the corroboration 

of Hypothesis 1. We observed that political managers supervise the whole 

organisation, which makes the internal aspect of the liaison role (i.e. the relations 

within the institution but beyond their units) irrelevant in this case. We noted that 

two elected officials spent a significant amount of time on internal activities and one 

of the politicians, a cabinet member, spent half of the observation day on an election 

campaign. The most important roles played were spokesperson and external leader. 

Another factor that should be taken into account was that the observation took place 

at the end of a term of office. This means that less time was spent on the horizontal 

co-ordination of activities and projects forming part of the job during role on the 

observation day than would have been the case in an average day. The impending 

election represented a temporary factor inhibiting the liaison role.  

Hypothesis 2 

The spokesperson role refers to those leaders who represent and speak for their units. 

Before describing the insights revealed by each study referring to this hypothesis, 
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Table 4 presents the descriptive statistics of those indicators considered for the 

hypothesis.  

[-Insert table 4 about here-] 

A good proxy by to understand the differences between PMF and CSMF is, again, 

through the number of inter-administrative committees in which they participate. As 

previously mentioned regarding the liaison role, the survey results show how PMF 

attend significantly more committees with other departments than CSMF: X2 (6, N = 

171) = 14.54, p =.02. However, what can help us to distinguish the type of 

spokesperson activities held by politicians and senior civil servants is their personal 

experience. In this sense, one of the interviewees reflected on the importance of the 

spokesperson role when developing a PMF by stating the following:  

“Despite all my experience as a senior official, representing my 

department in many meetings, including international meetings, in my 

early days as mayor there was a fact that surprised me deeply: when I 

spoke, everyone thought that was my small town who spoke!”. 

In a similar vein, another politician interviewed stated that: 

“If you do not like to represent a group of people and make public 

speaches as a leader of this group, do not get into politics and stay as a 

high civil servant. And if you decide to become a politician, you better 

learn how to address the audience because it is much more difficult than 

simply reciting a few prepared sentences”. 

Despite all our evidence corroborating Hypothesis 2, in some direct observation 

indicators the standard deviation was high. In fact, two of the elected political 

managers and one politically-appointed (i.e. not elected) one obtained similar marks 

to those obtained by the civil service managers, which renders the average obtained 
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from observations meaningless in this case. A civil servant also exhibited behaviour 

similar to the political managers. An explanation of these data is needed if we are to 

validate the hypothesis. The two elected politicians were asked whether the day 

observed could be considered typical of their normal work. Their answers revealed 

that the day observed was a ‘normal’ day, but of the internal ‘kind’ with little outside 

contact. The response of the politically-appointed manager was along the same lines: 

the day observed involved preparation for meetings and trips for the following week. 

These factors reduced the frequency and time spent on the spokesperson role. In the 

case of the civil servant, the main part of the spokesperson role was internal to the 

institution due to the horizontal nature of the post. Given this, we consider that the 

hypothesis is supported. 

Hypothesis 3 

The external leader role carries greater weight (in terms of time spent on it and 

importance) for the PMF than CSMF. Table 5 displays the descriptive information 

of those indicators used to assess our third hypothesis.  

[-Insert table 5 about here-] 

The vast majority of the interviewed managers (82%) considered that PMF 

devoted more time to external leadership activities when compared to CSMF. In the 

same vein, the same percentage of interviewees considered that developing external 

leadership roles was more important for the smooth running of the unit, or 

organisation in the case of PMF; different to CSMF. In this sense, one of the 

interviewees explained that: 

"When I was head of my department [civil servant] I felt I was the leader 

of my team. As Regional Minister of Education I never had that feeling. 
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I felt leading parents and people, a large community of citizens in the 

common desire of having a better education for our country”. 

Our results from the direct observations corroborate these findings. On average, 

we observed 33 external leadership activities per day among PSF, while we 

discovered only these types of activities 11 times on average among CSMF. 

We observed that the PMF in these cases was characterised by demands displaying 

the following features. First, the number of people involved in most demands is 

greater in the case of PMF posts than in CSMF ones. The number of people or groups 

involved in most demands is greater in the case of PMF posts than CSMF. Another 

politician interviewed exemplifies this by stating: 

“I had attended a few seminars on how to lead a group of people and I 

did not found them to be very usefould. Lead your team is not the difficult 

part, what becomes a real challenge is to lead people that are outside 

your team!”. 

In addition, the level of inter-relationships in most cases is greater in the case of 

PMF posts than in CSMF roles. Although this is not true of all the demands analysed: 

for example, when a civil servant is involved in, say, drafting legislation on tourism, 

he/she must “conceptually” deal with more people than the mayor who might simply 

have to decide how to pay for a sole contract. However, the PMF more frequently 

deals with demands involving more inter-relationships. It can therefore be said that 

this function is characterised by a greater number of inter-relationships overall. 

Finally, there also seems to be fewer precedents in the case of the PMF. Many of the 

subjects were entirely new to these political managers: they simply had no precedents 

to go on. This characteristic becomes less pronounced as political managers gain 

experience in the post. Nevertheless, the relative lack of precedents is a marked 
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feature of this post (installation of new cell phone aerials, demands for housing for 

immigrants, etc.). 

Hypothesis 4 

The results regarding the weight of conceptualising roles between PMF and CSMF 

are less clear than with the other analysed ones. As the descriptive information 

presented in table 6 shows, when observing real managers, we distinguished on 

average 76 daily activities linked with conceptualiser roles for PMF, while for CSMF 

these occur less frequently at 58 times a day. While these differences are not vast, 

interviewees provided a clearer distinction.  

[-Insert table 6 about here-] 

For 73% of the interviewed managers, this role was more significant for PMF 

when compared with CSMF. The conceptual role not only refers to the very 

expression of this management orientation, but also reflects the characteristics of the 

demands and solutions observed during the first study of this research. The 

implications of such characteristics in the use of the conceptualiser role are clearly 

identified by the following statement from a former senior civil servant manager who 

was now a politician:  

“As [a] politician, I feel the need to think far more than as senior civil 

servant: everything is more complex for me. And the implications of my 

decisions are greater. Most of the days I arrive at home exhausted. I even 

have problems understanding what my kids are telling me!” 

Another participant with experience as both politician and high civil servant 

provided a similar quote: 

“When I was a General Director (civil servnt post), most of the petitions 

and problems that I needed to solve where not new to me, I have faed 
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them at some point in the past. When I become a politician, most of the 

problems where new, I had to learn, lisen a lot, think… In some 

occasions, I missed the automatisms, the intuition and the stability of a 

high civil servant post”. 

When observing politicians with management responsibilities, we saw how their 

demands involve a large number of actors and parties, also with more inter-

relationships among each of these actors and/or members. In addition, each solution 

that was implemented had fewer precedents when compared to those being 

operationalised among civil servant managers. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

By triangulating the data from three different studies, we have provided empirical 

evidence that core management roles developed by politicians differ from those 

developed by senior civil servants. While all managers at some point use all the 

management roles described by Mintzberg (1973, 1989, 1994, 2009), our results 

show how PMF and CSMF emphasise the use of certain roles above others. These 

differentiations seem to be rooted in the disparities between the demands made on 

both positions and the coordination systems needed. Our results corroborate previous 

studies elaborating on existing management differences between politicians and 

senior civil servants (Liguori, Sicilia and Steccolini, 2009; May and Winter, 2009), 

but also highlight several similarities between both types of management position. 

Our research confirms that in the case of the PMF, liaison and spokesperson roles 

are of considerable importance compared with the CSMF and sample findings from 

other studies. Arguably, this is a result of demand characteristics, for example, 

numerous interrelationships with a lack of precedents and involving large numbers 
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of people. The political manager can influence the environment in order to create a 

new vision (to which the CSMF has probably contributed). They can also perform 

the liaison and spokesperson roles, explore new ways of tackling demands/problems 

and create a political coalition that favours the adoption of the manager’s proposals 

(or at least reduce opposition to them). 

This seems to indicate that considerable conceptualising (with all the intellectual 

and monitoring skills this implies) is required. However, while the conceptualising 

role is greater for the PMF than the CSMF the difference is less than might be 

expected, given the demand characteristics and conceptual frameworks indicated 

above. In order to be more effective, those developing PMF should pay greater 

attention to the conceptualising role. This does not necessarily involve more time but 

would involve better or greater access to information to facilitate the creation of 

conceptual frameworks through networks, internal and external advice, etc. 

It is worth emphasising the importance of the external leader in this context, as it 

is ignored by many management experts (Kurke and Aldrich, 1983; Mintzberg, 1994; 

Stewart, 1988): the PMF’s fields of action embrace not only the organisational unit 

(ministry, department, etc.) but also a much wider social system. This means they 

exercise leadership in fields in which they have no formal authority (or if they do, it 

is not comparable to their authority within the organisation’s hierarchy). To this, we 

should add the lack of off-the-peg technical solutions to society’s demands. Political 

managers provide orientation and motivation, but also make societal actors take 

responsibility as a way of changing their perceptions and behaviour (Heifetz, 1995).  

All manager roles can be observed in civil service posts and, through these, 

organisational units can perform traditional management functions. However, the 

distinctive features of demands/problems/solutions, conceptual frameworks and co-
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ordination mechanisms appear to place the emphasis on certain roles. Predictability 

of demand and the existence of precedents appear to exert considerable influence. 

In addition, it seems that the specialisation found in larger organisations obliges 

civil service managers to exercise a liaison role within the organisation and establish 

links with other units from which co-operation is sought. The external facet of the 

CSMF requires a liaison role to create a network of links between interest groups. 

These groups are more organised than those dealt with by political managers, their 

relationship with the administration is more formalised, and their demands are more 

technical and/or strongly linked to practical aspects of public policy (Aberbach et al., 

1981). 

While the political manager’s function mainly contributes to the drafting of 

policies and strategies and the creation of an environment conducive to carrying them 

out, the civil service management function seems to focus on improving management 

capabilities for policy implementation. This is in line with the traditional view that 

the civil service function is to administer. Nevertheless, we should not fall into the 

trap of simply terming this ‘administration’: the remit of senior civil service 

managers goes far beyond this. Civil service managers actively participate in 

formulating policy/strategy and exert a more definite liaison role to create the 

environment needed to carry out policies and strategies. 

The results reported in this study have significant practical implications. First, the 

time and importance devoted to each role vary substantially according to post 

(political or civil service). In addition, the managerial work developed by each post 

should be clearly differentiated according to the roles developed by each post. These 

are especially relevant in systems where there is a tradition of some civil servants 

becoming politicians: awareness of these differences is crucial to avoid failure and 
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improve the performance of both civil servant managers and politicians. These 

differences could strongly affect the HR policies currently being implemented across 

public administrations, especially those related to the selection, recruitment, 

evaluation and development of employees. The results reported in these three studies 

should be taken as a starting point to help differentiate the management boundaries 

between politicians and senior civil servants.  

This study presents two major limitations. The first is that the three empirical 

studies were developed in Spain and may therefore be contingent on that country’s 

institutional framework. It has been argued that the differentiation between 

politicians and managers is highly contingent to the country of analysis (Klausen and 

Magnier, 1998); however, recent empirical evidence shows little effect of managerial 

reform on the management roles of top civil servants (Bourgault and Van Dorpeon, 

2013). Further research should analyse whether the results presented in this study can 

be generalised to other countries. The second limitation of this paper is that we have 

considered four specific managerial roles (liaison, spokesperson, external leader and 

conceptualiser). Mintzberg (1989) proposes ten different roles - there are several 

managerial activities that are not reflected within the roles we selected. Therefore, 

future research is needed in order to understand whether the managerial roles of 

politicians and senior civil servants present significant differences within other 

administrative traditions and when other managerial behaviours are analysed. Only 

by developing more studies addressing how management is extended by both 

politicians and civil servants, will we be able to understand how to distinguish and 

complement the managerial responsibilities of each post. 
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Tables and Figures 

Table 1. Sample of Individuals Interviewed 

SYSTEM OF ACCESS TO THE 

POST 

(The number of cases forming the subject of interviews and 

the kind of administration involved is shown in brackets) 

Direct election by citizens Mayor (1) (Local) 

Political nominee (member of 

Government) 

Minister (1) (State government) 

Minister (1) (Regional government) 

Councillor (1) (Local government) 

Political nominee (non-member of 

Government)  

Secretary of State (1) (State government) 

Deputy Secretary of State (4) (State government) 

Secretary General (1) (State government) 

Director General (5) (State government) 

Secretary General (5) (Regional government, Catalonia) 

Secretary General (8) (Regional government, Catalonia) 

Deputy Ombudsman (1) (Regional government, Catalonia) 

Director (2) (Local government)  

Area Director (2) (Local government) 

Free designation from civil 

servants 

Divisional Head (1) (International organizational) 

Deputy Director General (8) (State government) 

Deputy Director General (10) (Regional government) 

Service Director (1) (Local government) 

Access systems based on merit Council Secretary (1) (Local government) 

Head of unit (3) (Local government) 

Business Manager (3) (Local government) 

Head of Service (6) (Regional government) 

 

 

Table 2: Questions used in Study 3 to distinguish the managerial roles of the PMF 

and the CSMF. 

Item Question 

Pearson’s 

Chi-squared 

test 

6 
How much of your time do you spend managing, planning or 

supervising the work of your subordinates? 
2 = .000 

10 
How clear are the objectives you are required to reach within a 

given time frame? 
2 = .001 

 

17 Has the Basque Government given you any job training? 2 = .000 

19 How many committees have you participated in? 
2 = .055 

 

35 To what extent are you satisfied with each of the following factors?  

35e The way work is organized in your department 2 = .039 

35k Society’s image of Basque administration 2 = .025 

35l Knowledge of the government’s priorities and strategies 2 = .000 

43 
Who takes the most important decisions concerning the functions of 

your organizational unit? 
2 = .044 

48 To what extent are objectives put down in writing? 
2 = .002 

 



 39 

55a 
Do your subordinates periodically report to you in writing on the 

activities of the unit and the functioning of services? 
2 = .003 

63 
To what extent does job description respond to the unit’s present 

needs? 
2 = .044 

 

68 
To what extent is the work required of the unit set out  in rules, 

norms and procedural standards? 
2 = .010 

 

73 
How many times have you sent memoranda or written reports 

during the last three months in co-ordinating the work of your unit? 
(2 = 0,006) 

 

74 
How many times have you held periodic planning meetings with all 

your immediate subordinates in the last three months? 
(2 = 0,004) 

 

75 

How many times have you had to hold unplanned meetings with 

your immediate subordinates in the last three months in order to 

resolve unforeseen problems? 

(2 = 0,002) 

 

 

 

Table 3: Descriptive Indicator Values for Hypothesis 1. 

SOURCE-INDICATOR        PMF    SD CSMF SD 

Direct observation 

Absolute frequency of liaison role 
26 times a 

day 
8.2 

22 

times a 

day 

9.5 

Relative frequency of liaison role3 26% 9 23% 8 

Time spent on liaison role per day on average 
3 hours a 

day 
.8 

2.7 

hours a 

day4 

1.3 

Percentage of time spent on relationships with people 

outside the unit (excluding immediate boss and ‘others’ 

category) 

38.4%  25%  

Interview 

More time is spend on the liason role for: 79% 

(.33) .23 9%  

The liason role is more important for the smooth running 

of the unit in the case of: 

67% 

(.36) .26 12%  

Questionnaire 

Number of committees within their department (internal) 1.65 nd 1.08 n.d. 

Number of other administrations’ committees (external) 1.78 nd .77 n.d. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3 Percentage of total behavioural units observed categorised as liaison role. It must be noted that some 

behavioural units could be categorised in more than one role. 

4 The percentage of time spent on this role is somewhat higher in the case of the CSMF (13% versus 

17%). The total work hours per day are greater in the case of the PMF because political managers put 

in longer working days. 
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Table 4: Descriptive Indicator Values for Hypothesis 2. 
 

SOURCE-INDICATOR 
PMF SD CSMF SD 

Direct observation 

Absolute frequency of spokesperson role 
37 times a 

day 
 

24.8 

times a 

day 

 

Relative frequency of spokesperson role5 33% 10 26% 9 

Time spent on spokesperson role per day on average 2.6 hours 1.4 2 hours .7 

Interviews 

More time is spend on the spokesperson role for: 85% 

(.30) 
.23 6%  

The spokesperson role is more important for the smooth 

running of the unit in the case of: 

82% 

(.28) 

 

.25 
15%  

Questionnaire 

Number of other administrations’ committees (external) 1.78 nd .77 nd 

Number of committees within their department (internal) 1.65 nd 1.08 nd 

 

 

Table 5: Descriptive Indicator Values for Hypothesis 3. 
 

 

SOURCE-INDICATOR 

PMF SD CSMF SD 

Direct observation 

Absolute frequency of external leader role 
33 times a 

day 
 

11 

times a 

day 

 

Relative frequency of external leader role6 30% 4.5 11% 8.8 

Time spent on external leader role per day on average 
3.1 hours 1.4 

1.1 

hours7 
.9 

Interviews 

More time is spend on the external leader role for: 82% 

(.29) 
.26 12%  

The external leader role is more important for the smooth 

running of the unit in the case of: 

82% 

(.26) 
.23 9%  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5 Percentage of total behavioural units observed categorised as spokesperson role. It must be noted 

that some behavioural units could be categorised in more than one role. 
6 Percentage of total behavioural units observed categorised as external leader role. It must be noted 

that some behavioural units could be categorised in more than one role. 

7 Only one civil servant (F1) performed this role to a similar extent to that found in politicians. This 

is because horizontal supervision of minor administrative conflicts produced greater exercise of the 

leadership role (based on role as expert) than would probably be found under normal circumstances. 
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Table 6: Descriptive Indicator Values for Hypothesis 4. 
 

 

SOURCE-INDICATOR 

PMF SD CSMF SD 

Direct observation 

Absolute frequency of conceptualising role 
76 times a 

day 
 

58 

times a 

day 

 

Relative frequency of conceptualising role8 72%9 3.5 62% 7.5 

Time spent on conceptualising role per day on average 
3 hours .6 

2.5 

hours 
0.4 

Co-ordination system most used with the post holder 

Ad hoc 

Direct 

supervision. 

Skills. 

Standardisation 

of procedures. 

Characteristics of demands/solutions observed 
More parties 

involved. 

More 

interrelationships. 

Fewer precedents. 

Fewer parties 

involved. 

Fewer 

interrelation- 

-ships. 

More 

precedents. 

Interviews  

More time is spent on the conceptualizer role for:  73% 

(.35) 

 

.23 
12%  

The conceptualizer role is more important for the 

smooth running of the unit in the case of:  

76% 

(.33) 
.22 9%  

The conceptual framework is vaguer for: 85% 

(.26) 

 

.24 
15%  

Managerial room for manoeuvre is greater for: 85% 

(.30) 

 

.29 
12%  

Direct supervision. The organisation could place more 

trust in this system for co-ordinating the post-holder’s 

behaviour in the case of: 

18%  
70% 

(.66) 

 

.31 

Standardisation of procedures. The organisation could 

place more trust in this system for co-ordinating the 

post-holder’s behaviour in the case of: 

12%  
73 % 

(.75) .22 

Professional skills. The organisation could place more 

trust in this system for co-ordinating the post holder’s 

behaviour in the case of: 

42% 

(.54) .30 39%  

Standardisation of values (personal trust): The 

organisation could place more trust in this system for co-

ordinating the post-holder’s behaviour in the case of: 

67% 

(.34) 

 

.25 
6%  

Standardisation of objectives. The organisation could 

place more trust in this system for co-ordinating the 

post-holder’s behaviour in the case of: 

64% 

(.44) 

 

.34 
24%  

Ad hoc systems. The organisation could place more trust 

in this system for co-ordinating the post-holder’s 

behaviour in the case of: 

61% 

(.39) 

 

.33 
21%  

                                                           
8 Percentage of total behavioural units observed categorised as conceptualising role. It must be noted 

that some behavioural units could be categorised in more than one role. 

9 The political-professional managers showed different behaviour: a relative frequency of 50.1% and 

time spent of 2.5 hours. 
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The demands/solutions had more stakeholders involved 

in the case of: 

94% 

(.19) 

 

.17 
3%  

The demands/solutions is more critical for the 

stakeholders in the case of: 

70% 

(.29) 
.29 15%  

The level of disagreement between those involved is 

greater in the case of: 

70% 

(.36) 

 

.33 
27%  

The number of interrelationships is greater in the case 

of: 

79% 

(.29) 
.25 15%  

The likelihood of changes in demands is greater in the 

case of: 

73% 

(.30) 

 

.27 
18%  

The predictability of these changes in demands is less in 

the case of: 
42%  

45% 

(.56) 

 

.30 

There are more precedents in the case of: 
27%  

67% 

(.72) 
.26 
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Exhibit 1: Examinning the daily tasks of politicians and high level civil servants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Politician A 

– Management of the calendar for the constitution of a new parliament and the 

process of appointing the Speaker. 

– Amendments to the Environment Act (national legislation). 

– Management of appointments to the Boards of Directors of publicly-owned 

companies. 

– Collective bargaining in a publicly-owned television corporation 

– Political acts regarding the concession of an historic building. 

– Problems related to the constitution of a Civil Service body 

– Negotiations for deciding the composition of the new government 

– Lobbying in the Vatican regarding a church museum collection  

Politician B 

– Supervising public works (road junction, ring road, by-pass, etc.) which does not 

meet planned needs. 

– Controversy over pollution of an aquifer. 

– Potential legal action against a gas utility company for failure to comply with the 

terms of a contract. 

– Start up of a telephone and web site system for providing better administrative 

services to citizens. 

– Drafting and approval of Environmental Regulations. 

– Project for automating the list of municipal residents 

– Town planning conflicts 

– Promotion of an industrial estate 

– Defending municipal interests before the Tourist Industry 

 

Civil Servant 

– Application/adaptation of selection procedures to particular posts.  

– Negotiations with trade unionists regarding alternative labour contractual 

arrangements. 

– Monitoring workers’ sick leave. 

– Organizing short listing following interviews of candidates in a selection 

procedure. 

– Dealing with a union complaint following lack of prior consultation regarding 

provision of training courses. 
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APPENDIX 1: 

This is the interview introduction that was presented to all participants: 

 

“This interview forms part of a project that aims to identify differences 

between political and Civil Service management posts in the public sector. 

Various research techniques will be used for this purpose. One of these is the 

interview being conducted today. 

 

We shall begin by asking for some information on the management work and 

functions you performed in your previous jobs in the public sector. 

 

We shall first ask you questions concerning selected posts. One of these will 

be a political post and the other a Civil Service one. Both posts will be of a 

management nature (they may range from head of a unit to councillor or 

ministerial rank). If possible, the posts should have been held consecutively. 

 

In second place, we are interested in your general perceptions regarding the 

differences between the two posts. 

 

We hope to subsequently compare the following characteristics of these posts:  

– time spent on activities 

– manager’s roles or functions 

– the co-ordination systems employed 

– characteristics of problems posed by the post and the solutions required 

 

It is important that your answers be as accurate as possible.” 

 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION 


