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ABSTRACT 

 According to NPM, more effective and efficient public services can be delivered if public 
sector organizations are granted more managerial autonomy and if they use various (private 
sector) management techniques. To date, only very limited attention has been paid to the link 
between managerial autonomy and the use of management techniques. With this study, we seek 
to fill this gap in the extensive NPM literature by examining the extent to which managerial 
autonomy has an effect on the use of management techniques, thereby focusing on quality 
management techniques. In general, we try to shed light on the determinants of the use of quality 
management techniques. Therefore, besides managerial autonomy we also look at other factors 
that might affect the use of quality management techniques e.g. result control, legal statute, 
organizational size, organizational culture.  
 The results of two surveys – being conducted in 124 Flemish public sector organizations 
– indicated that managerial autonomy is positively related to the use of quality management 
techniques: the higher the level of managerial autonomy, the larger the extent to which quality 
management techniques are used. Also result control is positively associated with the use of 
quality management techniques. No significant differences were found in the extent to which 
quality management techniques were used among small and large organizations. The 
relationship between managerial autonomy, result control and the use of quality management 
techniques was not as clear-cut as expected: the organization’s legal statute and some 
organizational cultural aspects (emphasis on innovation, valuing customers) act as mediators in 
this relationship. Overall, the results of this study imply that one should be careful in stating that 
managerial autonomy, result control directly lead to a better service delivery (by e.g. using quality 
management techniques) as other factors seem to intervene in the autonomy – performance link.  
 

SETTING THE SCENE 
New Public Management: the creation of autonomous organizations and the introduction of 

(private sector) management techniques 

 New Public Management (NPM) is the paradigm for public management used by the 

government in many countries since the 1980s. The term describes the intensive reform 

processes and major changes in the public sector (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2004, 2000). The main 

hypothesis in the NPM reform is that the public sector will perform better if it functions like the 

private sector. That is, by the application of new ideas and management techniques already used 

in the private sector (Hood, 1991).  

 An important aspect of the NPM reform is ‘agencification’, the creation of ‘agencies’. The 

argumentation behind the creation of agencies is the belief that organizations that are placed at a 

distance from the central government are supposed to be more efficient than the earlier 

departmental units (James, 2003). With the establishment of new types of autonomous 

organizations, public managers received more managerial autonomy and, at the same time, were 

held responsible for their results by the government (subject to result control system) (Verhoest, 

Peters, Bouckaert, & Verschuere, 2004). In addition to the processes of decentralization within 

the public sector, NPM emphasizes the application of (private sector) management techniques to  
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increase the efficiency and effectiveness of public services (Pollitt, 2005; Ingraham, Joyce, & 

Donahue, 2003).  

 

Research questions 

 One of the implications of increased managerial flexibility could be that autonomous 

organizations increasingly implement various innovative management techniques or tools (often 

copied from the private sector). Because of the freedom to manage, and the subsequent 

increased use of private sector management techniques, it is assumed (at least by the NPM 

advocates and believers) that decentralization will lead to a better performance. If the use of 

management techniques might lead to a better performing government, it is essential to know the 

factors that have an influence on this use of management techniques.  

 In this paper, two research questions are addressed. The first research question focuses 

on the relationship between managerial autonomy and the use of quality management 

techniques: to what extent does managerial autonomy affect the use of quality management 

techniques? Within the NPM context, it is asked whether enlarging the managerial autonomy of 

an organization is necessary to search and adopt quality management techniques. The second 

research question treats potential other determinants (e.g. formal-legal status, size, 

organizational culture) of the use of quality management techniques: which alternative factors 

affect the use of quality management techniques? The factors we focus on are put forward by the 

specific theories we apply. Specific attention is paid to the role organizational culture might play in 

influencing the use of quality management techniques. The answers to our research questions 

might provide more insights into the specific nature and scope of the use of quality management 

techniques, in relation to managerial autonomy and other factors that might influence this use.  

 
RESEARCH CONCEPTS 

 As the focus of this study is on the influence of managerial autonomy and organizational 

culture on the use of quality management techniques in Flemish public sector organizations, we 

will briefly explain the following concepts: managerial autonomy, organizational culture, and 

quality management techniques.  

  

 Managerial autonomy is considered as the freedom in choosing and using inputs (such 

as financial and human resources) in the primary production processes1 (Verhoest et al., 2004). 

Managerial autonomy enables the managers of the ‘arm’s length agencies’ to manage their 

organization (‘letting the managers manage’). Since the NPM reform, the level of managerial 

autonomy an organization has increased. This went together with an increase in the level of 

                                                 
1 Primary production process:  the chain of activities through which the policy is executed and which leads to the  
   production of results 
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control, more specifically in the level of result control (Laegreid, Roness, & Rubecksen, 2008; 

Christensen & Laegreid, 2007). Organizations were held accountable for the consequences of 

their actions (ex posteriori). They were controlled on their performance, rather than on input as 

was the case before the NPM reform. In essence, result control is the checking whether the 

intended organizational goals have been achieved by the organization and whether there is a 

need for corrective future actions (Verhoest et al., 2004). The intention of this kind of control is to 

motivate organizations to perform well and make good decisions (‘making the managers 

manage’). As the concepts of managerial autonomy and result control often go hand in hand, we 

will investigate the extent to which the use of quality management techniques is influenced by 

each of those factors. 

 

Organizational culture denotes a wide range of social phenomena, including an 

organization’s language, behavior, beliefs, values, assumptions. Over the years, the term 

‘organizational culture’ has been defined in many ways (e.g. Davies, Nutley, & Mannion, 2000; 

Schein, 1990). According to Schein (1992, 1985a) for instance, organizational culture is the 

pattern of shared basic assumptions - invented, discovered, or developed by a given group as it 

learns to cope with its problems of external adaptation and internal integration - that has worked 

well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct 

way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems. The emphasis on the role of shared 

basic assumptions that influence persons’ behavior suggests that organizational culture denotes 

much more than just ‘the way things are done around here’ (Davies et al., 2000). Understanding 

why things are done in their distinctive way appears to be a crucial factor in figuring out the ability 

of an organization to perform and compete (Davies et al., 2000). 

 When looking at ‘culture’, a crucial element is to know which culture you are exactly 

studying. As organizational members belong at the same time to different groupings, the specific 

kind of culture you are analyzing should be explicitly noted. Several authors have investigated 

different types of ‘culture’. While some authors have looked at the core values, behavioural 

norms, artefacts, and behavioural patterns that govern the way in which people in an organization 

interact with each other and invest energy in their job and the organization at large (Tepeci & 

Bartlett, 2002; Van Muijen, Koopman, Dondeyne, De Cock, & De Witte, 1992), other authors have 

investigated culture at a national level. Hofstede (1998, 1991, 1990), for example, has shown that 

cross-national values differ along five dimensions: (1) power distance; (2) uncertainty avoidance; 

(3) individualism/collectivism; (4) masculinity/femininity; and (5) long/short term orientation. The 

combination of the dimensions of uncertainty avoidance and individualism/collectivism is related 

to Douglas’ well-known grid/group taxonomy (1978, 1970). ‘Group’ corresponds to 

individualism/collectivism, with ‘low group’ representing the individualist end of the scale and ‘high 

group’ the collectivist end. ‘Grid’, on the other hand, resembles uncertainty avoidance: ‘high grid’ 
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stands for a system of shared classifications whereas ‘low grid’ represents a system in which 

people are equally free of group pressure and/or structural constraints. Based upon those two 

dimensions, four cultural types were derived:  (1) individualism (weak group incorporation and 

weak regulation or role descriptions); (2) hierarchy (strong group boundaries and high 

prescriptions); (3) fatalism (weak group incorporation and binding prescriptions); and (4) 

egalitarianism (strong group boundaries and few regulations).  

 Up till now, empirical research on organizational culture has produced an impressive 

array of findings demonstrating the importance of culture in enhancing organizational 

performance (e.g. Denison, 1990; Cameron & Ettington, 1988): having a view on the underlying 

values and beliefs that work to shape the behavioral norms in organizations is an aid to 

understand the management in public sector organizations which might in turn lead to a better 

performing organization (Davies et al., 2000). Besides the importance of culture in upgrading an 

organization’s performance, organizational culture also plays an important role in processes of 

change. Studies (e.g. Lakomski, 2001) have shown that even when management tools and 

techniques are present in an organization and the change strategy implemented with vigor to 

improve the organizational performance, many efforts fail because the fundamental culture of the 

organization remains the same (e.g. the same values, ways of thinking, management style) and 

thus does not fit the changing setting. In view of the intensive reform processes and major 

changes in the public sector since the NPM (e.g. the use of private sector management 

techniques), the concept of organizational culture is particularly interesting to give attention to 

because modifying the organizational culture is crucial when an organization wants to respond to 

an organizational change with the intention of building up its performance (Hood, 1998; Metcalfe 

& Richards, 1987).  

 

 As already mentioned several times, the NPM reform proposes the adoption of private 

sector management techniques in public sector organizations in order to make them more 

effective and efficient (e.g. Osborne, 2002; Hood, 1995). To date, there is considerable evidence 

for the hypothesis that an efficient use of management techniques is the key to a good public 

service delivery: ‘management does indeed matter’ (e.g. Boyne, 2004; Stringham, 2004; O’Toole 

& Meier, 2003; Ingraham et al., 2003). As there are numerous management techniques referred 

to in the literature, some authors tried to divide these management techniques into separate 

categories. Flynn (2007) organized the wide range of management techniques into four 

categories: (1) financial management techniques (e.g. development of a cost calculation system, 

internal allocation of resources to organizational units on the basis of results); (2) performance 

management techniques (e.g. long range planning, the development of an internal reporting and 

evaluation system); (3) human resource management techniques (e.g. the development of a 

result driven HRM, the possibility for extended internal personnel management autonomy for 
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lower organizational units); and (4) quality management techniques (e.g. customer surveys, 

quality standards). Studies have already been published about the effects of specific 

management techniques on an organization’s performance (for quality management techniques, 

see e.g. Poister & Harris, 2002; Berman & West, 1995 ; Kravchuk & Leighton, 1993). 

 As the extent to which quality management techniques are used is our dependent 

variable, we will now elaborate on the concept of quality management techniques. When we want 

to say more about quality management techniques, we first have to delineate the concept of 

‘quality’. So far, a lot of definitions of this concept have been employed (Bovaird & Löffler, 2003; 

Löffler, 2002; Reeves & Bednar, 1994). Throughout modern history, the concept of quality has 

evolved significantly. Löffler (2002) provides an interesting overview of this evolution of the 

concept of quality. In the beginning, ‘quality’ was mainly defined as the conformance to previously 

established specifications (e.g. Gilmore, 1974; Juran, 1974; Levitt, 1972) or to requirements of 

the customers (Crosby, 1979). Subsequently, the emphasis was put on achieving maximum 

customer satisfaction (Grönroos, 1984). After that, the focus was not any more on the final results 

(conformance to standards, attaining maximum customer satisfaction), but rather on the 

processes that are the key to a good service delivery. Deming (1986), for instance, defined 

‘quality’ as the continuous improvement of service delivery based upon reduction of variance in 

the desired output. A high quality service delivery implicates the permanent refinement of all 

organizational processes. The meaning of the concept of ‘quality management’ simultaneously 

evolved with the definition of ‘quality’: from taking actions to fulfill either previously established 

specifications or customers’ expectations to taking actions with the aim of embedding awareness 

of quality in all organizational processes. Currently, we are in the phase of ‘Total Quality 

Management (TQM)’, the management approach in which the permanent improvement of the 

quality of products and services through ongoing refinements within the entire organization is the 

central point. Quality management is seen as the sustained effort for a high quality service 

delivery.  

 At present, there is a wide variety of techniques organizations can choose from to assess 

the quality of their service delivery. By means of these techniques, the organization can be 

analysed/evaluated on several characteristics (e.g. leadership style, partnerships, strategy and 

planning). Based upon this analysis, action plans might then be generated to ameliorate the 

organizational aspects on which the organization did not score well and by this, end in a better 

service delivery. This paper deals with a selected number of quality management techniques for 

which we will explore the factors that affect the use of these techniques in public sector 

organizations. Several theories might help in exploring this issue. In the following section, a 

theoretical framework will be developed as a frame of reference for formulating theoretical 

answers to the core research question of this paper. 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESES 
 Our theoretical framework for investigating the use of quality management instruments by 

public sector organizations integrates neo-institutional theories (rational choice and sociological) 

and social identity theory. Each of these theories can be linked to the use of quality management 

techniques in a different way. In this section, we will briefly describe the principles of the different 

theories and their application to our study. 

 

Rational choice neo-institutionalism: principal-agent theory 
 Broadly spoken, rational choice neo-institutionalism argues that political institutions are 

systems of rules and inducements within which individuals or groups of individuals attempt to 

maximize their utilities (Lowndes, 2002). According to the rational choice neo-institutionalism, 

actors will behave according to ‘a logic of consequence’ (March, 1994): they choose courses of 

action that are calculations of expected consequences preferring the option that brings least harm 

or most benefit to the decision-maker. 

 One important approach to rational choice institutionalism is principal-agent (PA) theory 

(Jensen, 1983). The central dilemma investigated in the PA theory is how to get the ‘agent’ to act 

in the best interests of the principal or, said otherwise, how to get the agent to have an optimal 

contractual relationship with the principal. To attain an optimal output, the problems of information 

asymmetry and goal incongruence that might arise from this contractual relationship should have 

to be minimized (Gomez-Mejia & Wiseman, 1997). The problem of information asymmetry might 

appear from the contractual relationship between the principal and the agent because (a) the 

agent has not been given enough information on the principal’s expectations; and (b) the agent 

receives different signals from multiple principals, which then leads to ambiguity (Verhoest, 2005). 

Apart from information asymmetry, the principal and the agent may also have different goals, 

leading to goal incongruence. Adverse selection and moral hazard are critical problems the 

principal might then be confronted with (Verhoest, 2002; Van Thiel, 2000). Adverse selection 

refers to the ‘misrepresentation’ of ability by the agent. When the principal has to select an agent 

for delegating activities to him, it might be hard for the principal to know whether an agent really 

has the skills or abilities to accomplish these activities. In order to be hired, the agent might 

conceal some information claiming that he has the right qualifications for this job. As a result, the 

principal might select under qualified agents. Moral hazard is another problem to the principal. 

Moral hazard stands for a lack of effort on part of the agent: the agent deliberately engages in 

selfish activities to the detriment of the principal. The agent does not put forth the agreed-upon 

effort, he is shirking. These problems in the principal-agent relationship might be avoided by three 

kinds of mechanisms: (1) monitoring or closely controlling of agents by principals, (2) bonding or 

having ex ante guarantees of compliance by the agent, and (3) incentives and risk sharing (the 
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risk-averse agent ‘buys’ insurance from the less risk-averse principal to avoid efficiency loss and 

discouragement) (Verhoest, 2002; Jensen and Meckling, 1976).    

 In this paper, the PA theory will be used for explaining the use of quality management 

techniques in Flemish public sector organizations. The relationship between the public sector 

organization and the oversight government is a typical example of a principal-agent relationship  

with the public sector organization acting as the agents of their political and administrative 

principals. As already mentioned above, this relationship might be prone to problems of 

information asymmetry and goal incongruence. The use of some kind of monitoring, bonding 

might help to reduce these problems and by this play an important role in the pursuit for a good 

performing organization. Referring back to the topic of this paper, quality management techniques 

might be regarded as some kind of monitoring, bonding. The question is then which factors 

determine the implementation of these techniques, and what is the role of the level of managerial 

autonomy in this? According to the PA theory, the factors of managerial autonomy, result control, 

and organizational size are the most relevant determinants of the use of quality management 

techniques. Using the PA framework, the following propositions about the role of these factors in 

the use of quality management techniques will be tested: 

 

PA1:  The higher the level of MANAGERIAL AUTONOMY, the larger the extent to which QUALITY 

 MANAGEMENT TECHNIQUES will be used 
PA2:  The higher the level of RESULT CONTROL, the larger the extent to which QUALITY 

 MANAGEMENT TECHNIQUES will be used 
PA3:  The LARGER the organization, the larger the extent to which QUALITY MANAGEMENT 

 TECHNIQUES will be used 
 

PA1: MANAGEMENT AUTONOMY  EXTENT TO WHICH QUALITY MANAGEMENT TECHNIQUES ARE USED 

 Generally one could say that the more autonomous the organization, the more senior 

managers can be considered as residual claimants of their organization. This makes it more 

important for senior managers to have their organization performing well. Therefore, it is useful 

(and rational) for the senior managers to limit information asymmetry and goal conflicts within the 

organization. By using management techniques (monitoring, bonding, incentives) internally, 

senior managers can stay informed of the activities in lower organizational units and assess the 

results (control those units). Also, they can gain the trust of the oversight government by 

providing them with guarantees as well as clear information, which makes monitoring of their 

organization by the oversight authorities possible. Taking things together, it may be expected that 

the relation between the level of managerial autonomy and the extent to which quality 

management techniques are used will be a positive one. It is assumed that, as the level of 

managerial autonomy increases, the extent to which quality management techniques are used 

increases as well. 
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PA2: RESULT CONTROL  EXTENT TO WHICH QUALITY MANAGEMENT TECHNIQUES ARE USED 

As previously brought up, recent studies have demonstrated (Laegreid, Roness, & 

Rubecksen, 2008; Christensen & Laegreid, 2007) that an increase of managerial autonomy has 

been accompanied with an expansion of regulation and control: public sector organizations 

received more autonomy from the oversight authorities, but at the same time they were also 

controlled more from, on the one hand, the traditional ex ante authorities and from newer ex post 

audits and assessment measures on the other hand. It might be speculated that senior managers 

introduce quality management techniques in order to gain the trust of the oversight authorities by 

providing them with guarantees and information so that these authorities in turn are able to 

control the organization’s activities. As quality management techniques might thus be a help for 

the oversight authorities to control the organization’s activities, we believe these techniques to be 

used to a larger extent in organizations with a high level of result control (by oversight 

authorities/audits) than in organizations with lower levels of result control. Hence, we expect to 

find a positive relationship between the extent to which an organization is controlled on results 

and the extent to which quality management techniques are used within this organization 

 

PA3: SIZE  EXTENT TO WHICH QUALITY MANAGEMENT TECHNIQUES ARE USED 

 It may be speculated that a larger organization will have higher internal and external 

information asymmetry and goal conflicts. This might be the case because an increase of the 

organizational size leads to an increase in the hierarchical levels within the organization (e.g. 

Kimberly, 1976; Child, 1973; Blau, 1970), sequentially bringing about an intensification of the P-A 

relationships, and by this possible problems of information asymmetry and goal incongruence 

(Eisenhardt, 1989). To overcome information asymmetries and make goal conflicts more visible, 

more structured management techniques will have to be applied in a large organization than in 

smaller organizations. We thus suppose to find a positive relationship between the organizational 

size and the extent to which quality management techniques are used: the larger an organization, 

the larger the extent to which quality management techniques will be used. It should be noted that 

the ‘effect’ of organizational size on the extent to which quality management techniques are used 

might also result from the fact that larger organizations have more capacity to implement 

management techniques than smaller organizations (e.g. Laegreid et al. 2007).  

 
Sociological neo-institutionalism: processes of isomorphism 
 Instead of interpreting the presence or absence of management techniques as the result 

of rational choices made by utility maximizing actors, the use of these techniques may also be the 

result of less instrumental behavior. According to sociological neo-institutionalism, actors’ 

behavior is driven primarily by what they consider appropriate for the way they perceive 

themselves (March & Olsen, 1996, 1995, 1989, 1984). Actors act ‘as they are supposed to act’ by 
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applying the relevant norm or rule. Interpretation and social identities are of great importance 

(Scott, 2001; Hall &Taylor, 1996). The emphasis is on the manner in which individuals within 

organizations become habituated to accepting the norms and values that apply to their 

organisation (symbolic and evaluative dimensions of organizations).  

 Powell and DiMaggio (1991a, 1991b) state that there might be similarity among the 

organizational forms and processes within an organizational field because of the pressures these 

organizations are confronted with to conform to practices that are considered as legitimate within 

their field. The fact that organizations facing the same environment tend to resemble the other 

organizations within their organizational field is called ‘institutional isomorphism’. Powell and 

DiMaggio (1991a) developed a theory about the mechanisms and sources of isomorphic change. 

According to them, institutional isomorphism can occur through three different processes: 

coercive, normative, and mimetic.  

 

Coercive isomorphism is the process of one unit in a population resembling other units 

because of political pressures and problems of legitimacy (Powell & DiMaggio, 1991a). The 

political pressure does not have to be felt as force. They can also be considered as persuasion or 

invitations to join a collusion. Several factors can induce the process of coercive isomorphism. 

The legal environment is one factor that might be a basis for coercive isomorphism (Powell & 

DiMaggio, 1991a), affecting organizational behaviour and structuring the budget, annual reports, 

financial reporting and requirements that ensure eligibility for the receipt of governmental 

contracts or funds (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). It might be presumed that organizations of the 

same formal-legal type have common legal environments. These common legal environments 

might consequently lead to similarities with regard to organizational behaviours such as the use 

of quality management techniques: all organizations of the same formal-legal type will either have 

a high or low use of quality management techniques. In this paper, we will investigate whether 

organizations of the same formal-legal type act isomorphic on the use of quality management 

techniques: do they all use the same quality management techniques to the same extent? The 

following hypothesis will be tested: 

 SOC1:  Organizations that have the same formal-legal type will show isomorphic   

  behaviour concerning their quality management, that is they will all use the same  

  quality management techniques to the same extent 

  

 Normative isomorphism is the process by which an organization is similar to other 

organizations because of similar values and norms, determining the appropriate end results as 

well as the way in which these results should be obtained (Scott, 2001). In the normative 

approach to institutions, the normative system of prescriptions, evaluations and social obligations 

is emphasized. This approach can be traced back to classical sociologists such as Durkheim and 
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Parsons, who saw shared norms and values as the basis of a stable social order. According to 

Powell and DiMaggio (1991a), the professional background of managers and their staff as well as 

the organization’s involvement in networks might lead to homogeneity among organizations within 

an organizational field in the following ways: 

(1) When professionals are hired based upon the same qualifications and all undergo the 

same socialization process within their organization, commonly internalized 

organizational norms, similar ‘ways of thinking’ are developed 

(2) The participation of managers in trade and professional associations brings about shared 

values by which organizations in the field resemble other organizations 

It might be asked whether the use of quality management techniques is the same among different 

organizations because of professionals with similar backgrounds working in these organizations 

and the participation of organizations in professional networks. In this paper, we will not go into 

this subject as the ‘professionalization’ aspect was not included in the survey. In order to clarify 

this issue, future case study research is required2.  

 

 Finally, mimetic isomorphism is the process of organizations copying from other 

organizations as a standard response to uncertainty (Powell & DiMaggio, 1991a). If actors are not 

sure about the outcomes of the adoption of different processes or systems, they might look at 

good performing organizations in their peer-environment and tend to model themselves after 

these organizations, which might then reduce uncertainty and legitimize their policies. Briefly said, 

in cases of uncertainty (caused by, for example, goal ambiguity), organizations search for good 

practices within their organizational field and try to imitate those organizations. While looking for 

those ‘best practices’, organizations might specifically compare themselves with peers of the 

same cultural type to see how they have implemented a specific process or system. It may be 

speculated that this is probably so because uncertainty leads individuals to compare their 

behaviour with that of ‘relevant others’. Mostly, they then compare themselves with targets 

against whom they believe to have reasonable similarity (e.g. Lubbers, Kuyper, Van Der Werf, 

2007; Wheeler, Koestner, & Driver, 1982; Festinger, 1954). Transposing this ‘similarity thesis’ to 

our research, we might say that organizations wherein there is uncertainty, choose organizations 

of the same cultural type to adopt the customs, routines (e.g. the way of managing an 

organization) that are present in those ‘similar’ organizations. To see whether organizational 

                                                 
2 By way of case study research as part of this project, the following ‘hypotheses’ will be tested: 

 SOC2(a): Organizations in which professionals have the same background will show isomorphic behavior, that  

 is they will all use the same quality management techniques to the same extent 

 SOC2(b): Organizations that are involved in professional networks will show  isomorphic behavior, that is they 

 will use the same quality management to the same extent 
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culture might function as a source behind mimetic isomorphism, the following hypothesis will be 

tested: 

 SOC3:  Organizations with a specific cultural profile in which there is uncertainty (caused  

  by e.g. goal ambiguity, intangible tasks) will show isomorphic behavior   

  concerning their management, that is they will use the same quality management 

  techniques to the same extent as organizations with the same cultural profile  

 

 Before going to the last theory we will apply to our research revealing the factors that, 

according to this specific theory, are most important for the use of quality management 

techniques and the way in which these factors influence this use, some comments might be given 

when dealing with propositions with regard to isomorphic behavior. Firstly, the important concepts 

are very difficult to put into practice, both with regard to the factors that give rise to isomorphic 

behavior and the actual ‘isomorphic processes’. More specifically, based upon the limited survey 

data that are available for the analyses in this paper, it is quasi impossible to obtain a clear view 

on the ‘peer-organizations’ and to find out which organizations are ‘example setting’ because this 

is based on the perception of the imitating organization and can thus vary for each individual 

imitator. Secondly, organizations within a field might be highly diverse on some dimensions, yet 

extremely homogeneous on others (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). It is difficult to assess on which 

aspects organizations resemble each other. Finally, it is hard to determine which structures and 

techniques are shared by ‘peer- organizations’ and ‘imitating organizations’ and whether or not 

this shared use is due to isomorphic behavior. In order to overcome these methodological 

problems, more thorough case study research will be necessary. Nevertheless, in the empirical 

part of this paper tentative statements about some sociological neo-institutional assumptions will 

be made.  

 
Social identity theory 
 The social identity theory (SIT) is the last theory constituting our theoretical framework for 

explaining the use of quality management techniques in Flemish public sector organizations. We 

believe it is very interesting to supplement the neo-institutional theories we focus on with this 

social psychological theory because this theory provides some useful insights into the way in 

which institutions are maintained and distributed among their members, an issue that has been 

largely neglected in studies dealing with neo-institutional theories. According to the SIT (Tajfel, 

Billig, Bundy, & Flament, 1971), shared organizational values define the fundamental character of 

an organization, the attitude that distinguishes the organization from other organizations and 

creates a sense of identity for people in the organization who hold these values. Group 

membership leads these organizational values to be defined, possibly creating a ‘social identity’ 

for the group and for the people in the group. Berger and Luckmann (1967) state that people can 
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acquire a ‘social identity’ through identifying themselves with the other group members and 

seeing themselves as full members of the institution rather than as a person distinct from the 

other group members (‘personal identity’).  

 In accordance with the SIT, the mere act of individuals categorizing themselves as group 

members has important psychological consequences. More specifically, grouping brings about 

‘ingroup-favouring’ responses, a negative attitude towards other groups (Tajfel & Turner, 1979):  

employees who identify themselves strongly with the organization they work for – where the 

organization makes an important contribution to their sense of self – might be apt to see that 

organization as better than other organizations in order to feel better about themselves (Ashforth 

& Mael, 1989; Brown, Condor, Matthews, Wade, & Williams, 1986).  

 We expect the extent to which individuals identify themselves with their organization (and 

see themselves as full members of this organization) to have an effect on the extent to which 

these individuals want to distinguish themselves from and to perform better than the members of 

other organizations. It might be presumed that the extent to which quality management 

techniques are used is a manner through which an organization can differentiate itself from other 

organizations, also using quality management techniques to a certain extent. Compared to other 

organizations, an organization might employ quality management techniques to a larger extent to 

show these organizations that the quality of their service is better. Following our argument that 

the extent to which individuals identify themselves with their organization might have an effect on 

the extent to which these individuals want to outperform other organizations, we assume the 

extent to which individuals identify themselves with their organization to affect the extent to which 

quality management techniques are used. In particular, individuals who identify themselves 

strongly with their organization are expected to have a stronger tendency to attempt 

outperforming other organizations than individuals who identify themselves not that strongly with 

their organization. In the paper, we will not deal with this proposition as, in order to clearly explore 

this issue,  in-depth  interviews as part of future case study research are required.3 

  

                                                 
3 Through case study research as part of this project, the following ‘hypothesis’ will be tested: 

 SIT1:  Quality management techniques will be used to a larger extent in organizations in which the 

 individuals identify   themselves strongly with their organization (to let the others see that the quality 

 of their service is better) than in organizations in which the individuals identify themselves less 

 strongly with their organization 
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 Several factors might have an influence on the extent to which individuals identify 

themselves with their organization. One such factor is the size of the organization. Generally, 

research has indicated that people identify themselves more strongly with their organization in a 

small than in a large organization (Van Knippenberg & Van Schie, 2000; Branscombe, Ellemers, 

Spears, & Doosje, 1999). The larger an organization, the more actors who might hold different 

values are involved. Because of the distinct perspectives that might be present in a large 

organization, it can be expected that shared organizational values will be less easily created in a 

large compared to a small organization. Hence, members of a large organization will be less able 

to identify themselves strongly with their organization than members of a small organization. 

Accordingly, the members of a small organization will be more inclined to try to distinguish 

themselves from the members of other organizations and to achieve better results than them. As 

the extent to which quality management techniques are used might be a way to which an 

organization might discriminate oneself from other organizations and surpass these other 

organizations, we might hypothesize that: 

 SIT2:  the smaller the organization, the larger the extent to which quality management  

  techniques will be used4. 

 
Blending our research questions and theoretical perspectives (‘research model’) 
 Beneath a schematic overview of the factors that comprise the theoretical framework of 

our study is presented (Figure 1). The different theories suggest other factors to be the core 

determinants of the use (or non-use) of quality management techniques in Flemish public sector 

organizations. Closer investigation can reveal the factors that are most important for the use of 

quality management techniques and the way in which they influence this use. This might show to 

what extent the different theories can explain the use of quality management techniques, making 

it possible to build up a complex model with the elements potentially affecting the use of quality 

management techniques. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
4 It is interesting to note that the influence of the organizational size on the use of quality management techniques here 

operates in the opposite direction as was the case when applying the PA theory to our research 

 



 14

Fig. 1. Theoretical model - determinants of the use of quality management techniques. 

Managerial Autonomy

Formal-legal status

Professional background
(future case study research)

Use of quality management techniques
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Size

Organizational Culture
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Result Control
C

Involvement networks
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A: 'principal-agent' factor
B: 'sociological neo-institutional' factor
C: 'social identity' factor

 
EMPIRICAL RESEARCH: SURVEY 

Method 
Methodological approach 

 In this project, a quantitative approach was followed. As part of a ‘COBRA’ (Comparative 

public organization dataBase for Research and Analysis) research program 

(http://www.publicmanagement-cobra.org/), data have been gathered through two surveys being 

conducted in, respectively, 2002-2003 (public law organizations) and in 2004 – 2005 (private law 

organizations). The top managers of 154 organizations had to answer questions about their 

perception of e.g., managerial autonomy, result control, use of certain management techniques in 

their organization. Altogether, 124 Flemish public sector organizations participated in the survey.  

 By means of the survey, we are able (1) to have a view on organizational characteristics 

such as the extent to which quality management techniques are used, the level of managerial 

autonomy, and (2) to test hypotheses distilled from several theories, which might provide insights 

into the rival explanations dealing with the factors being the core determinants of the use of 

quality management techniques within public sector organizations.  

 

Target population 

 The target population of this study is the group of Flemish public sector organizations, 

which might be clustered in several formal-legal organizational types with increasing distances 

from the core government. The types of organizations that are discerned in our database are:  (1) 

core governmental organizations; (2) internally autonomous public organizations without legal 
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personality; (3) externally autonomous public organizations with public law legal personality; and 

(4) externally autonomous public organizations with private law legal personality. Each of these 

types of organizations has a certain extent of managerial autonomy towards the administrative 

and political principals. The typology of organizations is presented in Appendix I. 

 

Operationalization of our research concepts 

 In this paragraph, we will firstly describe the way in which our key variables, that is quality 

management techniques, managerial autonomy, and organizational culture, have been 

operationalized. After that we will say something about the measurement of our other variables. 

 

KEY variables 

(a) Quality management techniques 

 In the survey, top managers were asked for the extent to which they used several 

management techniques. These techniques referred to specific instruments of financial 

management (e.g. cost calculation system), quality management (e.g. quality standards), human 

resources management (e.g. results oriented HRM) and performance management (e.g. long 

range planning). In this paper, the focus is on the use of quality management techniques, acting 

as our dependent variable. As there is a whole range of management techniques organizations 

might use to work on the quality of their service delivery, only a selected number of quality 

management techniques was included in the survey.  

 In this paper, we will explore which factors affect the implementation of two well-known 

quality management techniques in the public sector, namely quality standards and customer 

surveys. For each of those two management techniques, the top managers had to indicate to 

what extent these techniques are used within their organization, with 0 = not being used; 1 = 

being use to some extent; and 2 = being used to a large extent. 

 

(b) Managerial autonomy 

 In the survey, managerial autonomy is broken up into personnel managerial autonomy 

and financial managerial autonomy. These two types of managerial autonomy can vary from no 

autonomy through operational autonomy (decisions about choice and use of inputs) to strategic 

autonomy (decisions about general principles and rules on the subject of inputs). In this paper, 

we limit ourselves to personnel managerial autonomy, investigating the effect this type of 

managerial autonomy has on the extent to which quality management techniques are used. The 

level of managerial autonomy an organization has thus specifically refers to its level of personnel 

managerial autonomy. To avoid confusion, in the remainder of this paper we talk about 

managerial autonomy.   
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 The overall level of operational and/or strategic managerial autonomy is measured via 

three indicators: the extent to which the organization is able to make choices about the 

appointment, the evaluation, and the promotion of personnel. For each of those three indicators, 

organizations can either have no autonomy (score 0), solely operational autonomy (score 1) or 

operational and strategic autonomy (score 2). By calculating the simple sum of the sub scores for 

the three indicators, a general index of managerial autonomy might be constructed. The scores 

on this index can vary from 0 to 6. The indices that have been used related to personnel 

managerial autonomy are presented in Appendix II. 

 

(c) Organizational culture 

 For the measurement of organizational culture we used the Hospitality Industry Culture 

Profile (HICP) instrument (Tepeci & Bartlett, 2002). The HICP is an instrument developed to 

assess organizational culture in hospitality organizations in particular, but the instrument can also 

be used in other types of public sector organizations. This quantitative organizational culture 

measurement instrument is based upon the Organizational Culture Profile (OCP) (O’Reilly, 

Chatman, & Caldwell, 1991). Whereas the OCP consists of 54 items hypothesized to measure 7 

organizational culture and individual value dimensions, the HICP only includes 36 items that are 

assumed to measure 9 organizational culture and individual value dimensions. The dimensions of 

the HICP are: (1) innovation; (2) results orientation; (3) attention to detail; (4) team orientation; (5) 

people orientation; (6) valuing ethics and honesty; (7) valuing customers; (8) employee 

development; and finally (9) fair compensation. Each of the nine dimensions consists of four 

internally consistent items. All items are summed up in Appendix III. 

 In the survey, top managers were asked for each out of the 36 items to point to the 

number on a 7-point scale that, according to them, best indicates how characteristic a specific 

item is for their organization. By averaging the scores on the four items each of the nine 

dimensions is composed of, an index for each dimension was constructed. The scores on these 

indices vary from 1 to 7.  

 

SECONDARY variables 

(d) Result  control 

 Result control is about oversight authorities controlling organizations a posteriori, after 

the facts. Result control must be interpreted as a cycle, consisting of interrelated subsystems: a 

planning system (setting organizational goals), a monitoring system (setting indicators and 

measuring results) and an evaluation and feedback system (evaluating, sanctioning or 

rewarding).  We have operationalized result control in a ‘result control chain’ consisting of five 

phases: (1) the actor that is setting organizational goals in a specific result oriented document, (2)  
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Indicators are used to make goals measurable, (3) organizational results are measured, (4) 

organizational results are evaluated, and (5) sanctions and rewards exist.  

 Based upon these phases, an index of result control is constructed following the 

argumentation that an organization can only find oneself in a specific phase of the result control 

cycle, being subject to a certain level of result control, when it was also subject to control in the 

previous phase of the result control cycle (cumulative logic). The scores on the index 

representing the extent to which an organization is subject to result control by the oversight 

authorities range from 0 (no result control) to 1 (highest level of result control). The different 

scores are 0 (no formal document in which organizational goals are formally laid down); 0.17 

(formal document, but the organization is allowed to set their goals themselves); 0.34 (formal 

document, other actors are involved in the goal setting, no indicators for measuring results are 

specified); 0.50 (formal document, others involved in goal setting, indicators exist, but no 

measurement of the organizational results); 0.67 (formal document, others involved in goal 

setting, indicators exist, organizational results are measured, no valuation of results by oversight 

authorities); 0.83 (formal document, others involved in goal setting, indicators exist, organizational 

results are measured, evaluation of results by oversight authorities, no sanctions or rewards in 

case of, respectively, poor or good results); and finally 1 (formal document, others involved in 

goal setting, indicators exist, organizational results are measured, evaluation of results by 

oversight authorities, sanctions or rewards in case of, respectively, poor or good results). 

 

(e) Formal-legal status 

 As already mentioned, four formal-legal types were distinguished in our sample: (1) 

departments (core governmental organizations); (2) ‘IVA’ (internally autonomous organizations 

without legal personality), (3) ‘EVApu’ (externally autonomous organizations with public law legal 

personality, (4) ‘EVApr’ (externally autonomous organizations with private public law legal 

personality). Each of these organizational types can be situated at a certain distance from the 

core government (see Appendix I) . 

 

(f) Organizational size 

 The organizational size is operationalized by the number of FTE (Full Time Equivalents) 

working in the organization.  
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Results 
 In this section, the results of the analyses we have carried out are presented. The data 

from the first  (organizations from types 1, 2, and 3) and the second (type 4 organizations) survey 

were analyzed together because, except for a few questions (on which the different organizations 

will not be compared), both surveys are identical. We firstly give descriptive statistics of our 

central variables and after that the results from the regression analyses we have performed to 

investigate the factors that determine the use of quality management techniques (quality 

standards and customer surveys) are reported. 

 

Descriptive statistics 

(a) Use of quality management techniques 

 Table 1 provides information about the extent to which quality standards and customer 

surveys are employed in Flemish public sector organizations. The scores indicate that much 

organizations do not use quality standards (43% of 124 organizations) yet. Customer surveys are 

used by 64% of the organizations. 

 

Table 1.  Frequencies of the use of quality management techniques. 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
Cumulative 

Percent 

  
Use of quality standards 

Valid not 54 43,5 50,9 50,9 
  to a small extent 42 33,9 39,6 90,6 
  to a big extent 10 8,1 9,4 100,0 
  Total 106 85,5 100,0   
Missing System 18 14,5    
Total 124 100,0    

   
Use of customer surveys 

Valid not 34 27,4 30,1 30,1 
  to a small extent 61 49,2 54,0 84,1 
  to a big extent 18 14,5 15,9 100,0 
  Total 113 91,1 100,0   
Missing System 11 8,9    
Total 124 100,0    
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(b) Managerial autonomy 

 Table 2 indicates that the majority of Flemish public sector organizations has 

intermediate to large levels of managerial autonomy.  

 

Table 2. Frequencies of the different scores of the managerial autonomy index. 

    Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
Cumulative 

Percent 
0 16 12,9 13,2 13,2
1 22 17,7 18,2 31,4
2 9 7,3 7,4 38,8
3 21 16,9 17,4 56,2
4 4 3,2 3,3 59,5
5 3 2,4 2,5 62,0
6 46 37,1 38,0 100,0

Valid 

Total 121 97,6 100,0  
Missing System 3 2,4   
Total 124 100,0   

 
 

(c) Organizational culture 

 In Table 3, the scores for each of the nine organizational and individual value dimensions 

are presented. The means for all dimensions are particularly high (about 5 on a 7-point scale). In 

view of our central research question, it is interesting to note that top managers believe that their 

organization’s culture is characterized to a large extent by ‘valuing customers and quality of 

service delivery’ (M = 5.60). Also ‘honesty and attention to ethics’ (M = 5.51) and ‘being 

goal/result oriented’ (M = 5.77) seem to be items typifying Flemish public sector organizations’ 

culture. 

 

Table 3. Descriptive statistics related to organizational culture. 

  N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 
 
index human oriented culture 114 1,50 7,00 4,9167 ,94814

 
index team oriented culture 113 1,75 7,00 5,5000 1,21697

 
index culture of honest rewards 112 1,00 6,00 4,0268 1,06403

 
index valuing customers and quality of 
service delivery culture 

115 1,75 7,00 5,6043 ,95799

 
index innovative culture 115 1,00 7,00 4,6478 1,25564

 
index development of employees 
culture 

110 1,00 6,50 3,8909 1,10333

 
index detail oriented culture 111 1,00 7,00 5,0541 1,04196
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index honesty and attention to ethics 
culture 
 

110 2,75 7,00 5,5091 ,93476

index goal/result oriented culture 
115 2,75 7,00 5,7674 ,86331

Valid N (listwise) 100      
 
 

(d) Result control 

 As can be seen from Table 4, most managers perceive the level of result control to be 

low. In a lot of cases, the result control cycle is not closed (e.g. results are measured, but the 

measures are not used in the analysis). 

 

Table 4. Frequencies of the different scores of the result control index.  

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
Cumulative 

Percent 
Valid no doc (0) 25 20,2 23,1 23,1
  doc, setting goals itself (0.17) 39 31,5 36,1 59,3
  doc, others involved in goal setting, 

no indicators (0.34) 
 

1 ,8 ,9 60,2

  doc, others involved in goal setting, 
indic, no measurement (0.50) 1 ,8 ,9 61,1

  doc, others involved in goal setting, 
indic, meas, no eval (0.67) 9 7,3 8,3 69,4

  doc, others involved in goal 
setting,indic,meas,eval, no s/r 
(0.83) 14 11,3 13,0 82,4

  doc, others involved in goal 
setting,indic, meas, eval, s/r (1) 19 15,3 17,6 100,0

  Total 108 87,1 100,0  
Missing System 16 12,9    
Total 124 100,0    

 
 

(e) Formal-legal status 

 As previously stated, four types of organizations were discerned in our sample: (1) core 

governmental organizations that are part of the legal person of the Flemish community; (2) 

internally autonomous public organizations with an own budget (some managerial discretion), 

without legal personality; (3) externally autonomous public organizations with an own budget, 

public law legal personality and a governing board; and (4) externally autonomous public 
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organizations with an own budget, private law legal personality and a governing board. The 

sample sizes of the different formal-legal types are, respectively, 37, 9, 24, and 54. 

 

(f) Organizational size 

 There is a high variability in the amount of FTE (Full Time Equivalents) among the 

organizations. The organizational size ranges from 0 to 5592 FTE. The majority of the 

organizations in our sample employs less than 145 FTE (percentile 75). The median is 42. 

 

Hypothesis-testing 

 To test the hypotheses from the theoretical strands we focus on, we will firstly calculate 

the correlations between some independent variables. Strong and significant interactions 

between independent variables indicate potential collinearity between these variables. Collinearity 

might lead to unreliable estimates of the individual regression coefficients and a loss in power in 

regression analyses, but does not have an effect on the ability of a regression equation to predict 

the response. The hypotheses for each theoretical strand will be tested separately. As already 

argued above, some sociological neo-institutional propositions are impossible to test based upon 

our survey data. Thorough case study research is then needed. Nevertheless, tentative 

statements about some sociological neo-institutional assumptions will be made. 

 

Preparing the hypothesis-testing analyses 

 In Appendix IV, the correlations between independent/dependent variables are reported. 

As can be seen from the tables (a, b), managerial autonomy and result control are positively 

correlated with each other. Furthermore, customer surveys and quality standards are correlated: 

the higher (lower) the use of quality standards, the higher (lower) the use of customer surveys. In 

this paper, we will perform regression analyses for each quality management technique 

separately as we are interested in seeing whether the effect of the independent variables we 

focus on is the same for the two quality management techniques.  

 

Hypothesis-testing analyses 

(a) Principal-agent  theory (PA) 

 In order to test the hypotheses based upon the principal-agent theory, we conducted an 

ordinal regression analysis to investigate the effects of managerial autonomy, result control, and 

size on each of the two quality management techniques. Table 5 displays the results of the 

ordinal regression analysis. 
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Table 5. Results of the ordinal regression analysis (‘principal-agent’ factors) 

 
Use of quality standards  

(N = 91) 
Use of customer surveys  

(N = 98) 

  
Est. Wald Sign. Est.  Wald Sign. 

 
Managerial autonomy 
 
Result control 
 
Size 

 
0.331 

 
1.159 

 
.000 

 
10.647 

 
4.055 

 
0.056 

 
0.001* 

 
0.044* 

 
0.812 

 
0.339 

 
1.262 

 
.000 

 
12.052

 
5.179 

 
0.259 

 
0.001* 

 
0.023* 

 
.611 

Nagelkerke 0.228 0.241 
* Effect is significant at the 0.001 level 
* Effect is significant at the 0.05 level 

 

 Table 5 shows that size does not have a statistically significant influence on the use of 

quality standards and customer surveys. Using the Wald-test, the null hypothesis that a particular 

‘logit’ effect coefficient is zero cannot be rejected. This suggests that hypothesis PA3 cannot be 

supported based upon our analysis. For both quality standards and customer surveys, the results 

are in line with PA1: managerial autonomy has a positive effect on the use of the two quality 

management techniques (the higher the level of managerial autonomy, the larger the extent to 

which quality management techniques are used). At the 0.05, but not at the 0.01 level, the degree 

of result control affects the extent to which quality standards and customer surveys are used. 

Quality standards, and even more customer surveys, are used to a large extent for higher levels 

of result control. Taking together the results related to result control, we might say that we found 

some evidence in favor of PA2, but more substantial associations between result control and the 

use of quality management techniques should have to be found to be able to firmly draw 

conclusions. 

 Before shifting to the sociological neo-institutional assumptions, one further issue of 

theoretical significance should be noted. The ‘Nagelkerke’ test of the strength of association 

between independent and dependent variable shows that the amount of variance explained by 

our regression model (including managerial autonomy, result control, and size) is rather low, both 

for quality standards (23%) and customer surveys (24%). This indicates that there are a lot of 

other factors possibly having some bearing on the use of quality management techniques. 

 

(b) Sociological neo – institutionalism (SOC)  

 As already stated before, ‘institutional isomorphism’ is an important concept within 

sociological neo-institutionalism: organizations facing the same environment tend to resemble 

other organizations within their organizational field. We will now investigate whether the presence 

or absence of quality management techniques can be considered as the result of isomorphic 

pressures, which might be induced by several factors. It should be mentioned that our analyses 
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can only offer a preview on general tendencies. We do not aim at clearly identifying several 

sources of isomorphic change. In order to do so, case study research is necessary.  

 As indicated by sociological neo-institutionalism, the formal-legal status of an 

organization might play an important role in the use of quality management techniques. We 

expected that organizations of the same formal-legal type will show isomorphic behavior, that is 

use the same quality management techniques to the same extent (SOC1). To check whether 

different formal-legal types of organizations are really related to a different use of quality 

management techniques, we performed Mann-Whitney tests. The Mann-Whitney test is an 

alternative to the independent group t-test, when the assumption of normality or equality of 

variance is not met. Instead of using the raw values of the data to calculate statistics, the ranks of 

the data are used to detect differences in, for instance, medians, shape, and spread. Table 6 

presents the results of the Mann-Whitney test for quality standards and customer surveys. 

 

Table 6. Results of the Mann-Whitney tests (‘coercive neo-institutional isomorphism’). 

* Effect is significant at the 0.001 level 

 
 Results reveal that, on average, organizations with a private law legal statute score 

significantly higher on the use of quality standards and customer surveys than organizations with 

a public law legal statute. There seems to be a relationship between the formal-legal statute of 

organizations and their use of quality management techniques. The fact that quality standards as 

well as customer surveys are used to a higher extent in private law compared to public law 

organizations may be due to several factors. To see whether the same quality management 

techniques are used to the same extent in organizations with the same formal-legal type, in-depth 

investigation of a number of cases is required. From our analyses, we cannot discover if the high 

or low use of quality management techniques is an expression of isomorphic behavior. The 

Mann-Whitney tests only give us a first view on the role formal-legal status might play in the use 

of quality management techniques.  

  

  

 

  

Legal statute of the 
organization: public 

or private? 
N Mean Rank Mann-Whitney U 

 
Sign. 

 
 
0 65 46.00 

 

0.000* 
 

Use of customer surveys 
in the organisation 

(N = 113)  
1 48 71.90 

845.0 
 

 
0 60 41.10 Use of quality standards 

for production/service 
delivery in the organisation 

(N = 106) 

 
1 46 69.67 

636.0 0.000* 
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 As mentioned earlier, apart from formal-legal status, uncertainty might also be a driving 

force behind isomorphism (Powell & DiMaggio, 1991a): organizations wherein there is uncertainty 

model themselves with the behaviour of good-performing ‘relevant others’, organizations with 

whom they suppose to have reasonable similarity. We hypothesized that organizational culture 

might play a part in the process of mimetic isomorphism: in cases of uncertainty (caused by e.g. 

ambiguity, intangible tasks), organizations with a specific cultural profile will show isomorphic 

behaviour concerning their management, that is they will use the same quality management 

techniques to the same extent as organizations with the same cultural profile (SOC3). To 

investigate whether organizational culture plays a role in the use of quality management 

techniques, we carried out an ordinal regression analysis with the nine organizational culture and 

individual value dimensions (as being distinguished by the HICP instrument; see above) entered 

as independent variables. The findings are shown in Table 7. 

 

Table 7. Results of the ordinal regression analysis (‘mimetic neo-institutional isomorphism’). 

 
Use of quality standards  

(N = 90) 
Use of customer surveys  

(N = 95) 

  
Est. Wald Sign. Est.  Wald Sign. 

 
index human oriented 
culture 

,159 ,150 ,699 -,256 ,523 ,470 

 
index team oriented culture -,241 ,464 ,496 -,342 1,289 ,256 

 
index culture of honest 
rewards 

,238 ,669 ,413 ,396 2,029 ,154 

 
index valuing customers and 
quality of service delivery 
culture 

1,066 5,983 ,014* 1,185 9,910 ,002* 

 
index innovative culture ,870 8,270 ,004* ,734 8,093 ,004* 

 
index development of 
employees culture 

,084 ,078 ,780 -,067 ,053 ,817 

 
index detail oriented culture ,127 ,146 ,703 -,041 ,020 ,887 

 
index honesty and attention 
to ethics culture 
 

-,304 ,385 ,535 -,018 ,002 ,966 

index goal/result oriented 
culture -,588 1,219 ,269 -,663 1,894 ,169 

Nagelkerke 0.368 0.318 

* Effect is significant at the 0.01 level 
* Effect is significant at the 0.05 level 
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 As can be seen from Table 7, the aspects of valuing customers and innovation are of 

significant worth for the use of quality standards and customer surveys. Quality standards (p < 

0.05), and certainly customer surveys ( p < 0.01), are used substantially more when organizations 

have a customer-oriented culture. A customer-oriented culture is a culture in which (a) the service 

quality is emphasized; (b) customers are given what they expect; (c) the relationship with 

customers is important; and (d) customers are valued, appreciated. Also, the cultural aspect 

‘innovation’ is an important factor in the extent to which quality standards as well as customer 

surveys are used. Both quality management techniques are used significantly more in 

organizations with a culture emphasizing (a) creativity; (b) a willingness to experiment; (c) risk 

taking; and (d) innovation. Given the observation that some dimensions of an organization’s 

culture have an effect on the use of quality management techniques, it might be interesting to go 

more deeply into this effect of organizational culture. Do organizations with cultures putting 

emphasis on the same aspects (e.g. innovation) use the same quality management techniques to 

the same extent? Based upon our limited analyses, we cannot answer this question 

straightforwardly. To examine whether the use of quality management techniques can be 

considered as an act of isomorphism, more research is needed. Even so, the results with regard 

to organizational culture give us an idea about the possible association between specific cultural 

aspects and the use of quality management techniques. 

 

(c) Social identity theory (SIT) 

 Based upon SIT, we expected that the organizational size might have a negative effect 

on the use of quality management techniques: the larger (smaller) the organization, the smaller 

(larger) the extent to which quality management techniques will be used (SIT2). As being shown 

by the ordinal regression analysis we performed to test the hypotheses based upon the principal-

agent theory (Table 5), neither the use of quality standards nor customer surveys were affected 

by the size of the organization. Our findings are thus not in line with SIT2.  

  

 Altogether, from our analyses it appears that managerial autonomy, formal-legal type, the 

cultural aspects of ‘valuing customers’ and ‘innovation’, and to a smaller extent result control are 

significant determinants of the use of quality management techniques. These factors affect both 

the use of quality standards and customer surveys, yet to a different extent. In a final step, we 

tested the relations that were found for quality standards and customer surveys for possible 

mediating effects. To do so, we performed ordinal regression analyses with the previously found 

significant determinants as independent variables. Table 8 presents the results of the ordinal 

regression analysis including the significant determinants of the use of quality standards. 
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Table 8. Ordinal regression model for quality standards. 

 
Use of quality standards  

(N = 91) 

  
Est. Wald Sign. 

index innovative culture ,870 11,285 ,001* 

index valuing customers and 
quality of service delivery 

culture 
,782 5,037 ,025* 

legal statute 2,083 8,690 ,003* 

managerial autonomy 
 ,179 1,569 ,210 

result control 
 ,343 ,269 ,604 

Nagelkerke 0.535 

* Effect is significant at the 0.001 level 
* Effect is significant at the 0.01 level 
*Effect is significant at the 0.05 level 

 

 Table 8 demonstrates that the previously found highly significant effect of managerial 

autonomy and the smaller effect of result control disappear when these variables are put together 

in an ordinal regression model with other determinants of the use of quality standards. This ‘loss 

of significance’ can be explained by the fact that the influence of managerial autonomy on the use 

of quality standards runs by legal statute or organizational cultural aspects (‘innovation’ and to a 

smaller extent ‘valuing customers’). Compared to public law organizations, private law 

organizations have higher degrees of managerial autonomy which then results in a higher use of 

quality standards. Also, organizations in which great importance is attached to the aspects of 

‘innovation’ and ‘valuing customers’ have higher degrees of managerial autonomy leading to a 

higher use of quality standards. In this paper, we will not go more deeply into the relationship 

between dimensions of organizational culture, legal statute, result control, and managerial 

autonomy. Future research might provide clear insights into the interplay of these factors and 

their effects on the use of quality standards.  

 Also for customer surveys, an ordinal regression analysis was carried out bringing 

together the factors that were found to be related to the use of this quality management 

technique. The results are reported in Table 9. 
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Table 9. Ordinal regression model for customer surveys. 

 
Use of customer surveys 

(N = 97) 

  
Est. Wald Sign. 

index innovative culture ,179 ,773 ,379 

index valuing customers and 
quality of service delivery 

culture 
,958 10,391 ,001* 

legal statute 1,604 6,099 ,014* 

managerial autonomy 
 ,197 2,353 ,125 

result control 
 ,280 ,223 ,637 

Nagelkerke 0.413 

* Effect is significant at the 0.001 level 
* Effect is significant at the 0.05 level 

 

 The results of Table 9 show that when managerial autonomy, result control, and the 

cultural aspect ‘innovation’ are brought into the same model as legal statute and the 

organizational dimension of valuing customers, the effects of the first three variables on the use 

of customer surveys perishes. The effect of managerial autonomy seems to run by means of legal 

statute or the organizational cultural aspect of valuing customers (not ‘innovation’). In this paper, 

we will not deal with the interactions between the factors managerial autonomy, result control, 

legal statute, dimensions of organizational culture, and their link with the use of customer 

surveys. Further investigation might reveal in which way these factors are associated with each 

other and with the use of customer surveys. 

 

Summary of results 
 In Table 10 all the independent variables we have focused on are included. For each 

variable, it is indicated whether or not this variable has a significant effect on the use of quality 

standards and/or customer surveys. For the significant relationships, the direction of the 

relationship is also specified.  
 

 Table 10. Findings of our hypothesis testing analyses. 

 Use of quality 
standards 

Use of customer 
surveys 

Managerial autonomy POS POS 

Result control POS POS 

Size N.S. N.S. 

Legal statute 
(private versus public) 

 
POS POS 

 
index human oriented culture N.S. N.S. 

 
index team oriented culture N.S. N.S. 

 
index culture of honest N.S. N.S. 
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 As can be seen from Table 10, firstly we found a positive link between managerial 

autonomy on the one hand and the use of quality management techniques on the other hand. 

Also, result control is positively related to the use of quality management techniques, although not 

that strong as managerial autonomy. The relationship between managerial autonomy, result 

control and the use of quality management techniques is not as clear-cut as expected: when both 

factors are brought into an ordinal regression model with the other variables that are considerably 

related to the use of quality management techniques, their significant influence on the use of 

quality management techniques fades away. The relationship between managerial autonomy, 

result control and the use of quality management techniques is seemingly mediated by other 

determinants of the use of quality management techniques.  

 Secondly, contrary to our expectations, the organizational size did not affect the use of 

quality management techniques. The use of quality standards and customer surveys do not differ 

from small to large organizations.  

 Thirdly, our results revealed that the legal statute of the organization matters, as having a 

private law statute (compared to public law statute) appears to encourage the use of quality 

management techniques. Though, it looks as if this influence is mainly an indirect one: the 

organization’s legal statute acts as a mediator in the link between managerial autonomy, result 

control and the use of quality management techniques. In comparison with public law 

organizations, private law organizations generally have higher levels of managerial 

autonomy/result control and by this, a higher use of quality management techniques.  

 Finally, we discovered that only the organizational culture dimensions of ‘valuing 

customers’ and ‘innovation’ play a part in the use of quality management techniques. As was the 

case for legal statute, these dimensions implicitly influence the use of quality management 

techniques: they intervene in the relationship between managerial autonomy, result control and 

the use of quality management techniques. The dimensions of ‘valuing customers’ and 

rewards 

 
index valuing customers and 

quality of service delivery 
culture 

POS POS 

 
index innovative culture POS POS 

 
index development of 

employees culture 
N.S. N.S. 

 
index detail oriented culture N.S. N.S. 

 
index honesty and attention to 

ethics culture 
 

N.S. N.S. 

 
index goal/result oriented 

culture 
N.S. N.S. 
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‘innovation’ do not affect the use of quality standards/customer surveys in the same way: 

customer surveys are affected equally strongly by both dimensions whereas quality standards are 

affected more strongly by the dimension of ‘innovation’ than ‘valuing customers’. In Appendix V, 

the factors we found to determine the use of quality standards and/or customer surveys are 

presented, together with the manner in which these factors affect this use of quality management 

techniques. 

 
Discussion and conclusion 
 All together, the results of the survey we carried out point at some important issues for 

theoretical discussion. Firstly, organizations in which quality management techniques are used to 

a large extent tend to be organizations with high levels of managerial autonomy and result 

control. Managers of autonomous organizations use quality management techniques to limit 

problems of information asymmetry and goal conflicts within their organization. The more 

autonomous the organization, the more the managers can be considered as residual claimants of 

their organization. This makes it more important for them to have their organization performing 

well. Therefore, it is useful to avoid difficulties in the ‘principal-agent relationship’ by using 

governance mechanisms such as quality management techniques. Moreover, because of a 

change from control on inputs to control on results (‘ex post’) managers might also use quality 

management techniques in order to provide the oversight authorities with clear information which 

makes monitoring of the organization by those oversight authorities possible.  

 Secondly, the organization’s legal statute and some organizational culture dimensions 

(‘innovation’ and ‘valuing customers’) act as a go-between in the relationship between managerial 

autonomy, result control and the use of quality management techniques. This seems to indicate 

that the use of quality management techniques can not only be explained by rational aspects 

(‘principal-agent theory’), but also by less instrumental arguments focusing on the norms and 

values that are valid in organizations. The use of quality management techniques is thus 

explicable in terms of several theoretical traditions. Exclusive explanations by one and the same 

theoretical tradition are too narrow (Laegreid, Roness, & Rubecksen, 2006).  

 Thirdly, the extent to which quality management techniques are used does not depend on 

the size of the organization. Quality standards and customer surveys are not used to a different 

extent in small versus large organizations because of either a difference in the number of 

hierarchical levels and by this possible problems of information asymmetry and goal 

incongruence (PA3) or a difference in the extent to which individuals identify themselves with their 

organization and are inclined to try to distinguish themselves from the members of other 

organizations and to achieve better results than them (SIT2). 
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 In this study, there are two limitations that have to be acknowledged and addressed. The 

first limitation concerns the quantitative method we have used. The multivariate regression 

analyses we performed enable us to show significant/non-significant relationships between 

variables, however, by these analyses we are unable to highlight the explanatory mechanism 

behind these relationships. The underlying process might be peer-pressure, isomorphism, 

rational intention or another process causing an effect. In order to fully explain the effects of 

certain variables on the use of quality management techniques, future in-depth case study will be 

necessary. Especially for the concept of isomorphism, a quantitative-qualitative research 

approach is preferable as both the factors that give rise to isomorphic behavior and the actual 

‘isomorphic processes’ are very difficult to put into practice.  

 The second limitation has to do with the specific theories we applied. The theoretical 

framework we used put forward the specific variables that are included into our research model. 

Using another theoretical framework might have shed another light on the problem and have lead 

to other answers on the research questions. An interesting line of research would then be to carry 

out future studies focusing on other concepts as being suggested by other theories, examining 

the way in which these concepts affect the use of quality management techniques. The process 

of moving back and forward between theory and data might allow us to formulate conclusions 

regarding the determinants of the use of quality management techniques, situated within a 

specific research context.  

  

 To end, some practical approaches might emerge from this study. Based upon our 

results, the argumentation that organizations with increased levels of managerial autonomy and 

result control will automatically provide better services by e.g. the use of quality management 

techniques apparently has to be refined. Organizational culture dimensions and an organization’s 

formal-legal type are also likely to be associated with the factors of managerial autonomy, result 

control, and the use of quality management techniques: they act as an intermediary between 

managerial autonomy, result control and the use of quality management techniques.  

 It seems that an appropriate use of quality management techniques, bringing about high 

quality services, can only be obtained if the use of these techniques is in accordance with other 

factors such as the organizational culture. Within the context of the continuous attempts being 

made to improve public sector organizations’ performance, this finding is particularly interesting: 

having a view on the cases in which the enlargement of an organization’s managerial autonomy 

really leads to a higher use of quality management techniques can be considered as a critical 

step in the striving for a more efficient public service delivery.  
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APPENDICES 
Appendix I. The different types of Flemish public sector organizations. 

Type 1
Department

Type 2 (IVA)
Internally autonomous public organizations w ith an ow n

budget (some managerial discretion), no legal personality.

Type 3 (EVApu)
Externally autonomous public organizations w ith an ow n

budget, public law  legal personality and a governing
board.

Type 4 (EVApr)
Externally autonomous public organizations w ith an ow n

budget, private law  legal personality and a governing
board.



 

Appendix II.  Indices related to managerial autonomy. 

Index Meaning Scores 

Spa 

 
Strategic managerial autonomy  
(smaappoi + smaeval+ smaprom/3) 
 

 
0 = no 
1 = yes 

 

Smaappoi 

 
Strategic managerial autonomy (appointment):  
the organization can take decisions concerning 
the way of appointing personnel without 
interference from above 
 

 
0 = no 
1 = yes 

 

 Smaeval  

 
Strategic managerial autonomy (evaluation):  
the organization can take decisions concerning 
the way of evaluating personnel without 
interference from above 
 

 
0 = no 
1 = yes 

Smaprom  
Strategic managerial autonomy (promotion):  
the organization can take decisions concerning 
the conditions for promotions without interference 
from above 
 

 
0 = no 
1 = yes 

Opa 

 

Operational managerial autonomy 
(omaappoi + omaeval + omaprom/3) 

 
0 = no 
1 = yes 
 

Omaappoi  
Operational managerial autonomy (appointment): 
the organization can appoint personnel 
 

 
0 = no 
1 = yes 

Omaeval  
Operational managerial autonomy (evaluation):  
the organization can evaluate personnel 
 

 
0 = no 
1 = yes 

Omaprom  
Operational managerial autonomy (promotion):  
the organization can promote personnel 
 

 
0 = no 
1 = yes 
 



 

Appendix III. The measurement of organizational culture (by the use of HICP instrument). 
 

Evaluate your organization as it is now. Point for every item the number on the 7-point scale that, 

according to you, specifies best how characteristic this item is for your organization. Try to look at 

your organization from a distance.  

 
 

 



 

 
 



 

Appendix IV.  Bivariate correlation coefficients between independent/dependent 
 variables. 

 
a. Bivariate correlation coefficients between independent variables  

    

Organizational 
size 

Managerial 
autonomy Result control 

Pearson Correlation 1 -,142 -,077 
Sig. (2-tailed)  ,131 ,438 

Organizational size 

N 117 114 104 
Pearson Correlation -,142 1 ,209* 
Sig. (2-tailed) ,131  ,030 

Managerial autonomy 

N 114 121 108 
Pearson Correlation -,077 ,209(*) 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) ,438 ,030   

Result control 

N 104 108 108 
*  Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level 
 
 

b. Bivariate correlation coefficients between dependent variables.  

      

Use of quality 
standards for 

production/service 
delivery in the 
organisation 

Use of 
customer 

surveys in the 
organisation 

Spearman's rho Use of quality standards 
for production/service 
delivery in the organisation

Correlation Coefficient 
1,000 ,533(**)

    Sig. (2-tailed) . ,000
    N 106 105
  Use of customer surveys 

in the organisation 
Correlation Coefficient ,533(**) 1,000

    Sig. (2-tailed) ,000 .
    N 105 113

**  Correlation is significant at the 0.001 level 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

           Appendix V. Factors affecting the use of quality standards and/or customer surveys. 
 

Quality management techniques

Use of quality standards

Use of customer surveys

Managerial autonomy

Result control

Legal statute

Organizational culture

'Innovation'

'Valuing customers'

Independent variables

Mediating variables

Dependent variables

Legal statute is mediator in:
 Relationship between managerial autonomy and the use of quality standards and customer surveys
 Relationship between result control and the use of quality standards and customer surveys

 


