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Over the last 20 years we have witnessed several countries introducing new public 

management reforms (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2004; Hood, 1991; Hood & Lodge, 2006). One of 

the most obvious reforms was the contractualization of top civil servants. New Zealand might 

be considered a pioneer: the former Permanent Heads became Chief Executives as early as 

1988. Other countries, like the Netherlands and the United Kingdom followed this trend 

during the nineties. The Netherlands set up a new structure under the name of the Algemene 

Bestuursdienst and created a Top Management Group, consisting of the 60 top civil servants 

(Putseys & Hondeghem, 2002). The United Kingdom created the Senior Civil Service. 

Belgium might be considered a laggard on this matter. It wasn’t until the Copernicus reform 

in 2001 that Belgium got involved. Permanent tenure has been replaced by a mandate system, 

with the aim of  increasing responsibility, management capacity and performance. This 

mandate system implies, amongst others, that senior civil servants are appointed for a definite 

term. Most of them are appointed for 6 years. 

 

The aim of the Copernicus reform in the field of Human Resources Management, was – 

amongst others – to attract more managers from the private sector, to move from a traditional 

Weberian bureaucracy towards a customer-oriented administration, and to increase the 

management capacity of the senior civil servants (Hondeghem & Depré, 2005; Nomden, 

2000). The selection of new senior civil servants has appeared to be a source of concern, 

because of the political bargains and compromises.  

Theoretical background 

The theoretical angle which we will use in this research is provided by several identity 

theories. The literature on identity is voluminous and diverse: there is no general accepted 

definition of the concept of ‘identity’ (Abdelal et al., 2001). Generally speaking, identity 

responds to the question “Who am I?”(Vincke, 2002). It is a mental construction that 

organises in a multitude of emotions. Identity refers to social groups and roles.  

Many authors use concepts as ‘Self’ and ‘identity’, without describing them properly, or even 

as synonyms for each other. There is, however, a difference, although not always very clearly. 

According to James (Stryker, 1980), one has as many different social ‘Selves’ as there are 
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different groups of persons whose opinions he cares about. Mead (Stryker, 1980) defines the 

‘Self’ as the sum of the ‘I’ (the reaction/the response of the individual towards the attitudes of 

others) and the ‘Me’ (the social role, the behaviour). The role is the collective of expectations 

that comes with a certain position (socially recognized category of actors, for example: 

teacher, president, mother, …). The connection between identity and the Self is as follows: 

the Self equals the sum of the different identities (for example: female, swimmer, 

socialist,…).  

 

The concept of identity can be used in three ways (Stryker & Burke, 2000). It may refer to a 

people’s culture. Identity can also be used as a common identification with a collective or a 

social category. This brings us in the sphere of Social Identity Theory. Finally, identity may 

serve as a reference to parts of the ‘Self’, which is composed of meanings people attach to the 

many roles they play in very differentiated present-day societies. This final interpretation 

resembles the definition of  Stets en Burke (Stets & Burke, 2005), which states that a person 

has an identity for each position of each role he holds in society.  

 

Different authors describe different dimensions of identity (Exworthy & Halford, 1999; Berg, 

2006; Rondeaux, 2006a; Albert & Whetten, 2004). In this research we will use the distinction 

made by Perry and Vandenabeele. They distinguish between personal identity, social identity 

and role identity (Perry & Vandenabeele, 2008).  

Personal identity means seeing oneself as different from the others, as distinct from the rest 

(Vandenabeele, 2007). The personal identity refers to a set of opinions, desires, action 

principles of which a person believes he is distinct in a relevant way from others (age, sex, 

education, personal values, personal goals …).  

Social identity means regarding oneself as a member of a group. In contrast with role identity, 

social identity is based on uniformity of perception and action among the group members. 

There is no interaction required for someone to behave as a member of a group (Stets & 

Burke, 2000). Closely associated with this is group identity. Group identity is formed by 

making comparisons between groups and by searching for positive differences between 

oneself and other reference groups, in order to improve one’s self-image. Group identity acts 

as a bridge in between individual or personal identity and organizational identity (Whetten & 

Godfrey, 1998).  

Role identity refers to seeing oneself as holder of a role. The distinction we will make further 

on between a managerial, a bureaucratic, a leadership, a policy adviser and a professional 
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identity refers to the role identity (Noordegraaf, 2007; Rondeaux, 2008; Exworthy & Halford, 

1999; Berg, 2006). In literature we often find a managerial identity versus a bureaucratic 

identity, or a managerial versus a professional identity, as two ends of one spectrum. We 

don’t believe such a one-dimensional conception corresponds to reality. Furthermore, the 

aspect ‘leadership’ has recently been a buzz word in public management. We wish to inquire 

into the importance of this role, in the perception of senior civil servants themselves. We 

added the role of the policy advisor, because in some countries this constitutes a vital part of 

the tasks of senior civil servants. 

Research questions 

In literature we find a number of authors who denominate the new public management 

reforms as an identity project (Thomas & Davies, 2005; du Gay, 1996; Rondeaux, 2006b; van 

Bockel & Noordegraaf, 2006; Meyer & Hammerschmid, 2006). Fu et al. illustrate this by 

saying “when the context changes, people may change their social identification, or they may 

keep the same identity but attribute different meanings to the identity label” (Fu et al., 1999). 

The question that is at the centre stage of this PhD, is the question about the influence of new 

public management reforms on the profiles of senior civil servants. Do we find any influence 

at all? If so, in what way? We are curious to see whether we can find different senior civil 

servants in office today, in comparison with the senior civil servants in office before those 

new public management reforms. Are they younger? Do they take on a different role? Do they 

bring in more experience from the private sector? All these questions relate to the matter of 

identity. 

From our theoretical framework and our research questions, we can derive the following 

hypotheses: because of the introduction of new public management reforms… 

- With regard to personal identity: … we expect to find more senior civil servants 

coming from the wider public sector or the private sector. 

- With regard to social identity: … which made senior civil servants responsible and 

accountable for the performance of their department, we expect them to focus more on 

their own organization. 

- With regard to role identity:… we expect that senior civil servants will have become 

more managers, instead of the traditional bureaucrats. 
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Methodology 

The methodology to be used is varied. We constructed a questionnaire both with open and 

closed questions, to measure the 3 sorts of identity of senior civil servants. We managed to 

create meaningful scales out of this questionnaire to measure the role identity of the top civil 

servants1.  

This research project consists of two different parts: there is an international comparative 

section, which considers four case studies: Denmark, Canada, the United Kingdom and the 

Netherlands. Next to this, there is a national section, which considers the Belgian federal 

administration. This means that we sent out our questionnaire to two different groups of 

respondents. On the one hand, we distributed the questionnaire amongst the highest civil 

servants2 in the federal or national government administration in Canada, Denmark, the 

United Kingdom and the Netherlands. It follows that we have a population of on average 10 

to 20 persons in each country.  

On the other hand, the questionnaire was sent to  all top civil servants (level N) in the federal 

administration in Belgium. There are currently 13 presidents of the board of directors. A 

semi-structured interview of approximately one hour and a half was also conducted with the 

participants. The same procedure will be applied for our international cases.  

In a subsequent stage, we will enlarge the population by including the directors-general (level 

N-1) and the directors (level N-2). This way, the population for the Belgian case will amount 

to about 130 senior civil servants.  

Following the small amount of respondents (10 to 20 persons for each international case, and 

about 130 for Belgium), the nature of this research will be predominantly qualitative. 

Furthermore, we will analyse the CV’s from all senior civil servants in Belgium. By doing so, 

we aim to perform a diachronic analysis of the profiles of senior civil servants, since we have 

data available from the 1970’s (Depré, 1973) and from the 1990’s (Hondeghem, 1990; 

Dierickx & Majersdorf, 1993). 

We will inquire into the new public management reforms by means of a profound desk 

research, combined with elite interviews with the key figures of those reforms.  

 

An essential part of the methodology to be used in this research is the in-depth interview. An 

interview is a meeting of two persons to exchange information and ideas through questions 

and responses, resulting in communication and joint construction of meaning about a 
                                                 
1 These scales are unidimensional Likert-scales.  
2 For instance: in the UK these are the permanent secretaries, in the Netherlands the secretaries general, etc. 
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particular topic (Janesick, 1998). According to Esterberg, an interview is more than mere a 

conversation. It is some sort of relationship between two persons, who come together to create 

meaning about a certain topic. The focus within this relationship is upon language and social 

organisation (Esterberg, 2002).  

The technique of interviewing is appropriate when the researcher is interested in the thoughts 

and feelings of the respondents (Esterberg, 2002). Since we aim to investigate the identity of 

senior civil servants, we seem to have found the right method. However, we must be aware 

that thoughts and feelings don’t always match the actual behaviour of people. This is a well-

known weakness of the technique (Esterberg, 2002). We must also keep in mind that social 

desirability occurs in every interview setting (Elchardus et al., 1999). We are aware of the fact 

that we measure no more than the respondents’ perception when using the interview technique 

to inquire into the identity of senior civil servants.  

Esterberg distinguishes between three types of interviews: the structured, semi-structured 

(sometimes called in-depth interviews) and unstructured interviews (Esterberg, 2002). 

Wengraf on the other hand, describes 4 types of interviews: the fully structured, heavily 

structured, lightly structured and unstructured interviews (Wengraf, 2001). A structured 

interview is the most formally and rigidly controlled. It is used primarily in survey research, 

market research, etc. In general, the interviewer is not allowed to depart from the original 

protocol: he is not allowed to paraphrase or to improvise. This type of interview is 

predominantly used in quantitative research. At the other end of the spectrum, there is the 

unstructured interview. It is the least structured of all types of interviews, often in a field 

setting, in combination with observation. It occurs more spontaneously and the subjects 

originate from the present situation. The interview question are not prepared in advance. In 

between these two types of interviews, there is the semi-structured of in-depth interview. It is 

much less rigid: the topics can be explored in an open way and the interviewees can express 

their sentiments and opinions in their own words. The structure and the order of the interview 

questions are being determined by the answers of the interviewees. The interviewer only 

steers on the central themes. The experienced world and the interpretations of the interviewee 

must be reflected to the maximum in the interview phase. Asking for further information by 

encouraging the respondents, asking for clarification through examples or more in-depth 

questions are central questioning techniques  (Devillé, 2008). An in-depth interview is very 

suitable to investigate the research subject in detail or for theory building (Esterberg, 2002). 

The answers obtained from the interviews can be treated as a description of an external reality 

(facts, events, etc.) or as an internal experience (feelings, opinions) (Waege & Billiet, 1995). 

 5



It is the latter approach we prefer. It is important we check our interpretation of information 

obtained from the interviews against information obtained from other observations. This is a 

more realistic approach to the use of interview data.   

 

The methodology which will be used in this research project is, as we said, varied: we will use 

quantitative as well as qualitative techniques. This combination of various methods is also 

called ‘triangulation’. According to Denzin (Denzin, 1970) triangulation of methods for 

analysis means that different methods of analysis are applied to the same sets of data, to 

respond to a certain research question. Other authors, amongst others Miller and Crabtree 

(Miller et al., 1994) use the concept of triangulation is a less strict sense. Instead of applying 

different methods to the same datasets, different methods are used to answer the same 

research question. We join this second definition for this research project. 

Research design 

In a first, preparatory phase the new public management reforms will be studied by means of 

a desk research, combined with elite interviews. What does one mean when talking of ‘New 

Public Management’? What reforms were carried out in the name of new public management? 

We make a distinction between research on new public management in general, the new 

public management reforms in our foreign cases and the new public management reforms in 

Belgium.  

In the Belgian case, this means we will investigate the ‘Copernicus reform’, which was 

designed in 1999 and initiated in 2000 within the Belgian federal administration. The 

Copernicus reform was intended to generate modernisation in 4 different areas of the 

administration: a new structure, a modern personnel policy, a new management culture and 

the introduction of new work processes and techniques (FOD P&O, 2002). 

 

The next stage of the research deals with the different dimensions of identity: personal 

identity, social identity and role identity. 

With regard to personal identity, we inquire into some demographic aspects of our population. 

How old they are, where they come from (in terms of previous occupation), what their 

political preferences are, their educational background, etc. We examine their CV to analyse 

the mobility of senior civil servants, and to figure out the professional profile of our 

population. Are they predominantly career civil servants or rather coming from the wider 
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public or private sector? This is information we gather from the questionnaire and the CV 

analysis. 

As for social identity, we examine the primary level of identification, whether this is the 

government in general (as opposed to the private sector), the federal government, the 

department, the work team or the original discipline, for example: medicines.  

With regard to role identity, we distinguish 5 different role identities. These are the 

bureaucrat, the manager, the leader, the professional and the policy advisor. We assume that 

all of these roles are present to a certain extent within each individual top civil servant. Our 

goal is to determine which of these roles has gained the upper hand in the top civil service 

today, as opposed to the predominant roles in the top civil service in the past. As for the 

professional role: we make a distinction between a professional in government and a 

professional of government. A professional in government is for example a doctor, a lawyer, 

an engineer, etc. who works within government. A professional of government is an expert in 

management, in delivery, in the administration of the public service, etc. (Gargan, 1988). 

When we investigate the professional role of present day senior civil servants, we refer to this 

last denotation.   

Preliminary results 

We are able to present the results of the survey and the interviews with the senior civil 

servants in Belgium. Other parts of the PhD, such as the analysis of the CV’s, the 

international comparative part and the diachronic analysis, will be elaborated later on in the 

PhD. Therefore, these aspects will not be presented in this seminar. 

 

For the senior civil servants at the federal level in Belgium in office today, we have found that 

they are indeed younger than their predecessors. This change is more substantial on the level 

of the directors general, and even more when we look at the female senior civil servants. At 

the top level of the administration, there are also more women in office today than ever 

before, although there is still much room for improvement in this matter. There are 

substantially more French speaking female senior civil servants, than Dutch speaking female 

senior civil servants. 

The big majority of senior civil servants still are career civil servants, who originate 

predominantly from the department itself. There is a substantial part of the population who 
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has been working in a ministerial cabinet3 before becoming a senior civil servant. A few 

exceptions come directly from the private sector. 

After combining the results from the interviews and the Likert-scales, it seems that the roles 

of leader and manager have come to dominate the other roles. The roles of policy advisor and 

bureaucrat play a far less important role. We need further investigation to compare this with 

the situation before the reforms. It is also important to test these results against other sources 

of information and within a larger population. We introduce our scales here. 

 

Professional Scale 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither 
agree, nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

1. I systematically and regularly read the 
professional journals, websites, etc. for 
top public servants. 

     

2. I regularly attend professional 
meetings organized for the community of 
top public servants. 

     

3. I am my own boss within my job.      
4. I am aware of the existence of a code 
of conduct for my profession. 

     

Cronbach’s Alpha = 0,65 

 

Leadership Scale 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither 
agree, nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

1. It is important to ensure good 
communication with my co-workers. 

     

2. A good senior public servant is above 
all a visionary. 

     

3. Part of my job is to support my co-
workers. 

     

4. It is my job to innovate and ensure 
change. 

     

Cronbach’s Alpha = 0,70 

 

Manager scale 

                                                 
3 In Belgium, every minister has a personal staff. The members are appointed on a personal and/or (party) 
political basis. Their role is to assist their minister in policy development and coordination. The old name for this 
personal staff is the ‘cabinet’, the new name is the ‘strategic cell’. 
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 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither 
agree, nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

1. Following the rules is not of primary 
importance, as long as progress is made. 

     

2. I use management instruments 
frequently. 

     

3. Efficiency, effectiveness and economy 
are the key values of the national 
government. 

     

4. The entire management vocabulary 
and practice is lost on me. 

     

Cronbach’s Alpha = 0,65 

 

Policy advisor scale 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither 
agree, nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

1. The best way to describe my function 
is ‘policy advisor’. 

     

2. The most important aspect of my job is 
to advise and assist my minister. 

     

Cronbach’s Alpha = 0,87 

 

Bureaucrat scale 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither 
agree, nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

1. It is important that the hierarchy in the 
organization is respected. 

     

2. Selection and promotion must occur on 
the basis of technical competencies. 

     

3. Lawfulness, legal certainty and 
equality before the law are the key values 
of the national government. 

     

4. It is my job to serve and ensure 
continuity. 

     

Cronbach’s Alpha = 0,54 

 

With regard to social identity, we did find evidence for our hypothesis that senior civil 

servants do identify themselves more with their own department nowadays, instead of with 

the federal government as a whole in the past. It was interesting to see that French speaking 
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senior civil servants are more inclined to distinguish between the public and the private sector, 

than were the Dutch speaking senior civil servants.  We will be able to draw more definite 

conclusions and find explanations, after questioning a larger population. This is planned for 

the next twelve months. 

Expected results 

We expect the PhD to provide us with an answer to the question whether there has been a 

shift in the different identities, and whether these shifts have there origins in the new public 

management reforms in general, and in the Copernicus reform in particular. We will also be 

able to compare the identities of the Belgian senior civil servants with those of senior civil 

servants in the United Kingdom, Denmark, the Netherlands and Canada. 

Contribution 

The subject of senior civil servants is one of the classis themes in the field of Public 

Administration (Page & Wright, 2007; Van der Meer & Raadschelders, 2007; Dierickx, 2003; 

Aberbach et al., 1981). This PhD wants to contribute to this part of the research field. 

Furthermore, the debate about the mutual relations between politicians and senior civil 

servants is lively ('t Hart & Wille, 2006; De Visscher et al., 2008). This PhD aims to nourish 

this debate and examine the possible influence of New Public Management. 

There are some authors who emphasize the importance of identity with regard to motivation, 

leadership, cooperation within and between organisations, and performance (Sveningsson & 

Alvesson, 2003; Rizzo et al., 1970). 

Author information 

Karolien Van Dorpe works as a junior researcher for the Public Management Institute, at the 
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