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1. Introduction 
 
A major element in new public management reforms is the tendency across many countries to 
develop the management capacities of the higher civil service levels. Governments are trying 
to make their civil services more responsive to both policy decisions and citizens’ needs 
through an emphasis on “performance” rather than rules compliance. Therefore, managerial 
responsibility and performance of top civil servants have been stressed in many countries. The 
traditional career-based system in public services was put under pressure by the introduction 
of contractualisation. The overall trend seems to be a position-based approach (OECD, 2004). 
Besides a shift in employment regulations, contractualisation aimed at an increased focus on 
results rather than following ‘rules based process driven’ routines (Osborne & Gaebler, 1992). 
Explicit targets and performance indicators agreed on by politicians and legislators would 
help those managers prioritize and focus their activities like their private-sector counterparts. 
Therefore literature also mentions that new public management reforms promote a new role or 
social identity for public sector employees (Brunsson and Sahlin-Anderssens, 2000; Thomas 
and Davies, 2005).  

In this study, we want to inquire into the possible impact of this shift on three dependent 
variables of the contractualisation of civil servants in Belgium. These variables are: the 
identity or role perception of public servants, the institutional relations and the performance 

                                                 
1 This paper is part of a broader project entitled “Assessing the Belgian mandate system from an international perspective” 
directed by the following research team: Prof. Christian de Visscher (UCLouvain), Prof. Annie Hondeghem (KULeuven), 
Karolien Van Dorpe (KULeuven) and Caroline Montuelle (UCLouvain). It is financed by the Belgian Science policy (2008-
2011). 

 1



management system. This paper deals with the first observations of the Belgian case 
regarding our three variables2.  
 
After a concise summary of the research project, we consider the research questions and the 
hypotheses, which are based on the theoretical framework of Hood’s ‘public service bargains’ 
(Hood & Lodge, 2006). Thereafter we discuss the three dependent variables applied to the 
Belgian case study: identity and role perception, institutional relations and performance 
management system.  
 
 

2. Research questions and hypotheses 
Based on the typology of Hood’s “Public Service Bargains”, we have discerned three 
dependent variables characterizing the contracting of the relationship with the civil servants: 
the identity and role perception, the institutional relations and the performance management 
system (Hood, 2000).  
 
Hood clearly indicates that the identity of civil servants differs between different bargains. 
Although theoretically many combinations may exist, some combinations fit certain bargains 
better. Due to the introduction of mandate systems, we might expect a shift from a more 
traditional Schafferian public servant identity towards a managerial identity (H1a). The 
concept of the public service bargain stems out of the work of Bernard Schaffer (Schaffer, 
1973). According to Schaffer, public servants provide loyalty and competent service to the 
government of the day in exchange for trust, anonymity, merit selection and permanent 
tenure. The Schafferian bargain is the most collective of all bargains, whereas the managerial 
bargain is at the other end of the spectrum, in which terms, conditions and working 
relationships are person-specific and individually negotiable. In the Schafferian bargain senior 
civil servants are typically loyal, anonymous career civil servants, as opposed to the senior 
civil servants in the managerial bargain, who are managers, with a high degree of autonomy, 
often coming from the wider public or private sector (Hood, 2000). 

Public service bargains imply a relationship between bureaucrats and their social and political 
environment. Due to the introduction of mandate systems, we might also expect a shift from a 
hierarchical Schafferian, steering towards a more horizontal and managerial oriented steering 
in  which senior top civil servants receive operational autonomy and / or decision-making in 
exchange for a share of responsibility for errors (H1b).  
 
Also the transformation from an initial Schafferian bargain towards a managerial bargain 
requires an adaptation of the tools to steer the civil servants. Due to the introduction of 
mandate systems, we might expect a shift from compliance to the rules towards a result based 
performance system (H1c) 
 
Based on our theoretical framework, we can expect that the introduction of mandate systems 
will lead towards an alteration of identity, steering relations and performance management 
system. This leads towards our first research question: Do mandate systems imply a shift in 
civil servants' identity, institutional relations and performance management system? (RQ1). 
However, changes in public service bargains are heavily constrained by constitutional, social 
and political factors (de Visscher et al., 2004). Hood even argues that the introduction of 
                                                 
2 These dependant variables have been more deeply discussed in our last year’s paper: Van Dorpe, K, Hondeghem, A., 
Montuelle, C., De Visscher, C. “Assessing the Belgian mandate system from an international perspective”, EGPA, 
Rotterdam, 2008. 
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mandates hardly results in a managerial bargain but in the creation of hybrids. This leads us 
towards our second research question: Do bargains require that the identity, institutional 
relations and performance management system all make a shift in the same direction? (RQ2).  
Hybrid bargains contain elements of the initial bargain and elements of a managerial bargain. 
Therefore our variables may or may not shift in the same direction (H2a). However, the 
creation of hybrid bargains could only be an in-between stage and our variables could take the 
form of convergence over time. After a period of time, identity, institutional relations and 
performance management system could converge after a shift in a different direction (H2b).  
 
 

3. Methodology 
The data presented in this document were provided by desk research, by a survey of open and 
closed questions as well as in-depth interviews with the highest civil servant in the federal 
civil service in Belgium. In the current system (s)he is called “the president of the executive 
committee”.  
 
The questionnaires and the interviews contained a number of specially created questions 
aiming at measuring the dependent variables. For each variable, we have tried to measure a 
trajectory or evolution (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2004). Therefore we have relied on previous 
research executed by the research team. 
 
One of the objectives of the research was to create scales for each dependent variable. 
However, it became clear very soon that it was better to create several subscales because each 
variable consists of several dimensions. For the variable “identity” we created 5 Likert-scales 
and for “performance management system” we created 3 Likert-scales. We selected a number 
of items based on literature. By measuring the internal consistency we removed a couple of 
items from these scales. On each item, the respondents could indicate to what extent they 
agreed or disagreed.  
 
Regarding the “institutional relations” variable, we have also created our own scales. Based 
on the literature, we have defined the following dimensions: the relation with the minister and 
his personal staff, the relation with the horizontal departments, with parliament and with 
interest groups, To check whether a shift in any of the dimensions could be noticed, we have 
compared our results with a study conducted in 2002 "The relationship between political 
authority and senior management: the perspective of the situation at the federal level in 
Belgium” (de Visscher, Le Bussy, & Eymeri, 2004). However, it is important to note that the 
2002 study was conducted using a different methodology than this one. Indeed, the latest is 
based solely on the perceptions and opinions of the presidents of all the federal public 
services, while the 2002 study was conducted on the basis of six case studies based on the 
confrontation of opinions from personal staff, ministers and civil servants. The conclusions 
drawn from the comparisons made between the two studies should therefore be considered in 
this context and applied cautiously. 
 
So far our empirical study of the impact of contractualisation on the three dependent variables 
has aggregated data from 10 of the 13 presidents currently in office, which represents a 
response rate of 76%., The results can be considered as representative for the group of highest 
civil servants. In a later stage of our research project, we will expand the population up to all 
mandate positions within the federal government, which represents about 180 mandate 
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holders. These extra empirical data will allow us to draw more statistically founded 
conclusions for the whole senior civil service. 
 
 

4. Empirical observations on the impact of the contractualisation of the 
Belgian federal public service 

 
In this section we explain how the three dependent variables have been influenced by the 
introduction of the contractualisation of senior civil servants in Belgium. First the independent 
variable is briefly introduced. In a second part, the impact of the introduction of 
contractualisation on our three dependent variables - identity or role perception of the senior 
civil servants, institutional relations and performance management – is analysed. 
 
 

4.1 The independent variable: the contractualisation of top civil servants  
 
In 2000, the Belgian Federal Government has launched the Copernicus reforms3, aiming to 
redefine the Belgian administrative system in terms of organizational structure and in terms of 
human resources management. 
 
Regarding this last point, the reform redefines the relationship between the minister and top 
civil servants. Life tenure is abandoned in favour of fixed term contracts (6 years renewable). 
To compensate for this loss of job security, and to reduce the pay gap with the market, the 
salary for senior civil servants was augmented significantly. The designations in 
"management functions" are temporary and conditioned to the achievements of the contract 
holder. In return, the latest is supposed to get more autonomy to manage the services he is 
responsible for.  
 
The working relations between the minister and the top civil servant holding a management 
function is organized on the basis of “management plans” 4. These plans are used as reference 
documents in the evaluation of top civil servants and in the possible renewal of their mandate. 
The mandate may indeed be terminated before the deadline if the civil servant’s performance 
is judged to be insufficient. A more complete assessment is made at the end of the mandate. 
The minister intervenes in the evaluation process for top civil servants in the two highest 
levels: he assesses the president of the executive committee and the director generals.  
The management plans do currently exist in all federal public services5, but the content and 
accuracy of this document varies greatly from one department to another6. Its use for the 
evaluation of civil servants is thus still in a learning phase (Sys et al, 2007) 
                                                 
3 For more information on the Copernicus reform : Hondeghem, A., & Depré, R. (eds.) (2005). De Copernicushervorming in 
Perspectief. Veranderingsmanagement in de Federale Overheid. Brugge: Vandenbroele. 
4 These plans include at least the description of the following (Article 11 of the Royal Decree of 29 October 2001):  
"1 ° the definition of general management tasks incumbent upon the holder of the office of management and its obligations;  
2 ° the strategic objectives to be achieved by him and his obligations;  
3 ° operational objectives to be achieved by him and his obligations;  
4 ° the allocated budget. " 
5 Following the Copernicus reform (1999-2003), the ministries have become "federal public services” (FPS), ten vertical and 
four horizontal. The first are responsible for the operational competences in different areas of the public action of the State 
(Justice, Social Affairs ...). The horizontal federal public services have a mission of strategic thinking, and a supporting and 
coordinating activity, vis-à-vis vertical federal public service in the following areas: budget development and management, 
human resources, use of new information technologies and communications, and the overall coordination of services. (See 
Annex 1 for a schematic illustration of the matrix structure of the Belgian federal public service) 
6 The term « department » will refer to federal public service. 
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Finally, in return for greater accountability of top management, the reform was to change the 
rules on administrative and budgetary control. The intention of the authors of the reform was 
to move towards an ex post focus on outcomes and risks, based on methods of internal control 
and audit, and in return reduce the ex ante controls too focused on inputs. This idea has 
remained largely on the draft so far (Auwers, 2007). 
 

4.2 The dependent variables  
 

4.2.1 Identity 
 

Based on a review of the existing literature concerning public servant identity, we discerned 
three subdimensions for the variable “identity”: personal identity, role identity and social 
identity (Perry & Vandenabeele, 2008).  Are the top civil servants now different than before? 
Are they more “manager”? Do they emphasize more their role as leaders or as policy 
advisers? 
 
 

 
4.2.1.1 Personal identity 
 

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 …). This dimension verifies whether the top civil servants are now younger 
than before, whether they come from other socio-economic backgrounds, whether the number 
of women at the top has increased, etc.  
 
First, regarding the personal identity of the top civil servants we have found that there has 
been a slight evolution of the diversity and composition of the population compared to 10 
years ago.  
 
The number of female top civil servants has increased slightly. Out of a population of 13 
presidents, 3 of them are female. There are currently 181 mandate holders, of which 16% are 
female. In 2004 this number was 11% (Pelgrims, 2005). The total number of women 
employed in the federal public services is 49%7. 
 
The Copernicus Reform has induced no real rejuvenation operation (Pelgrims, 2005). 
However, the average age of the senior civil servants has fallen slightly. The average age of 
the mandate holders on June 1, 2009 is 52.4 years. This decrease was mainly at the DG-level. 
Especially the female DGs are much younger: on average they are 44.7 years old. These 
figures should be put in perspective, given the small number of women at DG level (only 6 
women at 53 completed DG functions). Also, these women are almost all French speaking. 
This confirms results from previous studies, that female top civil servants are mostly French 
speaking (Hondeghem et al, 2005).  
 

                                                 
7 Information retrieved from the following site: www.pdata.be .  
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Year Average age Secretary-General / 
President of the Board of 

Directors 

Average age Director-General  

 

19888 57 years old 60 years old 

2009 55,4 years old 51,4 years old 

 
 
In Belgium, many top civil servants have an openly political preference. Many of them are 
also members of a political party (Dierickx & Majersdorf, 1993). However, only 3 out of 10 
presidents are said to be active within a political party.  
The current distribution of party membership of the presidents is as follows9: 
 
 
 

18%
9%

9%
9%9%18%

28%

Open VLD

CD&V

SP.a

MR

PS

Membership, not
specified
No membership

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Considering the union membership of the respondents, on the Dutch speaking side no one   
identified themselves as a member of a trade union. On the French-speaking side, three 
presidents are members of a union, although they never specified which one. However, we 
cannot yet draw conclusions on the degree of politicization of appointments of senior top civil 
servants in Belgium, as the population is very small. 
 
Considering the educational background of the senior civil servant, the table below describes 
the first diploma of the presidents currently in office. Here the entire population is represented 
(13 out of 13 presidents).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
8 The 1988 data come from Hondeghem (Hondeghem, 1990). 
9 Open VLD: Flemish liberals; CD&V: Flemish Christian democrats; SPA: Flemish socialists; PS: French speaking 
socialists; MR: French speaking liberals  
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Law

Economics

Humanities

Social sciences

Pure and applied
sciences

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Although the population is not entirely the same, a comparison with older data might give us 
an idea of possible changes in the educational background of senior civil servants in Belgium. 
In the 1980s, 71% of the senior civil servants (grades 16-17) had a university diploma, of 
whom 32% had a law degree, 27% an economics one and 13%  one in applied sciences 
(Hondeghem, 1990). Thus we find that there are little changes compared to the presidents 
today.  
 
Prior to the Copernicus reform, hiring externals (from the wider public sector or private 
sector) to directly access the positions of head of a department was impossible. With the 
Copernicus reform, we expect a greater influx of managers from the private sector or from 
other parts of the public sector. Despite this, in 2009, only two presidents come directly from 
the private sector. Three other presidents gained some experience in the private sector: two of 
them for only one or two years, the third has worked for about 20 years in the private sector, 
before becoming a public servant. 
The Belgian office holders are therefore still mainly recruited from their own civil service.  
 
 

4.2.1.2  Role identity 
 

With the introduction of performance oriented tools, we expect that an increasing concern 
about performance will have an impact on the role identity of the civil servant (Rizzo et al, 
1970). Fewer bureaucrats, and more managers and leaders should be found. We have 
therefore created scales10 to measure how the presidents can be described regarding different 
roles.  
 
The professional 
  
The average score of the presidents on the professional scale are relatively high: 8.2 to 10 
(standard deviation = 1.54). We can therefore conclude that the presidents consider 
themselves as professionals. The top civil servants are not by chance at the head of an 
organization. On the contrary, they do specialize in their function as head of a public 
organization.  
 

                                                 
10 The scales can be found in annex 2 to this document 
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The leader 
 
The second highest score was found on the leadership scale. The presidents invariably scored 
very well on the leadership scale (mean = 8.9 / 10 - sd = 1.02). It is however important to note 
that this score was established through an assessment by the presidents of their own tasks11.  
 
The manager 
  
When we asked the presidents to choose the role that best suits them, we obtained an almost 
equal distribution between managers and leaders, with a slight predominance for the 
managers. 
But the scores of the presidents on the manager scale are quite different. The average score is 
6.5 on 10, with a standard deviation of 2.25. There is therefore a clear difference between the 
estimation of their own role and the empirical measurement.  
 
The policy advisor  
 
In Belgium, top civil servants are traditionally not heavily involved in the process of policy 
formulation (Brans et al, 2006). The analysis of the survey results show that providing policy 
advice is not one of their main tasks. They all scored very low on this scale (mean = 4 / 10, sd 
= 2.41).12 When asked if they consider themselves as policy adviser, one of them replied that 
it was not their role but it was rather the personal staff of the minister’s role. 
  
The bureaucrat 
  
The presidents scored an average of 6.1 to 10 (with standard deviation = 2.27) on the 
bureaucrat scale. Although this score is lower than the one of manager or leader, we had 
expected a bigger difference between the two latter scales and the bureaucrats. 
  
To conclude it appears that the Belgian top civil servant is exercising to a greater or lesser 
extent all those roles. As we said, it is important to note that this score was established 
through an assessment by the presidents of their own tasks. It is therefore possible that we are 
dealing with socially desirable answers, and that a difference between words and deeds may 
occur.  
 
 

4.2.1.3 Social identity 
 

Top civil servants are now personally responsible for the performances of their department. 
The continuation and renewal of their mandate is directly linked to their performance. We 
might therefore expect that, as a result of the reforms, the top civil servants shifted their 
identification from the macro level (the federal government) to the meso level (their 
department). 
  

                                                 
11 The scale was indeed designed to assess the importance attached to leadership, and does not measure what happens in 
practice.  
12 There is one exception: the chairman of the federal public service Chancellery of the Prime Minister. It is not surprising 
that this president  obtains higher scores, given the specific function of the organization, namely the support of the Prime 
Minister to lead and coordinate the government. 
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The empirical data seem to support this hypothesis:  
 
 
 
 

Government in
general
Federal
government
Department

Workteam

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Slightly more than half of the presidents identify themselves with their own department. 
However, it is important to notice that most of them identify themselves secondly to the 
federal government.  
 
All the presidents are proud to work for the federal government, although there is an 
interesting difference between Dutch and French speaking presidents. In the responses given 
to the statement "I think it is important to work for the government and not for the private 
sector", the French speaking presidents do largely agree, whereas the Dutch speaking 
presidents believe that they could just as much be working for the private sector. This is 
possibly linked to a cultural difference. 
 
 

4.2.1.4 Conclusions on the variable « identity » 
 

 
Despite the limited possibilities for generalization of our results, given the small size of the 
population, we will try to draw a number of conclusions.  
 
The number of female top civil servants has increased slightly and the average age has fallen 
slightly. In the educational background, there are not much changes compared to the past 
observations. The same conclusion may be drawn regarding prior work experiences of the top 
civil servants who mostly still come from within the civil service.  
  
Regarding role identity, we assumed a dominance of the role of manager and leader. The 
analysis of the survey and in-depth interviews show the same conclusions. But right below are 
still the roles of bureaucrat and policy adviser. 
  
Given more responsibility in exchange for more autonomy, we assumed that they would 
identify with the organization, and less with the federal government itself. The empirical data 
seem to support this hypothesis. Although a high degree of professionalism within top civil 
servants has been found, the presidents do identify themselves little with each other as a 
group. To a certain extent, this could be explained by the limited opportunities for 
networking. 
 
To conclude, we can state that there has been some kind of evolution regarding the identities 
of the presidents. The contractualisation may indeed have had a slight impact towards a more 
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managerial oriented identity of the top civil servant, even though the results are not always 
straightforward.  
 

 
4.2.2 Institutional relations 

 
In our study, “institutional relations” is related to notions of powers. Unlike traditional 
interpersonal relations, relations between top civil servants and other actors come from 
unchosen and more or less binding rules. They are also structured by a ratio 
domination/submissiveness and by reciprocity. Finally, they appear to be badly adjusted as 
the superior does not always possess the same resources as the subordinate to influence the 
balance of power (Fischer, 1999 ; Crozier, 2000). 
  
From this definition we have selected four main actors involved in the politico-administrative 
relations with top civil servants: the minister and his personal staff, the horizontal 
departments, the parliament and the interest groups. 
 
 

4.2.2.1 Relations with the minister and his13 personal staff14  
 
In the Weberian division of work within the politico-administrative relations, the political 
decisions are made by the minister, their implementation by the bureaucracy and the 
legitimacy of the process by citizens as voters. (Spanou, 2007) 
          
Now, the working relations between the minister and the top civil servant are organized on the 
basis of performance contracts (Putseys & Hondeghem, 2002). The aim of these performance 
contracts is to increase the responsibilities of the senior civil servant, and also the autonomy 
of the senior civil servant in the management of his organisation. 
 
Our hypothesis is therefore the following: if the civil servant is accountable for the 
implementation of policies, in accordance with his performance agreement, the relationship 
between the minister and the top civil servant should move from a traditional Schafferian 
hierarchical relationship to a more horizontal relationship, in which roles and responsibilities 
are shared between the minister, his personal staff and the top civil servant. 
 
Our observations regarding the variable "relations with the minister and his personal staff” in 
the Belgian case, do not fully confirm this basic assumption.  
 
Despite an improvement pointed out by several presidents, and confirmed by comparing the 
situation in 2002, the role of civil services in the cycle of public policy remains "average"15. 
The top civil servant generally works in coordination with the personal staff and/or the 
minister following two schemes of operation: the civil service prepares proposals and then 
submits them to the minister or the minister, his personal staff then propose and the civil 

                                                 
13 To make the reading of the paper easier, for all references to unidentified persons we will only use the masculine form 
14 "Personal staff" refers to persons appointed on a personal and /or political (party) basis, whose role it is to assist the 
minister in policy development and coordination of ministerial action. In some countries (e.g. France and Belgium), ministers 
have "cabinets" (called "strategic cell" in Belgium). In other countries like the United Kingdom, they surround themselves 
with "political advisers". 
15 In this case, “average” means that the evaluation of the president is in an intermediate position on our scale. The scales can 
be found in annex 3 to this document. 
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service prepare. The latter is always used as a support for the decision and is not recognized 
as a full governing body, including in the implementation phase. 
 
The perceptions of relations and of the division of work between the actors remain relatively 
hampered by Weberian concepts with a hierarchical decision-making.  
The coordination with the minister and his personal staff is seen as "good"16 but could 
sometimes be improved. The presidents indeed usually meet the minister and/or the personal 
staff on average once a month to discuss the management of the department. They meet less 
regularly to discuss public policies.  
 
It is important to note that in Belgium, the personal staff of the minister is involved in all 
phases of the process of public policy (Pelgrims, 2008). Our study has shown that it acts as a 
"gate keeper" to the civil servants. The president meets very rarely, if ever, the minister alone. 
Nevertheless, the majority of respondents believe that their relations with the minister and his 
personal staff are generally cooperative. This observation is corroborated by the following: 
only two out of the eight presidents answering the question17 tend to disagree with the 
proposition stating that the personal staff interferes with the work of top civil servants. 
 
We can therefore say that in the Belgian federal case, the introduction of contractualisation 
has allowed only a small change in the Schafferian hierarchical relationship between the 
minister and the top civil servants towards a more horizontal relationship even if the 
participation of civil servants has been increased in the decision-making process and relations 
between the protagonists have improved. 
 
 
 

4.2.2.2 Relations with the horizontal departments18  
 
The institutional relations depend also on the top civil servant’s leeway in the management of 
his personnel and his budget. Following the introduction of performance agreements, the 
presidents are expected to be more accountable for their resources. They are allocated a 
specific budget and a circumscribed manpower for a given period. They have to manage the 
allocation of the resources between the services they are responsible for, under the 
supervision of the Civil Service minister and the minister of Finance (Guillaume, Dureau, 
Silvent, 2002). 
 
In this context, our hypothesis is the following: from a Schafferian hierarchical relation in 
which horizontal departments manage budget through a priori and case by case controls, we 
move towards a more horizontal relation in which a posteriori controls are made upon the 
global framing of the expenses. 
 
In the Belgian case, our observations regarding the "relations with the horizontal 
departments” do not confirm our basic assumption.  

                                                 
16 In this case, “good” means that the evaluation of the president is in an intermediate position on our scale. The scales can be 
found in annex 3 to this document.  
17 Only 8 presidents out of 10 agreed to answer the question regarding the interference of the personal staff of the minister.  
18 The horizontal departments have a mission of strategic thinking, and a supporting and coordinating activity, vis-à-vis 
vertical departments in the following areas: budget development and management, human resources, use of new information 
technologies and communications, and the overall coordination of services. (See Annex 1 for a schematic illustration of the 
matrix structure of the Belgian federal public service) 
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Despite a relative increase in the autonomy given to the presidents in the management of their 
department, senior civil servants have generally considered the increase as “average”, either 
in personnel or budget management. They still believe that the system can be improved and 
that their autonomy could be further implemented. Many prior controls are still in use despite 
the "promises" in the context of the Copernicus reform. The verifications are very seldom 
used. For example, the systems of internal audit have not yet completely been put in place.  
 
Finally, the horizontal federal public services are often considered ambiguously, both as a 
monitoring body and as a supporting body. Of the two bodies, the federal public service 
Budget & Management Control and the federal public service Personnel & Organization, it is 
the former which is more perceived as a control body19. 
 
We can therefore say that in the Belgian case, the introduction of contractualisation has not 
changed the relationship between the departments and the horizontal federal public services in 
a significant way. Indeed, they still provide a lot of ex ante controls based on the availability 
of resources (budget and staff), rather than a posteriori controls based on the overall 
framework of the use of resources. 
 

4.2.2.3 Relations with parliament  
 
With the introduction of contractualisation, we hypothesize that some of the responsibility of 
administrative action previously carried out by the minister is transferred to the civil servants. 
Therefore, the responsibility of the top civil servant should lead to an increased transparency 
of the latter before the parliament. The hypothesis is that from a Schafferian hierarchical 
relationship, in which the parliament controls the government through ministerial 
responsibility, we move to a more horizontal relationship in which the parliament exercises 
direct control over the civil servant, at least when it comes to his own responsibility as defined 
in the performance contract. 
         
Concerning the "relations with the parliament", in the Belgian case, the observations do not at 
all conclude to the accuracy of our basic assumption. Top civil servants do not feel 
responsible before parliament, but a minority of them considers that the management plans 
indirectly lead to increased transparency to the parliament. 
 
Thus we can say that in the Belgian case, the introduction of contractualisation failed to 
evolve from a Schafferian hierarchical relationship in which the parliament controls the 
government through ministerial responsibility, towards a more horizontal relation in which 
the parliament controls at least part of the direct responsibility of the senior civil servant. On 
the contrary, it is the minister who is responsible before parliament. We therefore remain in a 
purely Weberian conception of ministerial responsibility. 
 
 

                                                 
19 Within this study, we focus on two horizontal federal public services: Personnel & Organization, and Budget & 
Management Control: 
 - The federal public service Budget & Management Control has the mission to assist the Government in the formulation, the 
implementation and monitoring of budget and fiscal policy "(SPF budget et contrôle de gestion, 2009). 
- The federal public service Personnel & Organization whose mission is to "guide and support the organizational 
development and human resources policy for the federal government so that it delivers the best services while being an 
employer of choice”  (SPF Personnel et Organisation, 2008). 
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4.2.2.4 Relations with interest groups  
 
In most countries, the citizens are increasingly considered as being full partners in the 
functioning of the State. In addition to the traditional representation systems, more direct 
consultation means are put into practice. 
 
Public consultations can take place on the civil servant level as well as on the political one. 
Hence, with the introduction of contractualisation, we wonder who becomes in charge of the 
relations with the civil society. Our hypothesis is that with the introduction of performance 
contracts introducing greater accountability and greater transparency of the senior civil 
servant, we are evolving from a hierarchical Schafferian relationship in which interest groups 
and citizens have limited access to civil servants, towards a more horizontal relationship in 
which civil servants have more frequent contacts with interest groups and are more 
transparent to them. 
 
The observations regarding the “relations with the interest groups” confirm our basic 
assumption. Indeed, most presidents have frequent contacts with interest groups who can give 
their opinion on public policy. The presidents also consider that there has been a positive 
evolution in the direction of greater accessibility of the federal public service to civil society 
during the last ten years. 
 
This trend is confirmed when compared to the 2002 study, in which it appeared at that time 
that "contacts with the outside (interest  groups) [were] directly managed by the personal staff 
of the minister, unless these contacts [took place] in institutionalized consultation bodies 
provided by the civil services" (de Visscher, Le Bussy, & Eymers, 2004). Now, it seems that 
the relations with interest groups are no longer restricted to the minister and his staff, except 
for politically sensitive questions or for the media.  
 
We can therefore conclude that in the Belgian case, the introduction of contractualisation has 
effectively helped to evolve from a relationship in which interest groups and citizens had no - 
or little - direct access to civil servants, to a more managerial relationship in which top civil 
servants have frequent contact with interest groups. 
 
 

4.2.2.5 Conclusions on the “institutional relations” 
variable 

 
Our Belgian case study demonstrates that the introduction of contracts intending to give more 
freedom and autonomy to managers has not yet adjusted perceptions and patterns of 
institutional relations to a proper managerial way. Indeed, only one dimension of the four 
shows a significant development in this direction. Another dimension shows no sign of 
progress and the last two are mixed. Indeed, only the “relations with interest groups” certifies 
a change in practice since the introduction of managerial techniques in the federal 
government.  
 
Finally, it is remarkable to see that twice, Dutch speaking and French speaking presidents do 
not have the same perception of their institutional relations:  
- The Dutch speaking have the impression to participate to a greater extent in public policy 
decision-making while the French speaking perceive this as a proper ministerial prerogative.  
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- The Dutch speaking perceive the role of horizontal departments as less intrusive. They seem 
to perceive more autonomy in managing their resources than francophones do.  
   
These different interpretations depending on the native language certainly appear only in 
those two cases. Nevertheless, it would be interesting to widen the issue to see if they do not 
come from differences in the respective political culture of French and Dutch speaking civil 
servants. 
 
 

4.2.3 Performance management 
 
After the wave of New Public Management reforms in Belgium and with the increase in result 
oriented instruments and culture, we might expect a shift in the performance management 
system of the top civil servants from compliance to the rules to control on performance. To 
confirm this hypothesis, the implementation of the four phases of the performance 
management cycle applied to the management plans has been analysed to check whether or 
not the tools used were in concordance with the basic NPM ideas of the reforms (Deming, 
Gogue, 1988). To this end, we created Likert-scales for the planning phase, the follow-up and 
the evaluation20. We were unable to create a meaningful scale for the act phase. The higher 
the scores on the scales, the more we see a move towards a steering on performance, instead 
of steering on rules. 
 

4.2.3.1 Plan 
 
The first phase - the planning phase - examines which actors are involved in the writing of the 
plans, whether specific objectives are included (with specific related indicators), etc.  
 
In Belgium, planning at departmental level is in principle made on the basis of management 
plans and operational plans, drawn up by the president of the executive committee.  
 
Although the law originally made mention of a management plan and a number of separate 
operational plans, in reality, this usually does not exist. The vast majority of the presidents 
have an integrated management and operational plan. Each mandate holder has to make one 
for themselves and their own services, in accordance with the plan of the superior. In about 
half of the federal public services there is an integrated management plan for the entire 
executive committee, or for all mandate holders in the entire organization. 
  
The figure below outlines the location of the management and operational plans of the 
president in all the planning documents (Ketelaar, Manning, & Turkisch, 2007). 
 

                                                 
20 These scales can be found in annex 4 of this document. 
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Our observations stated that management plans do exist in almost all the departments21. These 
are written for the duration of the mandate, which is 6 years. The plans must be approved by 
the minister. Following this approval, the documents get a legal status. In practice, the plans 
do not always have received approval in the legal sense of the word.  
 
Typically, the plans are written in close collaboration with the Executive Committee. In one 
case, the plan is prepared by the committee, and their proposal is discussed with the president. 
In another case, the president makes the input, and the members of the committee can make 
suggestions. In some federal public services, the entire organization is involved through a real 
bottom-up process. Often the political level is also involved in the preparation of the plans. 
 
Finally, the inclusion of specific indicators in strategic planning is not systematic. Half of the 
departments do include specific indicators. 
 
The scores on the scale we created for the planning phase, mirror these observations: on 
average the score of the presidents was 8,25/10 (with standard deviation = 1,11).  
 
For the first phase of the performance cycle, the planning phase, we can conclude that there is 
a shift from steering on rules towards steering on performance.  
 
 

4.2.3.2 Do 
 

The “do” phase deals with measuring and reporting on progress in connection with the 
agreements. For example, is there a public reporting on performance in the form of an annual 
report? Who is responsible for monitoring, and how often does this occur?  
 
It is important to note that in Belgium, there is no obligation to organize performance 
interviews with the mandate holders but these may happen (FOD P&O, 2005). 
 
Most organizations report on their performance in the form of a report: 10 out of 13 federal 
public services communicate in this way.  

                                                 
21 There are currently two federal public services that do not have such plans available. These departments have an ad interim 
in the position of President. 
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On the effective follow-up process, 9 out of 10 presidents find that the management plan is 
not a formality. The monitoring occurs mainly in the executive committee. The secretariat of 
the Committee is usually responsible for collecting the data. Two federal public services have 
a body specifically charged with monitoring the performance of the organisation.  
 
The frequency of follow-up varies from federal public service to federal public service: from 
twice a month, on monthly and quarterly to annually. All presidents, except one, frequently 
use management tools. The main instruments used are league tables, balanced scorecards and 
management dashboards. 
  
Finally, the stereotypical image of the civil servant who asks for more and more money for his 
organization is not confirmed by our results. Only 3 of the 10 presidents are dissatisfied with 
the amount of funds they receive for their assignments. 
 
The scores on the scale for the planning phase were rather high. For the follow-up phase, we 
find a significantly lower figure: on average this is 7,5/10 (sd = 1,71). However, this score is 
still high enough to say that a shift has taken place. 
 
To conclude, in the second phase, the follow-up phase, we found that the management plans 
have actually been useful. The results of the survey, the interviews and the scale analysis 
show that in the follow-up phase we can observe a shift from control on the rules to 
performance control.  
 
 

4.2.3.3 Check 
 

The check phase examines whether the evaluation actually happens, by whom, based on what 
documents, whether it is fair, etc. Is it an internal or external evaluation? How often does it 
happen? These are questions we wish to solve in this paragraph.  
 
We can conclude that the evaluation is carried out as specified by law and that the mandate 
holders know on what basis they will be evaluated. But the practical effect of the evaluation is 
strongly dependent on the goodwill of the minister who is evaluating the top civil servant. The 
fairness of the evaluation seems indeed to depend largely on the personal relations between 
the minister and top official in question. 
 
Performance indicators play an important role in the evaluation, although not in all cases. 
Most presidents believe that performance indicators were taken into account during their 
evaluation. This suggests a movement towards ‘steering on performance’.  
 
The results from the scale analysis present an ambiguous image: on one hand, we find a high 
score on the scales – 8,45/10 with sd = 1,89. On the other hand, there are important 
dissimilarities between the answers retrieved from the interviews, and the answers in the 
survey and the scales. We believe this can be explained by the fact that the scale revealed 
answers regarding the situation as should be, while the interviews present the situation as is. 
Our interpretation, based on the interviews, is that much progress can be made with regard to 
the evaluation. 
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Finally, all presidents were evaluated “very good”. Two presidents chose not to start a new 
term, all the others were extended. One of the presidents we interviewed said the following: 
"It is incomprehensible that all presidents have been extended. You must explain that to me 
with a Gauss curve, which normally applies to all people, but apparently not to the incredible 
species of presidents”.  
With regard to the larger population of all mandate holders, we notice a very high percentage 
of «very good» evaluations received in the first round of final evaluations. 82.5% of the 
mandate holders were considered "very good" in their evaluation. Although these figures are 
not complete, this gives a clear trend.  
 
That predominance of very positive evaluations raises therefore some questions regarding the 
effective use of the evaluation as a way to control the real performance of the top civil 
servant. Although before the Copernicus Reform, no evaluation system existed, the fact that a 
process of evaluation now exist, suggests that somehow progresses are made.  
 

 
 

4.2.3.4 Act 
  
The act phase deals with the consequences of the evaluation.  
 
In Belgium, a final evaluation can have 3 possible outcomes: "insufficient", "sufficient" or 
"very good". When an office holder receives an "insufficient" evaluation, this means that his 
mandate can not be renewed. If he was a statutory civil servant before his mandate, he can 
return to his previous position in the civil service.  
 
If the office holder was evaluated positively, there are two cases. If he received a "very good", 
he gets an automatic renewal of his mandate. If he received "sufficient", he may stand for his 
mandate function again.  
 
There is currently no form of performance related pay in use in the federal public services. 
 
As far as the fourth phase is concerned, the impact of the evaluation is ambiguous: there is no 
form of performance related pay, but there are other consequences of the evaluation. Indeed, 
the result of the evaluation is of some importance for the career prospects of the top civil 
servant, as a positive evaluation enables the presidents to renew their mandate for a second 
term. Therefore we can state that a shift in this phase has occurred, although not entirely. It 
seems that the process got stuck somewhere in between 
 

 
4.2.3.5 Conclusions on the “performance management” 

variable 
 

The conclusion about the performance management variable is twofold: there is a significant 
shift in the direction of a management on performance through the monitoring of the 
management plans. But the controls did not evolve in a similar way in all the phases of the 
management cycle. The further we advance in the performance management cycle, the less 
this shift is apparent. The shift from ex ante to ex post has not yet been achieved.  
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5. General Conclusions 
 
Regarding the first question of the research: Do mandate systems imply a shift in civil 
servants' identity, institutional relations and performance management system?, we can state 
that the introduction of contractualisation did have an influence on our three variables.  
 
The ‘identity’ of the presidents shows a small shift. With regard to personal identity, we find 
the population of senior civil servants to be slightly more diverse. There is also a slight shift 
towards a self-identification of the president as being managers or leader. Concerning the 
social identity, the president identifies himself significantly to the department. 
 
For the institutional relations the results are mixed. If we consider all of our dimensions, there 
is a small shift toward a more managerial principle increasing the autonomy and the 
responsibility, but not really the accountability of the president.  
 
For the variable 'performance management system' we can conclude that there are steps in a 
more managerial direction, but we cannot say that there is a complete shift from compliance 
to the rules to performance control. 
 
Therefore, when analysing the perceptions of the Belgian presidents of the executive 
committee, we can state that the impact of the introduction of contractualisation in the federal 
civil service is mixed. The Belgian federal public service is in a hybrid stage between a 
weberian and a managerial performance oriented culture. 
 

6. Avenues for further research 
 
The further ambition of our research is to conduct the same study in four other countries: 
Denmark, Great Britain, The Netherlands and Canada. On the basis of desk research, 
questionnaires and in-depth interviews performed by national experts, we will check whether 
or not the introduction of contractualisation has implied a shift in civil servants' identity, 
institutional relations and performance management system in each of these countries.  
By studying what has been done in other countries, we expect to contribute to a better 
understanding of the Belgian contractualisation, to evaluate the mandate system and identify 
areas for improvement. 
As for the Belgian case, we aim to enlarge our population by questioning all mandate holders 
in the federal civil service. This implies a population of about 180 senior civil servants. A 
larger population will allow us to draw more statistically funded conclusions. 
We also aim to develop a self-assessment tool for the Belgian civil service. This evidence-
based and theory-driven internal management tool will provide civil servants with the 
possibility to evaluate their own mandate system. The self-assessment will enable the top civil 
servants to check for which variable there exists a gap between the actual and desired mandate 
system. These research results will therefore allow the federal government to implement an 
evidence-based policy to improve its mandate system. 
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8. Annexes 
 

7.1 Annexe 1: Matrix structure of the Belgian federal civil service22 

 

 
 

7.2 Annex 2: scales “role identity” 

 
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 
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 

                                                 
22 Source : (FOD P&O, 2002) 
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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 

 

Bureaucrate 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 

 

7.3 Annex 3: scales “relations with the minister and his personal staff” 

 
Subscale “role in public policy cycle” 
 
 
  

Minister and
his/her 
personal 
staff  alone 

The top public 
servant, the minister 
and/or his/her 
personal staff 
collaborate all 
together 

Top public 
servant with veto
right from the 
minister 

Who decides to put new public policies on the government 
agenda? 

   

Who consults the target groups of the public policy?    

Who decides how to implement the policy? (steps, deadlines, 
resources ...) 
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Who evaluates the implementation of the public policy?    
Who coordinates the inter-ministerial decisions on policies 
common to several departments? 
 
 
Subscale “coordination with the minister and his personal staff” 
 

Never Once or twice
a year  

Every 
month 

Every 
week 

Every day

How often do you meet the minister and/or his/her personal 
staff to discuss the management of the department? 

     

How often do you meet the minister and/or his/her personal 
staff to discuss public policies? 

     

How often do you meet the minister alone to discuss the above 
topics?  

     

How often do you meet the personal staff without the presence 
of the minister? 

     

How often would you wish to meet the minister and/or his/her 
personal staff? 

     

 
 
Subscale “opinion about the relation with the minister and his personal staff” 
 Strongly 

agree 
Agree Neither agree,

nor disagree 
Disagree Strongly 

disagree

a. Public policy decision-making is rather hierarchical. ("The
minister decides, the public servant executes") 

     

b. Relations between top public servants and the minister’s 
personal staff are cooperative. 

     

c. The personal staff interferes in the work of the top public 
servants. 

     

d. I would like to have more responsibilities in the process of
public policy making 

     

 

7.4 Annex 4: scales “performance management” 
Planning phase subscale 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither agree, 
nor disagree  

Disagree  Strongly 
disagree  

1. My personal performance agreement contains clear 
objectives. 

     

2. In my personal performance agreement, the 
emphasis lies primarily on input and process 
indicators. 

     

3. . In my personal performance agreement, the 
emphasis lies primarily on output and effect 
indicators. 

     

4. The drawing up of my personal performance 
agreement is no more than a formal matter. The 
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agreement is not a real instrument to direct me or the 
organization throughout the year. 

5. In guiding my staff members, I also use personal 
performance agreements. 

     

Cronbach’s Alpha = 0,52 

 

Follow-up phase subscale 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither agree, 
nor disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

1. There is a regular follow up of my performances.      

2. My objectives can be adjusted during the 
performance cycle. 

     

3. The follow up is no more than a formal matter.      

4. The resources I receive, are not in proportion to my 
assignments. 

     

Cronbach’s Alpha = 0,64 

 

Evaluation phase subscale 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither agree, 
nor disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

1. I know on which criteria my evaluation will be 
based. 

     

2. Performance indicators are of no importance with 
regard to the “real” evaluation conducted. 

     

3. The evaluation is a window dressing exercise.      

Cronbach’s Alpha = 0,53 
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