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IINNTTRROODDUUCCTTIIOONN  
 

"Because other issues are more important than ethics,  

ethics is more important than any issue."  

Dennis Thompson
1
 

 

"...moral or ethical behavior in public administration is a complicated matter, indeed, chaotic.  

While some facets of the matter have been treated with insight and clarity,  

nothing in the way of a comprehensive and systematic treatise exists –  

or if so I am unaware of it."  

Dwight Waldo
2
 

 

 

There is a growing sense among the public in western democracies as well as among some public 

administration scholars (Frederickson 1999; Chapman and O'Toole 1995; Chapman 1994) that 

corruption by public servants is increasing. Others express doubts about such an increase (e.g. Gilman 

1999), but overall there seems to be a consensus both in the academic public administration literature 

(e.g. Hondeghem 1998a; Van Wart and Berman 1999; Van Wart 1998) and in the more practice 

oriented literature (OECD 2000; OECD 1996) that there is a significant shift in public service ethical 

standards and, subsequently, in (un)ethical behaviour.  

 

Many of the explanations proposed to account for this shift make reference to various aspects of the 

recent changes in the public sector that have come to be known as public management reform in 

general (maintain, modernise, marketise, minimise, (see Bouckaert and Pollitt 2000)) and “New 

Public Management” (NPM) more specifically. NPM, to say the least, is a highly contested concept. It 

refers to reforms that have become popular in many OECD countries during the eighties and nineties 

of the previous century. The term NPM has been coined by Christopher Hood (1991; 1994) who 

conceived of it as a set of administrative doctrines, i.e. "specific ideas about what should be done in 

administration" (Hood and Jackson 1991: 12). These doctrines amount, according to Hood, to an 

administrative philosophy that has come to be widely accepted. The NPM literature has produced 

many lists representing the actual changes in the style of organising public services that are alleged to 

be covered by the NPM-flag (see e.g. Pollitt 1993; Bouckaert and Pollitt 2000; Hood 1998a; Hood 

1994; Hood 1991; Van Wart 1998; Frederickson 1999; Barzelay 2001). In this context, it is useful to 

distinguish between four broad categories of empirical changes (deLeon and Denhardt 2000). These 

categories are not perfectly mutually exclusive, but together they cover the whole array of changes 

that are denoted by the NPM-label. A first main category of NPM-reforms contains all those changes 

that aim at introducing the market model in government. This includes changes that aim at introducing 

competition mechanisms within public sector organisations, such as pay-for-performance or 

mechanisms of transfer pricing. But it also contains those reforms that aim at introducing quasi-

markets between government organisations or at contracting-out government tasks. A second category 

includes those changes that aim at introducing performance management systems, based on explicit 

and measurable performance standards. A third set of NPM-reforms intends to change the role of the 

public manager from administrator to public entrepreneur, emphasising "hands-on" management 

styles. Fourth, the NPM-flag covers a whole set of instruments that aim at introducing quality 

management and a customer service focus. These latter innovations were not the initial focus of NPM 

reforms and have been described as constituting a second wave of NPM reforms (Pollitt 1993). 

 

                                                      
1
 (Thompson 1992: 255). 
2
 Waldo in "The enterprise of public administration" (1980), reprinted as Waldo (1996: 461). 
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The concerns about the negative impact of these reforms on the ethics of public servants have been 

strengthened by highly publicised scandals in many OECD countries. Many of these examples are 

about individuals behaving unethically and often also illegally and bringing their public sector 

organisation into financial and other difficulties, e.g. Robert Citron in Orange County, California 

(Cohen and Eimicke 1999) or George Brouwer in the Dutch Province of South Holland (Yesilkagit 

and de Vries 2003). The assumption is that the NPM-type rhetoric and reforms provided these 

individuals with both the opportunity to do this and the moral mindset to justify it. NPM-type reforms 

are also alleged to lead to more collective or even systemic unethical behaviour. An often-cited 

example of this are the perverse effects of performance management systems. Van Reeth ((2002), 

referring to US Senate (1991: 119)), e.g. reports that the direct link between outcome measures and 

resource allocation in the Employment and Training Administration of the US Department of Labor 

had produced ‘creaming strategies’ such as focusing training on the most job-ready applicants.
3
  

 

The answer of public administration scholars to these scandals and to the more general concerns about 

the impact of the NPM-type reforms on (un)ethical behaviour of public servants is very diverse. They 

all seem to agree on the occurrence of at least some effect, but seem to disagree over the nature and 

the scope of the impact of NPM-reforms on public service standards and behaviour. Many convey 

similar messages, but in very different languages and traditions and in a non-cumulative way. In 

addition, most of the empirical claims are impressionistic and not based on systematic empirical 

research. At least three reasons can account for these limits of the “NPM-ethics” literature. First, a 

large part of these texts feature in a broader debate “for or against” NPM, which often blurs the 

distinction between the authors’ empirical and normative claims where they could have been 

separated. Second, the issue of the ethical consequences of NPM has only really surfaced once the 

NPM-reforms were introduced, in countries like the UK, Australia or the Netherlands. Hence, this 

“area” of research is very young, which accounts for the limited systematic work that has been done 

yet. Similarly, in the literature on the causes of NPM, it was also only after a few years that 

conceptual clarity started to emerge (Barzelay 2001). Finally, possibly even more than other public 

administration issues, this issue really resides on the crossing point of very diverse theoretical 

traditions, ranging from organisation theory (e.g. the organisation culture literature) over political 

science and public administration to moral philosophy. This as well, could help to account for the 

conceptual confusion. Indeed, as Waldo is quoted at the beginning of this chapter, the field of public 

administration ethics in general tends to be "chaotic" (Waldo 1996: 461). 

This research project has the intention to bring some conceptual clarity in these diverse propositions 

about the ethical impact of NPM by developing a theory (conceptual framework and propositions) and 

submitting this to an empirical test. 

 

Those observers that focus on NPM as the main explanation for the shift in public service ethical 

standards, almost invariably also discuss at least some of the instruments of public sector ethics 

management: instruments aimed at improving the integrity of the public sector in general and at 

stimulating the ethical behaviour of individual public servants. These instruments include ethics 

codes, ethics training, accountability mechanisms, whistle-blowing arrangements, ethics advisory 

bodies, ethics coordinating bodies, etc. Virtually all observers in the NPM-ethics literature discuss at 

least some of these instruments. Consequently, if NPM-reforms are considered to be one set of 

explanatory variables, then public sector ethics management measures can be considered another (but 

linked) set.
4
 Thus, the preliminary research question formulated at the outset of this research project 

was the following: 

                                                      
3
 For the classic example of creaming strategies, see Blau (1955), referred to in Lipsky (1980: 166). 
4
 Since both sets are strongly linked in the literature, the term “NPM-ethics” literature will refer henceforth to the impact of 

both NPM-reforms and changes in ethics management on the ethical standards and behaviour of employees, see Chapter 2. 
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What is the impact of NPM- and ethics management-practices on the ethics of public servants? 

 

The decision was taken early to answer this question through a comparative case study in a limited 

number of organisations, guided by a pre-specified theoretical framework. However, during the 

process of theory development and case selection, this original research question was significantly 

adapted and refined. Those refinements concerned three areas, one related to the independent 

variable, one to the dependent variable and one to the causal relationship. 

 

First, the scope of the independent variable was broadened. Instead of researching the impact of 

NPM- and ethics management practices, the project more broadly assesses the impact of "intra- and 

extra-organisational interaction patterns:" the patterns of interaction among employees within the 

organisation as well as the interaction patterns between organisational members and outsiders 

(citizens, colleagues from other governmental organisations, companies, etc.). These patterns of 

interaction are shaped by the NPM-practices and by ethics management instruments, but also by many 

other management instruments, by management's expectations more generally, by laws and 

regulations, by expectations of outsiders such as citizens or public servants of other organisations, etc. 

The decision to expand this scope of the independent variable was taken for four reasons.  

First, “NPM” and “ethics management” are quite vague, controversial and broad categories. Both 

these terms seem to mean quite different things in different countries, regions or even organisations. It 

would not render the conceptual framework very strong if concepts that are so vague and ill-defined 

are at the core of it. Instead, the concept of "interaction patterns" is firmly rooted in grid-group theory 

(see below) and is broad enough to include NPM and ethics management-practices as well as the 

many other factors that are hypothesised (in the broader literature on administrative and business 

ethics) to affect organisational members' ethics.  

Second, with NPM and ethics management as core categories, it would be difficult to explain 

phenomena in organisations with little NPM and/or ethics management. To explain the ethics of 

organisational members by referring to the absence of NPM or ethics management in their 

organisation is conceptually very weak. A more positive explanation would be more useful: if it is not 

NPM or ethics management that affect the ethics of the public servants, then what is it? By using the 

much broader concept "interaction patterns" as independent variable, such alternative explanations 

can easily be integrated in the theory.  

Third, the research question and the research design (the case selection, the contents of the 

measurement instruments) are already biased in favour of finding explanatory factors at organisational 

level, rather than e.g. individual variables (gender, level of education, age, family background, etc.) or 

higher-level variables like “national culture." The latter are included as control variables in the 

conceptual framework, but their impact is not extensively researched. Thus, with a research design 

that is already biased towards organisational-level explanations, it seemed necessary to at least define 

that organisational level as broad as possible, in order to allow all important factors and mechanisms 

at this level to emerge in the empirical research.  

The final reason is somewhat more mundane and practical. At the end of a difficult and tedious 

process of case-selection (see 4.1), no organisations were found that significantly differed with 

respect to the degree to which they had implemented NPM-practices (and ethics management 

practices), while being similar in their task and environment. This issue is more extensively discussed 

in Chapter 4.  

In sum, although the research project was initially focussed on understanding the ethical 

consequences of NPM and ethics management, its scope became broader for theoretical, 
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methodological and practical reasons.
5
 The focus on NPM and ethics management is not completely 

surpassed, however. The theoretical framework will strongly draw from the NPM-ethics literature 

(see particularly 2.3.2.1), and, although the cases are not the archetypical cases we looked for, each of 

the three cases do have some instruments of ethics management in place and each of the cases also 

underwent at least a few NPM-like reforms, affecting the ethics of the organisational members. This 

will allow drawing some limited conclusions about the impact of the NPM- and ethics management-

practices. 

 

A second specification concerns the dependent variable. Two important specifications had to be 

made: a useful operationalisation of the concept "ethics" and a delineation of the kinds of public 

servants whose ethics we wanted to explain.  

 

First, of course, the concept "ethics" had to be delineated, not an easy task given the more than two 

millennia old intellectual history of the concept. Lewis described the task as something "like nailing 

jello to a wall" (Lewis 1985). As it prepares for a doctorate in social science, this research project 

took, from its early conception onwards, an explicit social science perspective, as exemplified by the 

reference to "a public administration theory" in the title. The aim was explicitly not to take a 

philosophical prescriptive, but instead to describe and, if possible, to explain ethical decision making 

and behaviour of public servants. This is not to say that this research is a value-free exercise. Instead, 

it follows the pragmatic road that is often followed in empirical research into ethics: not providing a 

single definition of the concept "ethics," but instead operationalising it in a typology. The applied 

ninefold typology thus in fact provides nine different definitions of "ethics." It is an adapted version 

of the typology developed by the business ethicists Victor and Cullen (1988), which in turn strongly 

draws on Kohlberg's work on moral development (see e.g. Kohlberg 1984). These nine types are used 

to operationalise three variables: ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical behaviour. 

Each of these concepts will elaborately be elucidated in Chapter 1, but we briefly describe them here 

as an introduction. First, "ethical climate" is an organisational-level (or subunit-level) construct and 

consists of the, by the organisational members, "shared perceptions of what is ethically correct 

behavior and how ethical issues should be handled" (Victor and Cullen 1987). Here, the ninefold 

typology is used to specify nine types of ethical climate. Second, "ethical decision making" refers to a 

process of ethical reasoning (which has both a rational and an emotional content) that starts from an 

ethical dilemma and results in a decision. Specifically, ethical decision making is defined as applying 

one or more ethical standards to deal with a particular ethical dilemma. The theory hypothesises nine 

standards, drawing from the ninefold typology. Finally, "unethical behaviour" is defined as the 

excessive use of one (or more) of the nine ethical standards. Although each of the types refers to 

behaviour that can be ethically acceptable, each of them can be applied excessively, thus turning it 

into unethical behaviour (e.g. when "friendship" becomes "nepotism"). This is how the concept of 

unethical behaviour will be defined. Thus, "ethics" is not really defined in a philosophical sense, but 

instead split up in three variables, each of which operationalised by means of a ninefold typology.  

Although everything will be done to reduce bias, a completely value-free research will be impossible, 

as it is done in a time- and space-specific context by a researcher with a particular background. One 

way to deal with this difficulty is by trying to make the researcher's bias explicit. If there is a bias 

behind this research project, then it might come from the concern from which it originated: an 

apprehension that the introduction of NPM-type management techniques from the private sector into 

the public sector might have undesirable ethical consequences. It might work to break the existing 

bureaucratic ethos which, for all its disadvantages, does have firm and justifiable roots in the basics of 

                                                      
5
 The reason why we chose "intra- and extra organisational interaction patterns" to conceptualise such a broader definition is 

theoretical. "Interaction patterns" is a central concept in grid-group theory, which is the main pillar buttressing the theoretical 

framework (see Chapter 1 and 2). 
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the democratic system. In terms of grid-group theory (see below), this implies a concern about the use 

of individualist management techniques in a public sector context, as they might lead to the 

application of ethical decision making standards that are inappropriate for the public sector. This was 

an important motivation at the outset of the study and it is not unlikely that this normative position 

resonates in the empirical research. Having said that, everything was done to avoid that this bias 

would affect the data-collection and data-analysis.  

 

Second, instead of assessing the impact of interaction patterns upon all kinds of public servants, the 

question will be more focussed towards the impact upon "street-level bureaucrats." In his landmark 

study, Lipsky defined these as “public service workers who interact directly with citizens in the 

course of their jobs, and who have substantial discretion in the execution of their work” (Lipsky 1980: 

3). This implies three important delineations, each of which deserves some justification.  

First, it implies a focus on public servants that are on the lower levels of the hierarchy. Our choice for 

this drastic delineation is a direct result of the research question. At the core of the latter is a 

distinction between "organisation" (be it operationalised as interaction patterns) on the one hand and 

"organisational members' ethics" on the other. An important and difficult concern during the whole 

research project was to draw a clear distinction between both in order to thus avoid tautological and 

therefore meaningless causal claims. Limiting the dependent variable to the ethics of the 

organisation's lower-level administrators, rather than the ethics of all organisational members, 

drastically reduces this problem. Decisions by management or other non-street-level administrators 

(even when they are ethically sensitive decisions) now become part of the independent variable (i.e. 

as factors shaping interaction patterns), where they are put among the many other organisational-level 

factors that can have a causal effect upon the dependent variable: the ethics of the organisation's 

street-level bureaucrats. This important and complicated issue of distinguishing between independent 

and dependent variable will be further addressed in Chapter 1 (particularly in 1.2.2). Suffice here to 

briefly refer to it as one of the most important reasons
6
 to limit the dependent variable to the ethics of 

the organisation's lower-level bureaucrats.  

Second, choosing to focus on street-level bureaucrats also implies a choice for public servants with a 

substantial degree of discretion. On the basis of a worldwide consultation among the most important 

experts in public sector ethics, John Rohr concluded that there is much disagreement among them, but 

that “there is an emerging consensus over the precise nature of the ethical problem that is peculiar to 

the career public servant (…). That problem is the responsible use of administrative discretion” (Rohr 

1990: 119). That is why the administrators' use of discretion will be at the core of this research 

project, and why the focus will be on administrators with a considerable degree of discretion. This 

discretion can be formal or informal. Indeed, as both Lipsky's study and the present study will 

illustrate, even when the formal discretion of street level bureaucrats is severely limited due to 

elaborate regulations and procedures, there usually remains a large discretionary space in practice.
7
  

A third characteristic of street-level bureaucrats is "the immediacy of their interactions with citizens 

and their impact on peoples' lives" (Lipsky 1980: 8). This is a third element that makes them 

particularly interesting for the kind of research this study intends to do. Street-level bureaucrats work 

with clients (often enforced clients) of flesh and blood, who "respond angrily to real or perceived 

injustices, develop strategies to ingratiate themselves with workers, act grateful and elated or sullen 

and passive in reaction to street-level bureaucrats' decisions" (Ibid.: 9). Thus, however bureaucratic 

                                                      
6
 Another reason for this choice is that, with a few exceptions (e.g. Considine and Lewis 1999), most research into the NPM-

reforms has focussed on the organisational and policy reforms at institutional level, rather than on the impact of these reforms 

on the street-level bureaucrats and the way they execute their work.  
7
 In fact, it could be argued that all civil servants have discretion. Even when their job consists of following a simple and 

monotonous procedure, they can still create subtle degrees of discretion, if only by disobeying the rules. It is expected, 

however, that ethical dilemmas will be less prominent among these administrators than among street-level bureaucrats and 

that is why this study will focus on the latter. 
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their organisation and however rigid the regulative framework they work in, the reality of street-level 

bureaucrats' work "could hardly be farther from the bureaucratic ideal of impersonal detachment in 

decision making" (Ibid.). This characteristic shapes a complex and demanding environment, where 

ethical dilemmas as well as opportunities for unethical behaviour can be expected to occur frequently.  

 

Thus, starting from a general focus on "public servants," the scope was narrowed and both the theory 

and the empirical research will be focussed on street-level bureaucrats. However, much of the theory 

in which the theoretical framework is grounded (see Chapters 1 and 2) goes beyond this well-

specified category of street-level bureaucrats, and we expect that it would not require much additional 

theorising to expand the theory to broader categories of public servants.  

 

The third specification concerns the causal relationship between the two variables and is in fact an 

expansion of the initial research question. Instead of the uni-directional causality that is suggested by 

the original research question (the impact of the interaction patterns upon the ethics of the 

organisational members), the new research question also allows for bi-directional causality,
8
 i.e. for 

feedback effects from the ethics of the organisational members to the interaction patterns. Such 

feedback effects are indeed feasible. A group of people who behave unethically, for example, could 

try to influence the interaction patterns to the advantage of their illicit activities. Similarly, well-

developed ethics training programs (i.e. interaction patterns) might have positive effects on the ethical 

climate and hence on the daily ethical decision making of public servants (e.g. more conscious and 

explicit weighing of ethical standards in dilemma situations) leading management, through a 

feedback-effect, to change the interaction patterns even more (e.g. by developing a value-based and 

more flexible code of ethics, to complement the original rigid code of conduct). The extent to which 

these feedback effects occur is an empirical matter.  

 

These modifications and refinements, made during the development of the theoretical framework and 

the case selection, guided to a reformulated research question: 

 

What is the causal relationship between intra- and extra organisational interaction patterns  

and the ethics of street-level bureaucrats? 

 

This question is answered in eight steps, each constituting a chapter. 

 

First, a theoretical framework is developed, in two steps. Given the diverse and non-cumulative nature 

of the propositions in the literature on administrative ethics in general and on the impact of NPM 

specifically (see above), the first necessary step is to aim at some conceptual clarity by attempting to 

bring these propositions together in a coherent conceptual framework. This is done in Chapter 1. 

The core concepts and their mutual relations are first presented and then operationalised, building on 

previous work in public administration and business ethics and on grid-group theory. The end of the 

chapter also briefly provides the main reasons for choosing this conceptual framework, rather than 

other possible candidates.  

Chapter 2 then puts this conceptual framework “in motion” by proposing a set of falsifiable 

propositions (i.e. a theory) on the causal relationship between the interaction patterns and public 

servants’ ethics. These propositions are first presented and then grounded in theory, particularly grid-

group theory and propositions from the fields of public administration and business ethics.  

                                                      
8
 At some points one causal direction will be emphasised and, e.g. in the discussion of the quantitative research, reference 

might be made to "the impact" of the interaction patterns on the ethical climate, while in fact there is only evidence for an 

association. This is only done for convenience and is in fact shorthand for "the causal relationship between the interaction 

patterns and ethical climate." 
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Chapter 3 describes the overall research design. It specifies how the data are collected (extensively 

discussing how the measurement instruments are developed) and analysed. As suggested by the title 

of this study, our research is essentially a comparative study or a multiple case study (following Yin 

(1994: 14), both terms will be used interchangeably) in three organisations.  

Chapter 4 contains an introduction of the three cases. Yet, before that, the first paragraph describes 

how the cases were actually selected. Somewhat unexpectedly, this case-search developed into 

something like a project on its own, deserving an extensive discussion at the outset of Chapter 4. The 

result of this search process was a choice for three inspectorates (or "inspections"), two of which in 

the sector of social security and one in environmental law and all three in the Dutch-speaking part of 

Belgium. The first case is composed of the Dutch-speaking inspectors in the National Office for 

Employment (Rijksdienst voor Arbeidsvoorziening, RVA), who essentially enforce regulations 

concerning unemployment and unemployment benefits. The second case is the Dutch-speaking 

section of the inspection of the National Office for Social Security (Rijksdienst voor Sociale 

Zekerheid, RSZ), whose main task is to ensure that all employers and employees pay the contributions 

they owe to the social security system. The third case is the division Environmental Inspection 

(Afdeling Milieu-inspectie) within the Ministry of the Flemish Community. Once this decision was 

made to focus on inspectors, the literature about this specific field was briefly reviewed and the 

results of this were added to the Chapter 1 and 2. The second paragraph situates the three case-

organisations in the Belgian context and in their respective policy fields. The third paragraph provides 

the actual introduction of the three cases, presenting i.a. their main activities and basic structure. 

Chapter 5 describes and compares the interaction patterns in the three organisations, using the 

grid-group typology (see below) to summarise and analyse the data. These data are mainly qualitative, 

although some additional information is provided by the survey results. This chapter concludes with 

an overall assessment of the relative intensity of the interaction types within each of the three 

organisations. This assessment of the relative intensity of the interaction types acts as a basis for 

predictions about the relative intensity of ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour. 

Chapter 6 then presents a quantitative analysis of the survey-measurement of ethical climate, ethical 

decision making and unethical behaviour, and thus allows to test the predictions formulated at the end 

of Chapter 5. After a discussion of the survey administration and of the scale-development, this 

Chapter presents two tests (following the “pattern-matching logic” (Yin 1994)) of the theory: a 

within-organisational analysis and a between-organisational analysis. The subsequent paragraph 

presents an attempt to account for those findings that were not predicted and, following an 

“explanation-building logic,” proposes a number of adaptations to the original theory. These are then 

the basis for the qualitative analysis of Chapter 7. 

Chapter 7 thus presents a qualitative analysis, mainly of the interviews in the field offices within the 

three organisations. By means of introduction, the chapter first situates those field offices within their 

respective organisation. It then discusses those ethical dilemmas that were most frequently described 

by the interviewed inspectors. The most important part of the chapter describes the ethical decision 

making standards that are applied by the inspectors and attempts to develop an explanation for the 

application of those standards, thus testing and further developing the propositions through an 

explanation-building exercise. The chapter concludes with a qualitative analysis of the answers to the 

open survey-question about unethical behaviour. 

Chapter 8 concludes the study by first summarising the main empirical observations and then 

generalising the empirical findings to theory, applying the logic of analytic generalisation (as 

opposed to statistical generalisation, see Yin (1994)). This chapter thus presents an adapted version of 

the conceptual framework and the specific propositions that were presented in Chapter 1 and 2 

respectively. The chapter concludes with some general methodological and theoretical reflections. 
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11..  AA  CCOONNCCEEPPTTUUAALL  FFRRAAMMEEWWOORRKK  OONN  PPUUBBLLIICC  SSEERRVVAANNTTSS’’  

EETTHHIICCSS  
 

"If we are going to talk about ethics in public life  

it would be useful to know what we are talking about."  

Dwight Waldo
9
  

 

 

At the outset of the Introduction, professor Waldo was quoted as observing the field of public 

administration ethics to be "chaotic." He himself proposes "to construct more and better maps of the 

realm we propose to understand" (Waldo 1996: 465) as a way out of the confusion. This chapter 

proposes an attempt at such a map in the form of a conceptual framework, which is then intended to 

guide the empirical research. Looking for the building blocks of such a framework, the NPM-ethics 

literature, as explained in the Introduction is not very useful: it is a young and diverse literature, 

combining, often implicitly, prescriptive and descriptive-explanatory claims. Yet, a review of the 

broader administrative and business ethics literature did not provide a readily available conceptual 

framework either. Hence, a new conceptual framework was developed, building on many theoretical 

sources, but most directly inspired by grid-group theory and the frameworks of Wimbush and Shepard 

(1994) and Vidaver-Cohen (1998).
10
 This framework is introduced in the first paragraph of this 

chapter. The second paragraph then operationalises each of the variables of the framework, building 

on the theoretical and empirical literature on administrative and business ethics. The third paragraph 

presents a brief summary of the literature review that preceded this conceptual framework, linking it 

with other frameworks in the literature and explaining why it was preferred over a number of 

alternatives.  

 

 

1.1. Conceptual framework 

1.1.1. The framework 

 

The main purpose of the literature review done at the outset of this research project was to develop a 

conceptual framework that has concepts that are sufficiently delineated to guide empirical research 

and to avoid tautological claims, but at the same time also provides a language that is broad enough to 

capture the main propositions formulated in the NPM-ethics literature and the administrative ethics 

literature more generally. Reflecting the choices explicated in the Introduction, the framework only 

aspires to account for the ethics of public servants
11
 and, more specifically, of street-level bureaucrats. 

However, since it is inspired by various sources from both administrative and business ethics, some of 

its claims might have broader implications and the framework might be adapted to broader 

populations, but such an endeavour is beyond the scope of the project.  

 

                                                      
9
 Waldo in "The enterprise of public administration" (1980), reprinted as Waldo (1996: 465). 
10
 Vidaver-Cohen’s framework (1998) is in turn strongly inspired by Kopelman et al. (1990). 

11
 “Public servants” are pragmatically defined as those individuals who work for an organisation that is fully or largely 

publicly owned. This includes agencies and “quangos,” but excludes companies in which government is only a shareholder 

without any substantial impact upon the company’s policies as well as fully privatised organisations. 
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Figure 1-1: Conceptual framework 

 

The main variables
12
 (or rather sets of variables) of the conceptual framework and their hypothesised 

relationships are presented in Figure 1-1. The conceptual framework considers the individual public 

servant as someone finding himself in an organisational environment within which the interaction 

patterns tend to take a certain shape. These interaction patterns do not completely determine the 

individual, but they act as the “social constraints by which individuals are confronted” (Douglas 

2001). Specifically, they constitute the context within which the individual takes his ethically 

sensitive decisions (ethical decision making) or chooses to behave unethically (unethical behaviour). 

An important intermediary variable between the interaction patterns and ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour is ethical climate: the by the organisational members shared perception of what is 

expected from them in ethically sensitive matters. Individual variables also work as intermediary 

variables. Finally, the environment influences all of these factors and their relations. Each of these 

variables will now be briefly specified, after which they will be further operationalised in the 

following paragraphs.  

 

To operationalise the variable “ethics,” one strand in the empirical literature of organisational ethics is 

particularly useful: the elaborate amount of work done on ethical decision making and (un)ethical 

behaviour. Ethical decision making of individuals is one of the main issues of interest in the 

empirical study of ethics in general (e.g. Kohlberg 1984; Rest, Narvaez, Thoma, and Bebeau 2000; 

Rest 1986; Gilligan 1982). Following seminal articles of Fritzsche & Becker (1984), Trevino (1986) 

and others, it has also been one of the most important dependent variables in organisational (mainly 

business) ethics, typically measured by presenting the respondent with short dilemmas and asking 

him/her to make a decision and provide some reasons for it. “(Un)ethical behaviour” is also 

increasingly being used as a dependent variable, sometimes considered as the output of the ethical 

decision making process, sometimes considered as a category sui generis, typically measured by 

presenting the respondents with a list of types of (un)ethical behaviour and asking them to report how 

much they have done or observed that type of behaviour in the organisation (Akaah 1992; Ferrell and 

Skinner 1988; Stohs and Brannick 1999; Jackson and Artola 1997). Both “ethical decision making” 

and “(un)ethical behaviour” are the most important dependent variables in the organisational ethics 

literature and are therefore obvious ways of operationalising “ethics” in the framework that is 

proposed here. Specifically, ethical decision making is conceptualised as containing two elements: 

“the ethical dilemmas that occur in the organisation,” i.e. the input to the ethical decision making 

process, and “ethical reasoning,” which essentially refers to the most important “reason” (notably an 

                                                      
12
 Since the empirical research will also be qualitative, “variable” is here used in its broadest sense.  

 

Ethical climate 
Ethical decision making 
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ethical standard) that people provide for their ethical decisions.
13
 Unethical behaviour is defined as 

excessively applying an ethical standard (e.g. when "Friendship" becomes "Nepotism" or "Efficiency" 

becomes "Efficiency-fetishism"). Ethical decision making and unethical behaviour will both be 

conceptualised by means of a typology that is essentially similar. 

  

Ethical climate is the intermediate variable. The ethical climate literature provides both theoretical 

and empirical support for the proposition that ethical climate has an impact on ethical decision 

making and unethical behaviour. Wyld and Jones (1997), for example, proposed that this concept "is a 

holistic construct which encompasses the catalogue of organizational socio-moral factors which can 

bear an influence on individual ethical decision making" (p.466).
14
 The ethical climate concept has 

been developed by Victor and Cullen, who defined it as "the shared perceptions of what is ethically 

correct behavior and how ethical issues should be handled" (Victor and Cullen 1987: 51-52). It 

measures the perceived expectations, i.e. the "general agreements among members of the 

[organisation] about what organisational practices and procedures actually mean in terms of expected 

[ethical] behavior" (Vidaver-Cohen 1998: 1213). Victor and Cullen developed a typology of nine 

climate types and assumed that different climates can be observed in different organisations. The 

proposed framework will adapt this typology to the public sector. 

 

The interaction patterns in an organisation are hypothesised to be the crucial variable to explain 

ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical behaviour in that organisation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 1-2: The variable “interaction patterns” 

 

As shown in Figure 1-2, the variable “interaction patterns” is operationalised as consisting of four 

subvariables. On the left hand side are the factors that shape the interaction patterns. These can be 

both intra- and extra-organisational and include a wide array of factors, such as the degree of formally 

granted discretion to the organisational members, measures of ethics management, supervisor and top 

management as referents, professional organisations as referents, etc. On the right hand side are the 

interaction patterns, which are operationalised by means of the typology of grid-group theory (see 

below). These interactions can be among the organisational members (intra-organisational) and 

                                                      
13
 Hence, in our conceptual framework, “ethical reasoning” has a much narrower definition than “ethical decision making,” 

while in other publications they are sometimes used as synonyms. 
14
 Paragraph 1.3 below will provide an account for the choice to include ethical climate as an intermediary variable and 

Chapter 2 will further develop the theoretical foundations for the hypothesised causal impact of ethical climate upon ethical 

decision making and unethical behaviour. 

extra-
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between organisational members and outsiders (extra-organisational).
15
 In sum, the variable 

“interaction patterns” describes the patterns of interaction as they are shaped by the intra- and extra-

organisational factors.
16
 

 

The “interaction patterns” are hypothesised to have an effect on the ethical climate because they 

constitute the expectations that are perceived in the ethical climate (i.e. the perceived expectations). 

However, the interaction patterns are also hypothesised to have a direct impact on ethical decision 

making and unethical behaviour, without the mediation of climate. Organisational members' 

interactions with citizens, for example, might not affect the ethical climate, while still influencing 

ethical decision making and unethical behaviour.  

 

Until now the discussion emphasised the arrows from left to right in Figure 1-1: the impact of the 

interaction patterns, possibly through ethical climate, upon ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour. However, as suggested by the refined research question (see the Introduction), the basic 

conceptual framework also allows for feedback-effects in the other direction, hence the bi-directional 

arrows in Figure 1-1. 

 

Finally, Figure 1-1 also presents "individual variables" and the "environment outside the 

organisation." They are put in italics, as they are not considered as central variables in the framework. 

They are considered control variables, which implies two choices. First, efforts will be made to avoid 

variation on these variables. Second, the measurement instruments are biased towards organisational 

factors (operationalised as intra- and extra-organisational interaction patterns), and pay less attention 

towards both (sets of) control variables. Yet, since the framework aims to provide a descriptive 

picture of the empirical reality, they are included in the framework and some routine tests will be 

performed to get a rough view about the quality and quantity of their impact. 

First, the individual variables are the traditional demographic control variables (e.g. gender, age), as 

well as some additional variables that have proven to be relevant in research into ethical decision 

making in organisations (e.g. tenure, personality, religion). A few important individual variables 

(gender, age, tenure) will be included in the survey and the impact of individual variables more 

generally will be roughly assessed by a number of questions in the interviews (see Chapter 3).  

Second, the organisation’s environment is in fact to a large extent already included in other variables 

that were already mentioned. First, the extra-organisational factors, such as legislation, that are 

included in the first dimension of the variable “interaction patterns” are of course factors outside the 

organisation. Second, the environment is also included in the variables “ethical decision making” and 

“unethical behaviour” to the extent that these latter involve people outside the organisation or are e.g. 

done in collusion with them. However, a number of environmental elements remain that are not 

included in the main variables of the framework, such as constitutional characteristics or national 

culture. These elements are considered part of the "environment outside the organisation." They 

will be controlled for as much as possible by selecting cases in such a way that the between-case 

variance on them is minimised, e.g. by choosing cases from the same country or region. Again, some 

rough indicators nevertheless are used to acquire some image of the impact of these macro-level 

variable. For example, survey-data will allow to test for provincial differences and the interviews will 

allow respondents to refer to the wider environment as a factor with a potentially causal influence. 

  

These variables constitute the basic conceptual framework for the propositions that will be developed 

in Chapter 2. The next paragraphs of this chapter will further operationalise these variables, and 

                                                      
15
 In both cases, they remain “organisational interaction patterns,” as they are related to the organisation, and as they both 

involve organisational members while they are fulfilling their role as members of the organisation. 
16
 Given this definition, the arrows are one-directional. 
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provide typologies for each of them. These typologies will be used to “codify” (Ragin 1987) the 

empirical data and hence to allow for theory-based comparative case research.  

1.1.2. Distinguishing between the main variables: avoiding tautological claims 

 

A crucial problem, lurking in the background during the whole project is that of avoiding tautological 

claims. The main variables in the framework can theoretically be clearly distinguished, but the tough 

practice of real-life empirical research requires clear and unambiguous operationalisations of the 

variables to sufficiently distinguish between them. This is to avoid the problem of tautology, where 

one empirical observation would be classified under several variables.
17
 What now follows is a fairly 

abstract and methodological discussion, but it serves as an important guideline for the empirical 

research. Table 1-1 summarises how the main variables will be distinguished from each other.
18
 
19
 

 

 Interaction patterns Ethical climate Ethical decision making 

and unethical behaviour 

Level of analysis Organisation(al unit) Individual 

Definitions: ethics vs. 

other 

Interactions Ethics 

Typology Grid-group Victor and Cullen 

Way of classifying By researcher By respondents 

Measurement Documents and  

(mainly) interviews with 

management 

Survey Survey and (mainly) 

interviews with street-level 

bureaucrats 

Table 1-1: Distinguishing between the main variables 

 

The first line indicates that the level of analysis is different for interaction patterns and ethical climate 

on the one hand and ethical decision making and unethical behaviour on the other. This refers to a 

traditional division,
20
 where the individual involved in (ethical) decision making finds himself in an 

aggregate context (e.g. an organisation) and the research then intends to describe how that individual 

reacts to the environment.  

In the empirical research of this study, the crucial element to classify something as “aggregate” or 

“supra-individual” will be that it is observed by many people within the same unit, i.e. that there is 

considerable “inter-rater” or “within-unit” agreement (Klein, Tosi, and Canella 1999: 245). Three of 

the most typical situations can illustrate what this means in the context of this research project. First, 

when a management instrument is introduced by management and most of the co-workers know about 

it (“inter-rater agreement”), then this clearly has an aggregate status.
21
 Similarly, the behaviour of 

management, when it is perceived by a significant number of co-workers, will be considered 

organisational-level in this framework, (even though from the point of view of the manager it is 

                                                      
17
 Unless it is a mechanism that causally links the variables, of course. 

18
 The control variables (individual variables and environment) are not considered since they are peripheric to the research 

question and since there is less danger for confusion with other variables.  
19
 It should be noted that Table 1-1 does not provide a means by which unethical behaviour is distinguished from the other 

variables. This is thus a distinction that is based on the definition only. Specifically, “unethical behaviour” will be defined as 

excessively applying a standard of ethical decision making (see 1.2.4).  
20
 See e.g. the sociological research into socialisation (see e.g. Gecas 2001). 

21
 If it is just a plan that stays inside the boardroom and is not communicated, then it falls outside our framework, as it does 

not affect the interaction patterns. 
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individual behaviour). Second, also categorised as aggregate will be extra-organisational factors 

(legislation, political demands, etc.), again on the condition that they are perceived by many of the 

street-level bureaucrats. Third, even behaviour by the street-level bureaucrats themselves can be 

considered “supra-individual.” For this to happen, however, there should not only be inter-rater 

agreement about the behaviour itself, but also about its supra-individual level. It should be behaviour 

that is so common and is to such an extent institutionalised that the street-level bureaucrats consider it 

as something associated with the organisation, rather than with themselves. It thus refers to 

institutionalised practices in an organisation that are widely applied and have become part of the 

“organisational structure,” (even though they might not be explicitly sanctioned by management or 

formally acknowledged as organisational practices). Thus, these practices present themselves as the 

context for the individual who is confronted with an ethical dilemma or who considers unethical 

behaviour.
22
 If, however, these routines and practices are only applied by individual street-level 

bureaucrats, then they are clearly not organisational-level and then they would be classified under the 

variables at individual level (i.e. ethical decision making and/or unethical behaviour).
 23
 

 

The most fundamental distinction between the variables is between “interaction patterns” on the one 

hand and the ethical variables (climate, decision making and behaviour) on the other. This is the 

distinction the research question focussed on: what is the causal relationship between interaction 

patterns and ethics? This distinction is indicated in the second line of Table 1-1. It also mirrors the 

distinction that is central to grid-group theory, where the main focus is on the interdependent 

relationship between “structure” and “culture” or between “interactions” and “cultural bias” (see 

Chapter 2). Indeed, it is grid-group theory that provided the concept of interaction patterns. 

 

The third line of Table 1-1 refers to the different typologies that are used to describe interaction 

patterns and the ethical variables respectively. The former are described by means of the fourfold 

grid-group typology, while ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical behaviour are each 

operationalised by way of an adapted version of the ninefold typology that is developed by Victor and 

Cullen (1988). These different languages to describe the variables also help to avoid tautological 

claims. 

 

The fourth line refers to the way the empirical observations are classified into the typology. 

Classification into the grid-group typology is done by the researcher on the basis of the theoretical 

description of each of the four types (developed in paragraph 1.2.1.2 below). The classification of the 

ethical variables, on the other hand, is more based upon what the respondents say themselves. In the 

survey, the respondents do this by rating items and thus indicating to what extent each of the nine 

types are applicable. In the interviews, this is done by explicitly asking the interviewees which ethical 

motivations guided them to take a certain (un)ethical decision. These motivations should be as 

explicit as possible so as to allow the interviewees to classify themselves in the ninefold typology. 

This is of course not entirely possible, and it will ultimately be the researcher who interprets the 

interviewees' reasoning and who classifies their reasons. The main point is that the starting point is 

the reasoning of the respondents themselves, while the point of departure in the classification of the 

interaction patterns is the researcher’s interpretation of the empirical material.  

                                                      
22
 Hence, if there would be systemic, institutionalised and widely acknowledged unethical practices by the street-level 

bureaucrats, then the framework would classify them under the variables at the aggregate level (i.e. interaction patterns 

and/or ethical climate), where it would be one of the elements in the context of the individual street-level bureaucrat who has 

to choose whether or not to act unethically. 
23
 This does not imply that observations at the supra-individual level should always have a recurrent, routine-like character. It 

is possible that a one-off, symbolic occurrence (e.g. a shocking case of aggression against a street-level bureaucrat) could 

have an important effect on the interaction patterns, thus acquiring an aggregate level. However, again, the condition is that 

there is sufficient inter-rater agreement about the impact of this phenomenon on the interaction patterns. 
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The fifth line distinguishes between the three columns and refers to the type of data that are collected 

for each. First, the interaction patterns are mainly described on the basis of organisational documents 

(laws and regulations, guidelines, codes, annual reports, etc.) and interviews with management (top-

management, senior staff at the head office and local supervisors). Interviews with the street-level 

bureaucrats are here only used to check whether there is sufficient inter-rater agreement about the 

interaction patterns that are noted in the interviews with management and whether the instruments that 

are laid out in documents and described by management are indeed implemented in practice.
24
 

Second, ethical climate is measured by means of an adapted version of Victor and Cullen’s ethical 

climate survey. Third, ethical decision making and unethical behaviour are measured by means of 

newly developed items in the survey, while ethical decision making is also measured by semi-

structured interviews with street-level bureaucrats.  

 

 

1.2. Specifying the components 

1.2.1. Intra- and extra-organisational interaction patterns 

 

As the operationalisation “interaction patterns” has not been used in the organisational ethics 

literature before, it deserves some justification. Such an account will also help to specify what is 

really meant by the concept. Traditionally, theory and research in organisational ethics lists a number 

of "organisational factors" that have proven to have an impact on the ethics of organisational 

members. Obvious examples of these are ethics codes, the organisational structure or its 

reinforcement system. Other relevant factors are "referent others" (Trevino 1986: 612) or "significant 

others" (Loe, Ferrell, and Mansfield 2000: 199) such as the supervisor, top management or the peer 

group. Next to these intra-organisational factors, there are also extra-organisational factors with a 

potential impact upon the ethics of the organisational members. These include the law, or the tasks 

assigned to the organisation, but they can also be significant others outside the organisation, such as 

clients, suppliers or members of other organisations. The literature about the etiology of ethical 

climate (see 2.3.1) and the literature (both theoretical and empirical) providing causal frameworks on 

ethical decision making (Ibid.) typically list such intra- and extra-organisational factors as explanatory 

factors that account for ethical climate or ethical decision making. These explanatory factors then are 

the independent variables in propositions such as “[f]requent communication within an organisation 

will positively affect that organisation’s ethical climate” (Verbeke, Ouwekerk, and Peelen 1996: 

1178) or “[t]he existence of corporate codes of conduct will positively increase an individual’s ethical 

beliefs and decision behaviour” (Ford and Richardson 1994: 216). Recent years have seen 

considerable development of theoretical frameworks specifying such propositions and of empirical 

research testing them and assessing the relative importance of the different explanatory variables. In 

our view, this approach has three main problems and a new variable "interaction patterns," defined as 

the types of interactions as shapted by the intra- and extra-organisational factor, is proposed to 

tackle these problems.  

 

The first problem has to do with the intra-organisational factors and particularly with the difference 

between the intra-organisational factors as intended by management and the way in which and the 

extent to which these organisational factors are implemented on the work-floor. In the empirical 

research we will only consider organisational factors to the extent that they are perceived by all 

                                                      
24
 In addition to this qualitative measurement, two descriptors of the interaction patterns (“autonomy” and “degree of 

participation”) are measured in the survey. These are only of marginal importance to describe the interaction patterns 

however (see Chapters 3 and 6).  
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organisational members ("inter-rater agreement," see above) and, particularly when it concerns 

explicit policies (e.g. ethics management or the reinforcement system), to the extent that they are 

genuinely implemented. This is to avoid that the variable "interaction patterns" would contain only 

managerial intentions, without considering the actual implementation of those factors in daily 

worklife. This is a significant expansion of Vidaver-Cohen (1998)’s definition of interaction patterns. 

She conceived of them as stimuli that signal managerial expectations (i.e. expressed intentions). 

Since the present research project focuses on the impact of recent changes in interaction patterns (e.g. 

NPM), there is a considerable chance that these changes, although intended by management, are not 

(yet) fully implemented within the organisation or are in fact implemented differently from the way 

they were intended. Indeed, that kind of discrepancy is what has been observed before in research 

about NPM implementation (Christensen and Laegred 1999; Considine and Lewis 1999) and about 

ethics management implementation (see e.g. Falkenberg and Herremans 1995). If we would take 

Vidaver-Cohen’s definition, the independent variable “interaction patterns” could thus in fact be 

“non-implemented managerial intentions,” and the whole framework would be about the ethical 

consequences of those non-implemented intentions. Obviously that would make an entirely different 

research project. It would not only focus on the impact of interaction patterns, but also on the complex 

issue of discrepancies between “managerial intentions” and “work-floor implementation.” This is a 

very important issue, but to combine both issues into one framework would make it very difficult to 

draw meaningful conclusions about the empirical observations.
25
 To avoid that, organisational factors 

such as "ethics management" or "reinforcement system" will only be considered to the extent that they 

have been implemented on the work-floor.  

 

A second problem with the usual approach to take "organisational factors" as explanatory factors is 

the strong conceptual difference between these factors. Some of them refer to organisational policies 

and instruments (e.g. ethics management), others refer to behaviour or expressed opinions of 

individuals (e.g. top management or peers), others to rules, etc. These factors are then operationalised 

in very different and often fairly ad hoc ways. Some are dichotomised (e.g. “the ethics code is present 

or not”), others are put on a continuum (e.g. from few internal communication to much internal 

communication) and still others are put in typologies (e.g. management styles).  

To strengthen theoretical coherence, we propose an approach that allows to bring these different 

operationalisations together into one overall typology: the grid-group typology that has been 

developed by Mary Douglas (1978). Specifically, we introduce the variable "interaction patterns" and 

define it as types of interaction, as shaped by the intra- and extra- organisational factors. The actual 

types of interaction (hierarchy, egalitarianism, fatalism and individualism) will be explained below 

(1.2.1.2). Here we only briefly describe how the types will be used. Figure 1-3 in fact copies Figure 

1-2 that was presented above. It thus graphically translates the definition of the variable “interaction 

patterns.”
26
 Table 1-2 then presents the same idea, but in table-format. It is the latter format that will 

be used in the remainder of this study. 

                                                      
25
 Unpredicted discrepancies between the independent and the dependent variable could then be accounted for by referring to 

both explanations: the conclusion could be that the intentions were not implemented and/or that the implementation did not 

have the predicted ethical effect. With the independent variable being managerial intentions only, there would be no way to 

distinguish between both explanations. 
26
 The just mentioned notion that we only assess the factors to the extent that they effectively shape the interaction patterns is 

expressed graphically in Figure 1-3 by the fact that there is no direct arrow from “intra-organisational factors” and “extra-

organisational factors” to the other main variables ethical climate, ethical decision making an unethical behaviour. 
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     Figure 1-3: The variable “interaction patterns” in graphical format 

 

 Intra-organisational  

interaction types 

Extra-organisational  

interaction types 

Intra-organisational 

factors 

Hierarchist, egalitarian, fatalist or 

individualist (or a combination) 

Hierarchist, egalitarian, fatalist or 

individualist (or a combination) 

Extra-organisational 

factors 

Hierarchist, egalitarian, fatalist or 

individualist (or a combination) 

Hierarchist, egalitarian, fatalist or 

individualist (or a combination) 

 Overall intra-organisational interaction 

type(s) 

Overall extra-organisational interaction 

type(s) 

Table 1-2: The variable “interaction patterns” in table-format 

It is important to emphasise that the contention that intra- and extra-organisational factors shape the 

interactions in an organisation is not a hypothesis that will be tested in the research project. Instead, it 

is rather a definitional assumption that acts as the basis for the measurement of the variable 

"interaction patterns," given its defintion: types of interaction, as shaped by the intra- and extra-

organisational factors.  

 

A third problem is that the usual list of intra- and extra-organisational factors does not identify the 

actual locus of interaction they aim to shape. An ethics code, for example, presumably shapes the 

interactions within an organisation in a different way than it shapes the interactions between 

organisational members and outsiders. The distinction between these two “loci of interaction” was 

already presented in Figure 1-3 and Table 1-2. In fact, it is also possible to even distinguish further 

within these different loci. The ethics code probably shapes interactions between organisational 

members and their supervisor in a different way, than it shapes the interactions between 

organisational members and top management. Similarly, outside the organisation, the ethics code 

probably shapes interactions with interest groups differently compared to interactions with clients, 

etc. Although some attention will be paid to these “subloci” in the remainder of this theoretical 

chapter, the empirical research (see Chapter 5) will focus on the main distinction between intra-

organisational interaction patterns on the one hand and extra-organisational interaction patterns on the 

other.  

 

In sum, the three problems with the classic approach to identify organisational factors will be dealt 

with by operationalising "interaction patterns" as a construct consisting of two “dimensions” (when 

presented in table-format). The rows refer to the explanatory intra- and extra-organisational factors 

that are listed in the organisational ethics literature and the columns describe the loci of interaction 

extra-

organisational 

factors 

extra-

organisational 

interaction 

patterns 

intra-

organisational 

factors 

intra-

organisational 

interaction 

patterns 

INTERACTION PATTERNS 
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where particular types of interaction develop that can be codified using grid-group typology. The now 

following subparagraphs will clarify this admittedly abstract discussion by developing each of the two 

dimensions and demonstrating, using examples, how this operationalising will be done in actual 

empirical research.  

 

1.2.1.1. The first dimension: factors that shape the interaction patterns 

 

The first dimension of the variable "interaction patterns" (i.e. the rows, when presented in table-

format) refers to the intra- and extra-organisational factors that shape the interaction patterns. This 

paragraph presents a brief literature review specifying the main factors that are hypothesised to have 

an effect upon the ethics of public servants.
27
 It should be emphasised that the aim of this paragraph is 

not to provide an exhaustive review, but to list the most important factors and to summarise some of 

the most prevalent findings about their impact.
28
  

It is based on a review of the literature in two fields. First, the listing of the intra-organisational 

factors is based on the literature on organisational ethics. Given that the list will be an important guide 

for the empirical research, this literature review will focus on empirical research, rather than on 

theoretical contributions. Hence, with the empirical tradition being stronger in business ethics than in 

public administration ethics, most of the bibliographical sources will be from the former. Second, the 

listing of the job characteristics and of the extra-organisational factors mostly draws on references to 

the literature on street-level bureaucracy, particularly in the field of law enforcement and regulation.  

 

Two final points of clarification are necessary before turning to the actual factors.  

First, no assumption is made that the factors are mutually exclusive. This is most explicit for the job 

characteristics. These are identified as a third category of factors (next to intra- and extra-

organisational factors respectively), because they are so specific to street-level bureaucrats and are 

thus expected to play an important role. Yet, a closer look at their definitions shows that they are in 

actual fact special cases of intra- and extra-organisational factors.
29
 Even within the three categories, 

there are no absolute distinctions between the factors. For example, most management measures (HR, 

ethics) are in fact expressions of top management's expectations and thus special cases of the factor 

"top management as referents." In sum, rather than a set of mutually exclusive categories, this factor-

inventory is considered a checklist to ensure that all relevant factors are addressed in the empirical 

research and to allow for a useful presentation of those factors.  

Second, when we say that "factors shape the interaction patterns," this is in fact a simplified way of 

presenting things. Organisational members are not simply passive receivers of influences of other 

factors. Those factors only have an impact because organisational members allow them to do so. 

Organisational policies or the regulatory framework can only have an impact upon street-level 

bureaucrats to the extent and in the way in which the latter also actually implement them. For reasons 

explained above, this implementation is included in the discussion of the factors themselves and thus 

the expression that "factors shape the interaction patterns" somewhat simplifies reality. It would be 

                                                      
27
 Of course, one recurrent factor in the literature, accounting for both ethical climate and ethical decision making, is the fact 

whether the organisation belongs to the private or the public sector. Previous research has shown differences in ethical 

climate (Wittmer and Coursey 1996) and ethical decision making (Bowman 1976) between these two sectors (see also Goss 

1996). In the same fashion, other climate research has shown that the ethical climate types in the not-for-profit sector differ 

from those in the profit sector (Agarwal and Malloy 1999). However, this type of variation within the "interaction patterns" 

variable will not be addressed in this paragraph nor anywhere else in the study, since (as suggested by the study's title) both 

the framework and the empirical research focus exclusively on public sector organisations. 
28
 A discussion of all the potential variation on all these factors would be very extensive, and provide not much guidance for 

the empirical research since the operationalisation of these factors is of course an empirical matter. 
29
 That is why in the graphical and table presentations of the variable “interaction patterns” (see Table 1-2 and Figure 1-3 

above, “job characteristics were not specified as a third category next to “intra-organisational factors” and “extra-

organisational factors.” 
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more correct to say "the factors, as interpreted and implemented by the street-level bureaucrats, shape 

their interaction patterns in a particular way." This description is considered too heavy to be used 

throughout the study. Moreover, we consider the shorter expression "factors shape the interaction 

patterns" acceptable because it is the factors that initiate the effect upon the inspectors' interaction 

patterns. The inspectors' role is limited to interpreting and responding to them.
30
  

 

1. Job-related factors 

 

Street-level bureaucrats are distinguished from other public servants, mainly by their job 

characteristics. The three factors specified here are based on the two defining elements in Lipsky's 

definition of street level bureaucrats (substantial discretion and direct interaction with citizens), but 

the first is split up between "formal discretion" and "autonomy." Although all street-level bureaucrats 

will, by definition, score high on these characteristics, some variation on these variables can be 

expected and is deliberately looked for in the selection of the cases (see below).  

As mentioned above, these "job-related factors" are presented as a separate category next to intra- and 

extra-organisational factors because of their importance. Yet, in fact, "degree of formal discretion" 

and "degree of autonomy" are both special cases of intra-organisational factors and "degree of direct 

interaction with citizens" is a special case of extra-organisational factors. 

 

a)   Degree of formal discretion 

 

On the basis of a consultation among a worldwide sample of important experts in public sector ethics, 

John Rohr concluded that there is much disagreement, but that “there is an emerging consensus over 

the precise nature of the ethical problem that is peculiar to the career public servant (…). That 

problem is the responsible use of administrative discretion” (Rohr 1990: 119). Discretion thus is an 

important concept that can include many factors. In fact, all intra- and extra-organisational factors 

could be described in terms of the impact they have upon the administrators' discretion. Yet, here the 

concept is defined narrowly, as formal discretion. It thus refers to the bureaucrats' formal 

competencies, based on laws, rules or internal guidelines, to take or to formally influence (e.g. by 

giving recommendations) decisions that affect others (within the organisation or citizens), or to 

perform actions with some degree of public authority (e.g. hearings, investigations, etc.).  

 

b)  Degree of autonomy 

 

Autonomy also potentially has a very broad meaning. Yet, in this context, the concept is narrowly 

defined as independence from direct supervision or from control by colleagues in the daily execution 

of the job. It thus refers to the bureaucrats' power to organise their own day to day working life, their 

agenda, etc. Autonomy is, by definition, an aspect of the grid dimension (Mars 1982: 25), but it also 

helps to define the group dimension, as it indicates how strong the coherence is with colleagues.  

 

c)  Degree of direct interaction with citizens 

 

When street-level bureaucrats often interact with citizens, it is to be expected that this will have an 

important impact upon their interaction patterns. The literature on regulation gives a number of 

examples. Referring to research by Scholz, Kagan (1994: 397) notes e.g. that frequent interaction 

between inspectors and inspectees allow for a "tit-for-tat" enforcement strategy by the inspector: the 

inspector will apply the regulations flexibly and not apply sanctions when he encounters first-time 

                                                      
30
 In those cases where it is clearly the street-level bureaucrats themselves who perform institutionalised and systematic 

behaviour that amounts to a "factor" shaping the interaction patterns, this is included in the factor "peers" (see below). 
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violations, but only as long as the inspectee acts cooperatively. Such a strategy is of course most 

feasible when inspector and inspectee interact regularly.  

 

2. Intra-organisational factors 

 

a)   Formal organisational structure  

 

In addition to research into the impact of organisational structure on organisational climate in general 

(Dastmalchian 1986; Payne and Mansfield 1973), there also has been some research investigating 

(and finding) associations between particular types of organisational structure and particular types of 

ethical climate, as discussed in Chapter 2 (Victor and Cullen 1988; Wimbush, Shepard, and Markham 

1997a; Weber 1995). Likewise, authors in the NPM-ethics literature and the organisational ethics 

literature have also associated particular elements of the formal organisational structure with ethical 

decision making and unethical behaviour, also discussed in Chapter 2. Finally, there also has been 

some research into the impact of size on ethics. On the basis of three studies, Ford and Richardson 

concluded that "as the size of an organization increases, individual ethical beliefs and decision making 

behavior decreases" (Ford and Richardson 1994: 217).  

 

b)   Management (supervisor, "head office," top management) as referents
31
 

 

On the basis of a literature review, Stead et al. (1990: 235) conclude that "[c]opious research over a 

period of more than twenty-five years clearly supports the conclusion that the ethical philosophies of 

management have a major impact on the ethical behavior of employees." Yet, they also emphasise that 

it is not uncommon for the actual behaviour of both supervisors and top managers to differ from their 

stated philosophies. This is important since much of that same research "implicitly or explicitly states 

that ethical philosophies will have little impact on employees' ethical behaviour unless they are 

supported by managerial behaviors which are consistent with these philosophies" (Ibid.: 235-236). 

That is why our framework focuses on managerial behaviour, rather than on managerial philosophies. 

Like most of the literature we will distinguish between supervisor and top management behaviour. 

As for supervisory influence, Wimbush and Shepard (1994) reviewed the literature and concluded that 

"there is sufficient evidence that supervisors have a significant impact on organisational climate and 

behaviour" (p. 642). Hence they dedicate a central place to "supervisory influence" in their framework 

on the etiology of ethical climate. Supervisors not only shape ethical, but also unethical behaviour. In 

a survey among health care administrators, 47% of the respondents identified "pressure from 

supervisor" as among the top three factors that cause them to lower their ethical standards (Jurkiewicz 

and Thompson 1999: 47). 

Many assume that top management act as important referents, shaping the organisational members' 

interaction patterns. In their review of the business ethics literature, Ford and Richardson observe that 

this can be done in two ways: "First, top management actions can serve as a model or referent for 

desired behavior. Second, what top management rewards or punishes can also influence behaviour" 

(1994: 212). In a public administration (health care) context, Jurkiewicz and Thompson also point at 

these two functions of executives and, on the basis of a review of the literature conclude that 

"executives are seen as key determiners of the ethical decisionmaking exercised by their subordinates 

(...)" (1999: 43). Particularly the organisational culture literature has stressed the function of top 

managers in shaping and manipulating the organisational culture (e.g.Schein 1985; Schein 1990: 115). 

Indeed, organisational culture has been launched as an alternative means of enhancing managerial 

control over the organisation (Sinclair 1993). In a public sector context, Bowman and Williams 

                                                      
31
 The concept “referent” is borrowed from Trevino who referred to “referent others” (Trevino 1986: 612) and Ford and 

Richardson, who identified peers and management as “referent groups” (Ford and Richardson 1994: 212). 
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(1997) conclude from a survey among US public servants that “the influence of management by 

example, postively (when upheld by advocacy, publicity and celebration) or negatively (when 

followed by neglect, hypocrisy and exhortation) is substantial” (p. 520). In business ethics, Ford and 

Richardson (1994: 212) report mixed empirical evidence about the impact of leadership on ethical 

decision making. The positive evidence is important enough, however, to at least consider this factor 

in our empirical research.
32
  

Finally, in the empirical research, this factor will also include the role of other managerial actors as 

referents. Particularly important here are all kinds of "supporting staff" at head office who develop 

policies towards street-level bureaucrats and thus in effect also exert some managerial influence upon 

them. Whether these actors at head office are considered as management (this factor) or peers (see 

below) is determined by the actual empirical relationship between them and the inspectors, not by 

their formal relationship. In sum, this factor contains all kinds of managerial influences and policies 

upon the street-level bureaucrats, with the exception of instruments of HRM and of ethics 

management (see below). 

 

c)   Instruments of human resources management (HRM) 

 

Five elements of HRM are considered part of this variable (see e.g. Maesschalck 1997): 

• Job descriptions and profiles 

• Recruitment and selection 

• Appraisal system and performance management 

• Internal mobility 

• Professional socialisation (training, competency management) 

 

Most notably, of course, authors in the NPM-ethics literature have assessed (largely theoretically so 

far) the impact of personnel appraisal and pay for performance systems on the ethics of public 

servants (see 2.3.2.1). Here, we limit ourselves to two findings. First is the, not very surprising, 

finding in the business ethics literature that ethical or unethical behaviour that is rewarded indeed 

tends to be actually continued (Ford and Richardson 1994: 215; Loe et al. 2000: 198). More 

interesting is research reported by Collins, which indicates that "the more work is monitored by 

computers, the less satisfied employees are with the performance appraisal process and the greater 

their job stress and health problems" (Collins 2000: 19). 

 

d)   Instruments of ethics management  

 

Ethics management is a growing area in both business and public administration. Gilman and Lewis 

(1996: 521) for example note that in the federal executive branch of the US almost 15,000 full- and 

part-time ethics officials can be found. This paragraph first presents two distinct overall approaches to 

ethics management and then discusses the effect of some more specific instruments. 

 

Two general approaches to ethics management
33
 

 

The organisational ethics literature usually distinguishes between two basic approaches to ethics 

management. Here we use the conceptualisation of the OECD (2000; 1996), Gilman (1999; and 

originally Lynn Sharp Paine (1994)) and refer to the two approaches as “compliance” and “integrity” 

                                                      
32
 Some research has been done comparing supervisors and top management themselves. Collins e.g. concluded on the basis 

of an extensive review of the research that higher level managers tend to be less tolerant of unethical behaviour and tend to 

have a more favourable impression of the ethics of their organisation than lower level management (Collins 2000: 11). 
33
 This paragraph is based on a forthcoming article in Public Integrity (Maesschalck forthcoming a). 
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respectively. Others have referred to this distinction as the “low road” vs. the “high road” approach to 

ethics management (Rohr 1978) or the “verification” vs. the “values” set of integrity institutions (Uhr 

1999). The distinction goes back to the famous Friedrich-Finer debate over the importance of 

respectively internal and external controls on public servants (see e.g. Cooper 1998: 131-163). 

The “compliance” approach to ethics management emphasises the importance of external controls on 

the behaviour of public servants. It prefers formal and detailed rules and procedures, and ultimately 

aims at a situation in which “the individual ethical choice is limited to choosing to follow the rules 

(the ethical thing to do) or to violate them by commission or omission (unethical acts)” (Fox 2001: 

110). Typical instruments of this approach include legislation, strict behavioural ethics codes and 

other rules, extensive control mechanisms and control institutions with extensive powers, etc. 

The “integrity” approach focuses on internal control, i.e. control exercised by the public servant on 

her/himself. That internal control mechanism consists of two components (see e.g. Hejka-Ekins 1994). 

A public servant has, on the one hand, his/her moral judgement capacity, which can be strengthened 

in two ways: by learning and understanding the necessary values and norms and by developing skills 

in ethical decision making to apply those values (particularly when they conflict with one another) in 

daily practice. The other component of internal control is the moral character: the intrinsic will to act 

upon the judgements that were reached through ethical decision making. Integrity management aims 

to stimulate moral character and improve ethical decision making skills through interactive training 

sessions, workshops, ambitious codes of values, individual coaching, etc.  

 

Authors have always emphasised that both approaches are not simply dichotomous but that they 

should be seen as the two ends of a continuum and that, in practice, they should always be combined 

and considered complementary (Gilman 1999). Cooper (1998: 163) for example asserts  

 
“The critical task is to design a balance between internal and external control, as well as congruence 

between them. That is, there must be enough control from outside the individual to discourage those 

inclinations toward indulgence of self-interest, but enough internal control to encourage the most socially 

constructive, idealistic, altruistic, and creative impulses to flourish. (…) 

However, it is also necessary that the internal and external controls reinforce each other; they must 

support the same kind of behavior. They must not give conflicting signals.” 

 

A similar distinction and a similar plea for integrating both approaches have been made in the 

accountability/responsibility literature. Gregory and Hicks (1999), for example, argue for a 

"responsible accountability" as opposed to the typically "mechanistic" and restrictive forms of 

accountability. "Responsible accountability" is the best approach, they argue, since it combines 

"genuine transparency or visibility of individual conduct" (Dubnick (1998)'s "conduct of 

accountability") "with high levels of individual trustworthiness to act both competently and honestly 

in doing the job" (Dubnick's "accountability of conduct") (Gregory and Hicks 1999: 9). Bovens (1998: 

26-42) made a largely similar distinction between “passive responsibility” (accountability after the 

fact: “why did you do that?”) and “active responsibility” (responsibility as a virtue before and while 

acting: “what is to be done?”). 

 

Specific instruments of ethics management 

 

The OECD has developed the concept “ethics infrastructure” to conceptualise the instruments of 

ethics management at country or regional level and has described and analysed the ethics 

infrastructure of its country-members in two important studies (OECD 2000; OECD 1996). Yet, this 

paragraph emphasises those studies that focus on the organisational (rather than country) level and on 

the impact of instruments. Two types of instruments have been researched fairly extensively and are 

thus discussed below: ethics codes and ethics training.  
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There has been much research about ethics codes, but most of it tends to be descriptive rather than 

assessing the codes' impact (Cleek and Leonard 1998: 619; Plant 1994). Loe et al. identified 17 

studies that assessed the impact of codes of conduct and found that a majority of these "revealed that 

codes influence ethical decision making and assist in raising the general level of awareness of ethical 

issues" (2000: 194; see also Collins 2000: 16). Several of these studies found that the effect was 

stronger when sanctions were coupled with codes of conduct, as this implied top management's 

commitment to the code (Ford and Richardson 1994: 216). Others found that many codes were quite 

vague and that simply having a code is not sufficient for improving ethical behaviour (Collins 2000: 

16). On the basis of research in the private sector, Doig and Wilson conclude that “the use of codes 

alone in defining conduct, culture and performance (…) may be less effective than their proponents 

think” (Doig and Wilson 1998: 148): “their use to define an ethical environment and their effective 

implementation, must be as part of a learning process that requires incalculation, reinforcement and 

measurement” (Ibid.: 140). Likewise, Cleek and Leonard found no effect of an ethics code in their 

study, but suggested that it could be effective in combination with other instruments (Cleek and 

Leonard 1998: 628).  

Research in public administration into ethics codes has been very limited. In his surveys among 

members of the American Society for Public Administration (Bowman and Williams 1997; Bowman 

1990), Bowman found that practitioners tend to think positively about codes and tend to believe that 

they have desirable effects. Flake and Grob (1998) performed content analyses on public sector ethics 

codes and found that they were “dramatically skewed in the low-road direction,” i.e. emphasising 

compliance with rules and laws. These and other analyses are interesting, but “a relationship between 

codes and actual behavior in fact still awaits examination” (Gilman and Lewis 1996: 522). One public 

administration study (among city and county managers) into the topic found "no significant difference 

in the mean response scores [on a moral reasoning test] that can be attributed to whether or not a 

jurisdiction has a code of ethics" (Stewart and Sprinthall 1993: 211). 

 

As for ethics training, Delaney and Sockell (1992) and Kavathatzopoulos (1994) found that it had a 

positive effect on ethical behaviour. Researchers have found very mixed evidence about the effect of 

business ethics courses at university, varying from effectuating substantial improvements to no effect 

(Collins 2000: 15). One study is particularly interesting as it focuses on the impact of ethics training 

in MPA-programmes (Menzel 1997). The evidence provided moderate support for the hypothesis that 

ethics training makes a difference. Among those alumni who had received such a training course 43% 

indicated that their training helped them with dealing with particular ethical dilemmas and 31% 

indicated it did not. Among the latter, many referred to the training as too academic. 

 

Other instruments of ethics management that are not extensively researched, but might be found in 

empirical reality include: 

• coordinating ethics agencies or units; 

• networks of "ethics officers" who can support staff with ethical dilemmas and assist in 

disseminating ethics policies; 

• whistle-blowing arrangements and laws; 

• other types of ethics laws, e.g. about the acceptance of gifts or property declarations; 

• specific control agencies; 

• etc. 

About the latter two, Menzel and Carson conclude on the basis of a review of the (limited) research 

on ethics policies in public administration, that "there is little evidence that laws and commissions in 

and of themselves are sufficient motivators for higher-order ethical behavior" (Menzel and Carson 

1999: 252)). 
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e)   Peers as referents 

 

An extensive theoretical and empirical literature provides a strong basis for the claim that interactions 

with peers have a significant influence on ethical climate and ethical decision making respectively.  

First, as for ethical climate, Schneider and Reichers (1983) launched "symbolic interactionism" 

(which will be explained in 2.3.1.1) as the main theoretical basis for this relationship. Specifically, 

they hypothesise that "climates emerge out of the interactions that members of a work group have 

with each other" (Schneider and Reichers 1983: 30) and that the peer group is thus an important 

predictor of ethical climate. Others have elaborated their framework (Moran and Volkwein 1992; 

Ashforth 1985), but included its basic claim. 

Second, as for ethical decision making, Loe et al. (2000: 199) conclude on the basis of their review, 

that the research "show[s] overwhelming support for (...) the pervasive influence of peers in ethical 

decision making." This finding is consistent with research in the moral development literature that 

found that ethical reasoning levels can be altered through peer group discussions (see e.g. Kohlberg 

1984). Particularly interesting for our purposes is Ford and Richardson's proposition: "The direct 

influence of the person's peers increases as the intensity and frequency of contact with that person's 

peers increases" (Ford and Richardson 1994: 212). Also interesting is Collins reference to research 

that suggests that, in personal settings, individuals "consider how they would want to be treated in a 

similar situation, but in business settings they consider how their peers would judge the situation" 

(Collins 2000: 12), thus suggesting that peer influence could be more important in business than in 

personal life. 

 

Interestingly, the literature concerning regulatory enforcement also emphasises the importance of 

peers (as well as of supervisors). Kagan summarises the (limited) research as follows: “Through 

discusson of ‘hard cases’ with fellow enforcement officials and experienced supervisors, regulators 

learn informal norms concerning the interpretation of regulations (…), methods of identifying and 

dealing with untrustworthy enterprises, cost-effective compliance methods to convey to regulated 

firms, and, most importantly, a confidence building sense of priorities and esprit des corps (…).” 

(Kagan 1994: 409). 

 

The factor "peer behaviour" is to a large extent included in the other factors, as the way peers react to 

policies that come from the head office or from the supervisor. This peer reaction to policies is 

discussed with those policies (to assess inter-rater agreement about their implementation, to assess 

how they in effect shape the interaction patterns, etc.), since the aim is to describe the policies as they 

are implemented, not as they were designed at the drawing table. Hence the measurement of the factor 

"peers as referents" will be fairly limited. 

 

3. Extra-organisational factors 

 

The extra-organisational factors differ from the variable "environment outside the organisation" (see 

Figure 1-1) in the sense that they directly shape interaction patterns of organisational members. The 

variable "environment" rather contains macro-level variables such as national or regional culture that 

have only an indirect effect on the actual behaviour of organisational members (see paragraph 1.2.5.2 

below).  

 

Many extra-organisational factors have been considered in the organisational ethics literature and it 

would take us very far, while not being very useful for the empirical research, to summarise all those 

considerations here. With the empirical cases in mind, this paragraph will focus on the extra-
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organisational factors that have been hypothesised to influence the enforcement styles of inspectors. 

Specifically, the following paragraph will largely draw on the explanatory framework that Kagan 

developed on the basis of an extensive literature review ("Why do regulatory enforcement styles 

differ?" (Kagan 1994: 390)) and further developments of it (e.g. Wiering 1999).  

 

a)   Regulatory task environment 

 

Among the many aspects of the regulatory task environment, we intend to focus on two. A first aspect 

of course concerns the kind of regulatory task that is assigned to the organisation. One of the reasons 

why this can have an important effect upon the inspectors’ interaction patterns is that it determines the 

consequences of the regulatees’ non-compliance: are these merely financial or do they have a broader 

impact (e.g. in the case of environmental legislation or the regulation of the food industry)? The 

second aspect is noted by Kagan and concerns the compliance costs for the inspectees: “When 

regulated enterprises see compliance as very costly, putting them at a disadvantage with their 

competitors (…), regulators presumably will encounter more noncompliance; sometimes this leads 

enforcers to adopt a legalistic style” (Kagan 1994: 398). In some cases, compliance can even threaten 

the firm in its financial survival with all concomitant consequences for employment.  

 

b)   Political context 

 

Politicians can affect the interaction patterns of inspectors in an organisation in different capacities. 

First, as legislators and policy makers, politicians create the regulatory legal context within which the 

inspectors find themselves: "[the regulatory program]'s substantive goals and standards, the powers it 

gives the agency and the constraints it imposes on agency discretion" (Kagan 1994: 390). Second, 

politicians could also directly interfere in the work of inspectors. We expect this to be particularly the 

case in countries with politicised bureaucracies, where political interference in policy implementation 

is part of the administrative culture (see e.g. Peters 1995).  

 

Kagan (1994: 401-405) lists a number of circumstances where political influence becomes likely: 

• Catastrophes and scandals: politicians can ask for a more zealous, legalistic style following a 

catastrophe. 

• Economically urgent projects: politicians could encourage inspectors to relax regulatory 

restrictions for projects that have great economic importance. 

• Political controversy. 

• Electoral shifts in political leadership: most of Kagan's examples of this involve the US and it 

remains to be researched whether similar shifts occur in countries “in which political 

intervention by individual, entrepreneurial politicians is less common” (1994: 404). 

• Budgetary cutbacks. 

 

c)   (Members of) other governmental organisations as referents 

 

Other governmental organisations could of course affect the inspectors' interaction patterns in many 

ways. One example is when these organisations are in fact the regulated entity. Kagan (1994: 405) 

reports some research that suggests that this usually makes it harder for regulators to be strict and to 

impose sanctions. This could be because imposing sanctions on governmental organisations implies 

diverting money away from other public services, but Kagan suspects that it has more to do with 

governmental entities’ power. 
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d) (Members of) organised interest groups and professional organisations as referents 

 

Closely connected with the political environment are the organised interest groups and professional 

organisations. They can play a role, both as representatives of the street-level bureaucrats themselves 

(trade unions or professional organisations) as well as representatives of others who have a stake in 

the regulatory enforcement policy (see e.g. Wiering 1999: 236-237; Terpstra and Havinga 1999: 34-

35).  

 

e)   (Members of) the courts as referents 

 

The courts are often formally expected to pursue the cases that are prepared by the inspectors and we 

expect them to affect the inspectors' interaction patterns and ethical decision making, mainly because 

we expect the latter to anticipate the courts' decisions.  

 

f)   Public service users as referents 

 

In the context of regulation, "public service users" refer to two main categories: the inspectees and 

those who suffer from the consequences of rule breaking by inspectees (i.e. potential complainants). 

 

Inspectees can of course vary on many variables, and this will have a significant impact upon the 

inspectors' interactions. We focus on one important variable mentioned by Kagan (1994: 397-398): 

size. "[L]arger enterprises are more likely to have a staff of in-house experts responsible for keeping 

the company out of trouble with regulatory officials. These corporate environmental engineers, safety 

experts, (...) and auditors constitute a shadow regulatory bureaucracy, often supportive of the 

regulatory regime to which they owe their livelihood (...). In dealing with them, legalistic rule-

interpretation and sanctioning methods often seem counterproductive" (Kagan 1994: 397). Thus, 

Kagan concludes that "size of firm seems to operate as a rough proxy for 'disposition to comply,'" 

although other factors outside the organisation might be more important (Ibid. 398).  

 

In many regulatory contexts, the rule-breaking behaviour of an inspectee can have an important 

impact upon the rights of others, who can react to this by filing a complaint. Yet, the degree of 

visibility of a breach of rules, as well as the assertiveness of the potential victims vary. This is an 

important variable since, as Kagan concludes on the basis of a host of research, "the vigilance and the 

capacity of potential complainants and advocacy organizations appear to be the most powerful 

influences on regulatory agency enforcement style" (Kagan 1994: 397) and through that on the 

inspectors' interaction patterns.  

 

 

1.2.1.2. The second dimension: interaction types 

 

The previous paragraph listed the possible intra- and extra organisational factors that are hypothesised 

in the literature to influence the ethics of organisational members in general and public servants more 

specifically. Specific about the proposed framework, however, is that this is complemented with a 

second dimension (the “columns,” in the table representation), which is presented in this paragraph: 

the interaction types. As mentioned above, "interaction types" will be conceptualised using the grid-

group typology. The typology and the way in which it will be used in the empirical research are 

discussed in the first section. The second section provides added detail to this dimension by 

distinguishing between the different "loci" where these different interaction patterns can occur.  
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1. Four possible interaction types 

 

a)   Introduction 

 

Grid-group theory has been developed in anthropology by Mary Douglas (1978) and was 

subsequently applied in political science (Thompson, Ellis, and Wildavsky 1990) and in a broad area 

of other social science fields (e.g. Coughlin and Lockhart 1998; Coyle 1997; Hendriks 1999; Mars 

1982; Douglas 1993; Schwarz and Thompson 1990). It has been applied to public management by 

Christopher Hood (1998a). Central to the theory are the types, which have been conceived of as 

“cultural biases,” as well as “interaction patterns” as well as “cosmologies.” As mentioned above, our 

framework conceives of them as "types of interaction." The typology is based on two dimensions: 

“group” and “grid.” Thompson et al. (1990) explain them as follows. 

 
Group refers to the extent to which an individual is incorporated into bounded units. The greater the 

incorporation, the more individual choice is subject to group determination. Grid denotes the degree to 

which an individual’s life is circumscribed by externally imposed prescriptions. The more binding and 

extensive the scope of the prescriptions, the less of life that is open to individual negotiation. (Thompson 

et al. 1990: 5) 

 

Mary Douglas specifies “group” as a dimension, along which the location depends upon “how much 

[individuals’] behaviour is controlled by a group boundary” (Douglas 2001: 3149, italics added). Grid 

is defined as “an impersonal set of rules that prevents free communication and limits transactions, it 

imposes ceilings on endeavour and barriers to entry” (Ibidem). Thus, each of the dimensions refers to 

one of two very basic questions: “who am I?” (group) and “what shall I do?” (grid) or alternatively, 

they refer to “the extent of collectivisation” and “the extent of individual autonomy.”
34
 Together, the 

two dimensions form the basis of four types: hierarchy (high-grid and high-group), egalitarianism 

(low-grid and high-group), individualism (low-grid and low-group) and fatalism (high-grid, low-

group). The first three broadly correspond to other classic typologies (Ouchi 1980; Petrick and Quinn 

1997; Hirschman 1970; etc.), but are essentially based on the typology of grid-group theory (which 

added the fourth type). 

 

The market (i.e. individualism)- hierarchy distinction is widely known in social science and usually 

presented as two ends of one continuum. The present typology adds the egalitarian category, not as a 

position somewhere halfway the continuum, but as a third, qualitatively different, type. The category 

somewhat resembles Ouchi (1980)’s “clan,” but has a different theoretical base and is broader since it 

can also be used to describe interaction patterns between organisational members and people outside 

the organisation, rather than only intra-organisational interactions. Following the logic of the grid-

group dimensions, the theory also adds the fourth high-grid low-group type of fatalism.
35
 Being a 

passive interaction pattern, distinguished from the three other “active” ways, this is an unusual 

category that has no counterparts in the more traditional classifications.  

 

                                                      
34
 Mary Douglas in an email-exchange (January 18, 2003). 

35
 Some grid-group theorists also consider a fifth type: “the hermit.” This is an interesting theoretical and logical possibility, 

but is not really descriptive for public sector organisations. That is why Hood (1998), as well as quite some other grid-group-

theorists do not consider this type neither. 
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b)   The four interaction types defined 

 

The proposed grid-group typology distinguishes between four possible interaction types: hierarchist, 

individualist, egalitarian and fatalist. We briefly look at each of them, focussing on what they would 

mean in the context of a public sector organisation, specifically focussing on their implications for 

discretion. 

 

Typical for the hierarchist interaction pattern is the strong emphasis on roles, rules and procedures 

(or “precedent” more generally (Douglas 2001: 3150)): "individuals in this social context are subject 

to both the control of other members in the group and the demands of socially imposed roles. (…) The 

exercise of authority (and inequality more generally) is justified on the grounds that different roles for 

different people enable people to live together more harmoniously than alternative arrangements" 

(Thompson et al. 1990: 6). Authority, as the power to make decisions, is crucial in hierarchy, but it is 

related to a position and embedded in rules and procedures. As people in a hierarchist context behave 

according to their role or their position, this is a low-cost way of coordinating human behaviour, since 

much time is saved when all organisational members behave in a predictable manner that fits their 

role. “It is historically a primitive form that turns up wherever the community has reason to value 

stability, trust and certainty. That is why it turns up quite often at family level (…).”
36
  

When the interaction pattern is hierarchist, the nature of the discretion for public servants will vary 

with formal status. At the lower levels of the organisation, public servants have not much explicit 

discretion and in some cases hierarchy might even tend to fatalism at this level (Douglas 2001: 3150) 

(although, in other cases, their implicit discretion might be considerable (see Lipsky 1980)). They are 

essentially expected to follow rules and procedures. At the top levels of the organisation, there is 

much more discretion. Top public servants have the discretion to change the rules, provided that the 

appropriate procedures are followed to change the rules.
37
 The traditional Weberian bureaucracy is a 

typical example of an organisation in which the hierarchist interaction pattern is dominant.  

 

The egalitarian interaction pattern, on the other hand, emphasises the boundaries of the group (as a 

way to prevent defection) and aims at equality within the group, "not equality of material conditions 

but equality of power relations. No one, in an egalitarian way of life, has the right to tell another what 

to do or what to be" (Thompson et al. 1990: 156-157). Douglas notes that, “in practice it takes a lot of 

regulation to create perfect equality (…). Where [egalitarianism] differs from hierarchy is that this 

regulation controls all the members in the same way, like rules of the road; it does not create internal 

divisions.” (Douglas 2001: 3149).
38
 Practices and procedures that aim at increasing the participation 

of organisational members or of "clients" would fit in this category. Public servants in an egalitarian 

context are expected to use their discretion to discuss and negotiate with others (the peers, since it is 

an egalitarian context) about the decision they will take.  

 

Third, the individualist interaction pattern creates a competitive environment in which power 

relations will differ, not because of tradition or formal organisation like in hierarchy, but as a 

consequence of the constant competition. Public servants in this context get a considerable degree of 

discretion and are expected to use their discretion in the way they see fit and for their own long-term 

benefit. It is particularly this interaction type that has been promoted in the NPM-rhetoric (see 

2.3.2.1). This is obvious from the pay for performance schemes and market type mechanisms that are 

                                                      
36
 Mary Douglas in an email-exchange (January 16, 2003). 

37
 The author wishes to thank Perri 6 for this important qualification.  

38
 More recently Douglas denoted groups with egalitarian interaction patterns “consensual communities.” (Mary Douglas in 

an email-exchange, January 18, 2003) 
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proposed by NPM-proponents, but also from the typically NPM-style “homiletic” (Lynn 1996) 

success stories of heroic public managers (see e.g. Osborne and Gaebler 1992).  

 

The final type is “fatalism,” which arises in “conditions where cooperation is rejected, distrust 

widespread, and apathy reigns” (Hood 1998: 9). Any discretion public servants might have in such a 

fatalist context can only be used in a non-strategic, short-term way, essentially to sustain coping 

behaviour. This interaction pattern is usually distinguished from the three other “active” types and 

there is disagreement
39
 over the question whether or not it can be conceived of as a "conscious" way 

of organising and hence as an interaction type that can be deliberately expected, particularly by the 

organisation’s management. The first, and most traditional, position is to distinguish fatalism from the 

other types and to deny that it is an “organisation building activity” (Schwarz and Thompson 1990: 

74). According to this view, the three other types can be conceived of as both “ways of organising” 

(i.e. consciously expected interaction patterns) and actual interaction types, but “fatalism” can, by 

definition, only take the form of actual interaction type, since a “fatalist way of organising” is a 

contradictio in terminis. Others, like Christopher Hood (1998), acknowledge the unusual character of 

fatalism, but still link fatalism to “how-to-do-it ideas about organisational design” (1998: 149) and 

conceive of it as a particular “recipe for good public management" (Ibid.: 157). According to Hood, 

the mechanism of control in such a “fatalist way of organising” is “contrived randomness” and typical 

practices of this approach include random posting of employees and unpredictable inspection systems. 

The more traditionally oriented authors would recognise the fatalist elements in such “contrived 

randomness” practices, but would indicate that there is an element of contrivance and hence some 

deliberate strategic planning involved, implying that contrived randomness is a hybrid form 

combining hierarchy and fatalism, and not a purely fatalist form. The present project will essentially 

follow Hood’s position in this debate, implying that, in our conceptualisation, an interaction pattern 

can still be fatalist, even when it is consciously designed that way. That position is followed for two 

reasons. First, “contrived randomness” refers to a considerable number of practices that cannot be 

easily (if at all) conceptualised in the other three types, but are nevertheless often used, particularly as 

part of anti-corruption or public sector ethics policies. Second, Hood’s conceptualisation will be 

followed in a pragmatic way. The presence of some element of expected fatalism (i.e. contrived 

randomness) will not automatically imply conceptualising the interaction patterns as fatalist. Like for 

all the other types, the ultimate measure will be the actual form the interaction patterns ultimately 

take. If the contrived randomness were implemented in a very organised, conscious and structured 

way (e.g. when random posting occurs at clearly defined points in time, with a very limited number of 

possible posts and with some opportunity for appeal) then this would be conceptualised as a 

hierarchist-fatalist hybrid. If, on the other hand, the randomness aspect is strongly emphasised and the 

public servants are really expected to interact in a high-grid-low-group way, then this will be codified 

as "fatalist," even when someone somewhere actually designed and planned this randomness. 

 

Table 1-3 discusses the main characteristics of each of the four types, as defined in the present 

research project. The definitions are based on the classic works of grid-group theory (Douglas 1993; 

Douglas 1978; Mars 1982; Schwarz and Thompson 1990; Thompson et al. 1990; Coyle 1997; Hood 

1998a), on Considine and Lewis (1999) and on Hegner (1986), who conceived of the three "active" 

types as institutional arrangements for the coordination of actions. These diverse origins as well as the 

importance of a consistent codification in the actual empirical research require an explicit and 

elaborate specification of the four types. That is intended in Table 1-3, which will serve as the guiding 

instrument for the codification of the empirical information with regard to interaction patterns. 

 

                                                      
39
 The author would like to thank Perri 6 for summarising this debate in an e-mail exchange. 
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 Hierarchist  Egalitarian Individualist Fatalist 

The group 

dimension 

 

Strong control by 

the group; strong 

group boundaries  

Strong control by 

the group; strong 

emphasis on group 

boundary (the “wall 

of virtue”) 

Individual not bound 

by the group 

Individual does not 

belong to a group, is 

an “isolate” 

The grid 

dimension 

 

Strong regulation: 

Individual is bound 

by socially 

organised roles, 

rules, procedures 

and classifications, 

i.e. by a self-

repeating structure, 

with distinctive 

subdivisions 

Minimal regulation: 

individual 

participates in 

collective and open 

negotiations,  

but is constrained 

by controls 

exercised in the 

name of the group 

(not bound by 

prescribed roles or 

procedures)  

Minimal regulation:  

individual negotiates 

his own status  

(not bound by group 

incorporation nor 

prescribed roles or 

procedures) 

Strong regulation: 

individual is bound 

by rules, procedures, 

classifications, etc. 

The objects of 

behaviour 

dispositions 

 (Hegner 

1986) 

Respect towards 

role incumbents 

Sympathy for other 

persons 

Interest in the goods 

of others 

No active behaviour 

dispositions 

Dominant 

mechanism of 

control  

 (Hood 1998a) 

Oversight 

 

Mutuality Competition 

 

Contrived 

randomness 

Assumed 

main 

motivator 

Rules and 

procedures 

Trust and good 

contacts 

Material and short-

term benefits 

Survival of the 

individual 

Rationality 

 (Schwarz and 

Thompson 

1990: 6-8) 

Procedural: 

focusing on “who 

does what,” rather 

than on the outcome  

Critical: 

Constant criticism 

on the outside 

world to sustain 

collective identity 

Substantive: 

focusing on the 

“bottom-line” 

Fatalistic: 

Outcomes, good or 

bad, are simply to be 

enjoyed or endured, 

never achieved 

Status-

relations 

Asymmetrical Symmetrical Symmetrical Asymmetrical 

Preferred 

way of 

organising 

 

(Schwarz and 

Thompson 

1990: 66-67) 

Nested bounded 

group 

Egalitarian bounded 

group 

Ego-focused network Margins of organised 

patterns 

Table 1-3: Defining the four interaction patterns 

 

One additional point of clarification is useful, notably with regard to leadership. As Mary Douglas 

noted, “we tend to confuse any stratified culture with the culture of hierarchy or suppose the latter to 

be present wherever we see a crowned head or a multinational corporation chief executive” (Douglas 

1993: 63). The same goes for public sector organisations: there is a tendency to codify the interaction 

patterns as hierarchist once we see a hierarchical structure with a principal at the top. This can be 

wrong, however, since the defining characteristics of the hierarchist interaction pattern is not 

leadership but binding rules, roles and procedures (see Table 1-3). Leadership, which is always 

present to at least some degree in any public sector organisation, can take the form of any of the four 
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interaction types. One can imagine the manager as an individualist entrepreneur who stimulates 

competition within his organisation, e.g. by pay for performance systems. One can also imagine a 

manager who prefers to apply the egalitarian way of organising within his organisation, e.g. with 

techniques that increase participation. Third, there is, indeed, the classical bureaucratic leader, 

applying the hierarchist way of organising. As for the final fatalist type, one can imagine a manager 

who creates a fatalist environment for his staff through “contrived randomness” mechanisms. In that 

case the actual form the contrived randomness takes on the work-floor will determine the 

conceptualisation of the interactions (see above): as fatalism or as hybrid between fatalism and one of 

the active ways (particularly hierarchy). All these examples refer to four deliberate leadership styles 

(i.e. interaction types stimulated by the manager) that are applied by the manager in his organisation. 

Grid-group theory would expect, however, that these are at least related to the environment in which 

the manager finds himself. For example, a manager who works in a competitive-individualist 

environment (e.g. because he has a temporary and conditional contract) is very likely to apply a 

similar way of organising within his organisation. However, the relationship between the situation in 

which a manager finds himself and his leadership style will be strongest (if not unavoidable) in the 

case of fatalism. Bound by rules and without feeling any enduring connection with other people, 

managers in a fatalist environment will tend to respond to any issue that calls on them as a manager 

by asking: “why bother?” (Thompson forthcoming). As such, they would not exert any deliberate 

leadership and communicate fatalist expectations for their staff.  

 

c)   "Combinations of types" rather than pure types 

 

Above, we discussed the four types as "ideal-types," perhaps suggesting that the intra- and extra-

organisational factors shape the interaction patterns unambiguously into one particular direction. This 

is, of course, very unlikely in practice. On the contrary, it is a central assumption of grid-group theory 

on which this typology and the theory as a whole (cf. infra) are based, that the types “are self-defined 

adversarially” (Douglas and Ney 1998: 104): each of the types needs the other to define itself against. 

The other types are, at least potentially and usually actually, always present in a given social unit. 

Thompson et al. (1990: 4) call this the “requisite variety [proposition]
40
”: the types are in constant 

competition with each other and at the same time depend upon one another. This will be further 

explained in Chapter 2. Hence, we expect to find a mix of interaction types. The interesting task then 

is not so much to identify thé interaction type, but to indicate the relative “doses” of each of the types 

in a particular setting. The propositions will then predict that the relative doses of each of the 

interaction types is associated with similar doses of the corresponding types of ethical climate, ethical 

decision making and ethical behaviour respectively (see Chapter 2). 

 

2. Further specifying the second dimension: loci of the interactions 

 

As explained above, the second dimension can be split up in several “loci of interaction.” The main 

distinction is between interactions within the organisation on the one hand and interactions between 

organisational members and outsiders on the other. It is possible that different interaction types occur 

in these different loci. It is, for example, very conceivable that the interaction types within an 

organisation will substantially differ from the interaction type between organisational members and 

outsiders, such as members of other governmental agencies or public service users. Organisations can 

for example compel their members, in a hierarchist way, to deal with the organisation's "clients" in an 

individualist or egalitarian way. Even within those categories of intra- and extra-organisational 

interactions, strong differences are quite possible. As for extra-organisational interaction patterns, it is 

                                                      
40
 Thompson et al. in fact describe this as "the requisite variety condition," but "proposition" seems to be more descriptive for 

what it implies in the context of our research. 
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for example conceivable that the interaction patterns with members of other governmental 

organisations will be of a different type than the interaction patterns with public service users. Some 

possible loci are listed in Table 1-4, which also provides, for each of the loci, some examples
41
 of the 

four interaction types. What the exact loci, will be will of course depend on the actual organisation.  

 

 

 Interaction types 

   

Interaction types within the organisation 

 

Interaction types between organisational 

members and outsiders 

 

 Interaction with 

management  

Interaction with peers Interaction with 

(members of) other 

governmental units  

Interaction with 

"public service users"  

Hierarchist Bureaucratic structure, 

"ladder of authority,"… 

Mutual interactions are 

strictly regulated by rules 

and procedures 

- "Bonding" 

- “monitoring” 

 

The user is typically 

treated as a subordinate 

who should first and 

foremost be pressed to 

comply with the law 

Egalitarian Participative structure, 

team-based 

organisation,… 

Mutual interactions are 

based on trust and 

focused on cooperation 

Trust-based The user is typically 

treated as a citizen, 

somebody who is part 

of a community and 

who should participate 

in the production of 

services 

Individualist Market-based structure, 

pay for performance 

scheme,… 

Mutual interactions are 

based on prices and costs 

and focused on 

competition 

- "Monitoring" 

- "incentives" and "risk-

turnover" 

The user is typically 

treated as a customer, 

somebody who can 

contribute to profits.  

Fatalist Randomised structure: 

random posting, 

unannounced controls,… 

If they exist at all, 

mutual interactions are 

unpredictable (being 

dominated by 

unpredictable 

constraints) 

Randomised controls The user is typically 

treated in an ad random, 

unpredictable way 

Table 1-4: Examples of the four interaction types in different loci of interaction 

                                                      
41
 These are only examples, not guiding principles and definitions for the codification of the empirical findings, as was the 

case in the table that defined the four types. (see Table 1-3).  
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The first column describes the interaction patterns with management. This has been discussed above, 

when introducing the four types.
42
 Yet, given its empirical importance in public administration, some 

further clarification of the hierarchist interaction type is appropriate here. Although the defining 

element of hierarchy as conceptualised in grid-group theory is rules and procedures, hierarchist 

interactions also imply some form of supervision. It is through this supervision that rules and 

procedures are imposed. Page analyses how this supervision works in a hierarchy and observes that, 

perhaps somewhat counter-intuitively, "hierarchy does not imply the ability to trace all policy 

decisions of any import unambiguously to the top of the organisational pyramid, and Weber's (...) 

acknowledgement of the importance of subordinate officials underlines this" (Page 1992: 63). Instead, 

supervision in a hierarchy implies "the ability of a superior organisation or an official in a superior 

position to review the actions of a subordinate and give the subordinate directions" (Ibid., italics 

added). Rather than through direct assertion of authority by the superior, hierarchy often works 

through anticipation, by the subordinates, of the supervisor's reaction.  

 
The chances of success of the proposal [of a subordinate] are low where top-level support is needed, but 

cannot be gained, for a project and swimming against the stream of executive opinion may be costly in 

terms of one's own career. Realising this, and generally not being much inclined to escape executive 

control, the subordinate ranks attempt to anticipate executive reactions to the projects they seem to 

develop without intervention and guidance from the top." (Mayntz and Scharpf 1975: 101, cited in: Page 

1992: 63-64).  

 

Page found examples of this "supervision through anticipation" phenomenon in the four countries he 

studied (France, Germany, Britain and the US).  

 

The second column refers to the interaction patterns with peers. The top cell shows, once again, that 

hierarchy is primarily about rule-boundedness, and not necessarily about one party dominating the 

other (the latter might as well occur in an individualist context). The interactions among peers would 

be typically hierarchist, for example, if seniority played an important role and people with higher 

seniority would, simply because of that formal aspect, have more power.  

 

The third column refers to interactions with (members of) other governmental units. These units might 

be at the same level as the unit studied (as would be the case among field offices performing the same 

tasks in different regions). In that case the interaction patterns would be similar to those described in 

the second column (i.e. among peers). It is also possible, however (and that is what is focused on 

here) that the interactions are with (members of) units at other hierarchical levels: an overseeing unit 

or the organisation it has to oversee. These relationships have often been conceptualised in the 

language of the principal-agent framework and this is also how they are described in Table 1-4. The 

principal-agent framework was originally developed to conceptualise market relationships, typified by 

strong goal-incongruence and information-asymmetry between principal and agent. Typical examples 

of this include the patient-doctor or client-solicitor relationships. Later on it has also been applied to 

hierarchical relationships as they can be found in bureaucratic contexts (Verhoest 2002). Table 1-4 

refers to classic steering-instruments that can be used by the principal to avoid opportunistic 

behaviour by the agent, given the assumed self-interested behaviour of both parties, goal conflict and 

information asymmetry. Jensen and Meckling (1976), Vosselman (1996) and Verhoest (2002) 

mention three instruments: 

                                                      
42
 It should be emphasised that the column "interactions with management" in Table 1-4 does not refer to "leadership style" 

(see also 1.2.1.1). The latter refers to how the supervisor and/or the topmanager (factors on the first dimension, the rows), 

shape the intra- and extra-organisational interaction patterns of the organisational members. The interaction patterns in the 

column "interaction with management" in Table 1-4, on the other hand, are shaped by all factors, of which "supervisor as 

referent" and "top management as referent" are just two.  
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� "Bonding" is a typically hierarchist instrument: the agent agrees with limitations on his 

behaviour in order to "guarantee that he will not take certain actions which would harm the 

principal or to ensure that the principal will be compensated if he does take such actions" (Jensen 

and Meckling 1976: 308; Waterman and Meier 1998: 177). Since the original principal-agent 

framework was developed to conceptualise market relationships, the agent explicitly agrees with 

this bonding, because he thinks that, in the end, it is also to his own benefit. However, "bonding" 

in a bureaucratic environment refers to the principal limiting the agent's scope for unwanted 

behaviour (e.g. shirking or stealing) through rules and procedures, whether or not the agent 

actually agreed with them.  

� "Monitoring" refers to observing the agent's behaviour or output and aims at two particular 

effects (Vosselman 1996: 139-140). First, it is to reduce the agent's tendency to provide 

insufficient or wrong information before the agreement is reached ("ex ante") and hence to reduce 

the chances of "adverse selection." Second, it helps to avoid "moral hazard" by the agent, i.e. 

abusing the principal’s limited scope to distinguish between the agent's efforts and other 

environmental circumstances. This instrument can take both a hierarchist and an individualist 

form. Intensely monitoring a broad area of the agent's behaviour would fit hierarchy's high-group 

and high-grid conditions. When, on the other hand, the principal's emphasis is on creating or 

simulating some kind of competition between the agents (or between the agent and some, possibly 

virtual, benchmark), the interaction patterns would be individualist.  

� "Incentives" or, more specifically, "risk-turnover mechanisms" are instruments to reward or 

punish on the basis of the agent's efforts or his actual output. This has been called a mechanism 

of "risk-turnover" since the agent faces the risk that, in spite of a sufficient degree of effort, his 

output is limited because of environmental circumstances (Vosselman 1996: 140). As such, the 

main assumed motivators are material and short-term benefits (see Table 1-3) and the incentives 

are intended to create some kind of (simulated) competition. Hence, these are clearly 

individualist instruments. 

As such, the principal-agent framework considers the individualist and hierarchist interaction patterns 

between (members of) the principal and (members of) the agent.
43
 It loses, however, an important part 

of the empirical reality because it lacks a focus on more trust-based interaction patterns. This has been 

one of the main criticisms on the principal agent framework (see Verhoest 2002). The present 

framework does consider these forms of organising under the “egalitarian” label. Neither does the 

principal-agent framework explicitly conceptualise fatalist or contrived randomness mechanisms of 

control, while it is easy to imagine control mechanisms with a strong random element.  

 

The final column on the right hand side of Table 1-4 refers to the four ways in which public servants 

of an organisational unit can interact with public service users. The traditional hierarchist way treats 

users as "subordinates to the state," who should respect the law. The egalitarian way centres on 

consultation and participation. The public service user is considered a "responsible citizen," who 

should be consulted regularly and who should participate in the implementation of public policy, not 

to enhance the governmental organisation's profits, but because he is a member of the community who 

should be heard on issues concerning the community. The task of the public administrator is to "focus 

on building relationships of trust and collaboration with and among citizens" (Denhardt and Denhardt 

2000: 555, see also Chapter 2). The individualist way, on the other hand, refers to the typical 

relationship between a private sector company and its customers: an efficient, businesslike and 

“friendly” way of interacting, at least as long as both parties benefit from the "contract." Some 

                                                      
43
 A case could be made that all the instruments of the principal-agent theory are essentially individualist because of the 

individualist assumptions of the framework. Hence, even the bonding-instrument is used in a contractual relationship 

between self-interested actors who voluntarily agree on the terms of contract. The practice in the public sector seriously 

departs from these assumptions, however. The actual way in which the bonding mechanism is applied in the public sector 

(i.e. through input-steering, see Verhoest (2002)) is clearly hierarchist. 
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consultation of the customer is usual in such a situation (as can be deduced from the large marketing 

research budgets in the private sector), but only with the intention to sell more, i.e. to increase 

profits.
44
 Finally, a fatalist interaction pattern is typified by an unpredictable, random treatment of 

citizens, e.g. through at random selection of users to be inspected.  

It should be noted that this is an area particularly sensitive for gaps between rhetoric and actual 

practice. NPM-proponents, for example, tend to refer to both individualist and egalitarian arguments 

when they defend a customer service orientation, but the actual practices they propose usually take a 

dominantly individualist form. The present typology serves to show that typically individualist 

"quality enhancing" practices, e.g. with the aim to reduce queues or to reduce the number of 

paperwork for the customer, are very different from citizen participation or consultation. Mintzberg, 

for example, clearly distinguishes the individualist interaction type from the other three: “I am not a 

mere customer of my government, thank you. I expect something more than arm’s-length trading and 

something less than the encouragement to consume” (Mintzberg 1996: 77). 

1.2.2. Ethical climate 

 

Ethical climate, or the "the shared perceptions of what is ethically correct behavior and how ethical 

issues should be handled" (Victor and Cullen 1987), will be operationalised on the basis of Victor and 

Cullen (1988; 1987)'s typology. They developed a theoretical typology with two dimensions, each 

with three positions. The dimension “ethical criterion” refers to three major classes of ethical theory 

that can also be found in Kohlberg’s theory of moral development
45
: egoism, benevolence and 

principle. The dimension “locus of analysis” refers to the main referent group that identifies “the 

source of moral reasoning used for applying ethical criteria to organisational decisions and/or the 

limits on what would be considered in ethical analyses of organisational decisions” (Victor and 

Cullen 1988: 105). The individual locus of analysis identifies the sources of ethical reasoning within 

the individual. The local locus of analysis identifies sources of ethical reasoning at the level of the 

organisation. The cosmopolitan locus locates the referent for ethical reasoning outside the 

organisation. Together, the ethical criterion dimension and the locus of analysis dimension define nine 

ethical climate types. Victor and Cullen developed an Ethical Climate Questionnaire in which each 

climate type was described by a number of items (e.g. “in this company, people are expected to follow 

their own personal and moral beliefs” to measure Personal Morality climate) that are scored by the 

respondents on a six-point scale ranging from “completely false” to “completely true.”  

 

                                                      
44
 To be clear, an individualist expected interaction pattern between public servants and “public service users” does not 

necessarily imply competition (i.e. individualism) among the users. Similarly, when the users have to compete with each 

other, e.g. for scholarships, their interactions with public servants might still be organised in a hierarchist or egalitarian way. 
45
 We join Victor and Cullen (1988: 105) however, in their claim that “types of ethical climates are classifications of groups 

or organizations only and are not assumed to follow the developmental sequence that is hypothesized for individuals. 

Moreover (…) individuals at various stages of moral development can exist in groups with normative systems that differ from 

their own level of moral development.” In addition, the definitions of the three ethical criteria of Victor and Cullen (egoism, 

benevolence and principle) do not entirely match with the bases of Kohlberg’s three levels of moral judgement. An 

Organisational Rules climate (i.e. the principle criterion) e.g. does not automatically imply moral reasoning at Kohlberg’s 

postconventional level. People might apply organisational rules based on considerations related to the conventional level of 

moral reasoning (where people’s “values and moral decisions are determined by those around them” (White 1999c: 124)). 
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Locus of analysis/ 

Ethical criterion 

Individual 

 

Local Cosmopolitan 

Egoism Self-interest 

(1) 

Organisational Interest 

(2) 

Efficiency 

(3) 

Benevolence Friendship 

(4) 

Team Interest 

(5) 

Stakeholder Orientation 

(6) 

Principle Personal Morality 

 

 

(7) 

Organisational Rules 

 

 

(8) 

Laws  

(9a)                     Public  

                           Interest  

                                (9b) 

Table 1-5: Nine ethical climate types 

 

The nine types in Table 1-5 are largely based on the typology of Victor and Cullen, but their 

definition is somewhat adapted to the public sector and to the purposes of the theory, this is 

particularly the case for cell 9, which is split up in two parts. The empirical research will use an 

adapted version of the “Ethical Climate Questionnaire” to measure the dominant climate(s) in a 

particular organisation. We briefly discuss each of the nine types. 

 

The egoism criterion is focused on maximising self-interest, which is defined in a narrow, 

instrumental and economic sense of immediate interest. The loci of analysis identify the particular 

“self” of which the interests are maximised. In the Self-interest climate type (the individual locus of 

analysis), the individuals within the organisation perceive that it is expected from them that they 

maximise their personal interests. “As such, the decision-maker usually seeks the alternative with the 

consequences that most satisfies his/her needs, ignoring/neglecting the needs or interest of others” 

(Parboteeah and Cullen 2003: 140). The local locus of analysis identifies a climate that is aimed at 

maximising the immediate, economic interests of the organisation. In Victor and Cullen’s typology 

this is referred to as “company profit,” but the present typology will use “Organisational Interest,” 

which is more appropriate in the public sector. Finally, the cosmopolitan locus defines the egoism 

criterion as considerations of the economic and immediate interests of “the public sector” or, for that 

matter, “the society.” This climate type is labelled “Efficiency.” Thus, each of the three climate types 

considers resp. the individual, the organisation and the society as “a reified, indivisible unit that can 

be understood to have needs and preferences” (Victor and Cullen 1988: 106-107). In each of the three 

climates people see themselves as part of that reified self of which they try to maximise the interests. 

 

Those who apply the benevolence criterion on the other hand, typically make teleological 

considerations of the consequences of their actions. In the climates that are typified by this criterion, 

people do not think of themselves as being part of a single, reified self of which the interests should 

be maximised, but they make a distinction between the subject and the object of ethical behaviour and 

consider the consequences of their behaviour for the well-being of others. The locus of analysis 

identifies the relevant object of these considerations. In the “Friendship climate” people consider 

other people, “irrespective of organizational or specific stakeholder memberships” (Parboteeah and 

Cullen 2003: 141). At the local level, the benevolence criterion is defined as “consideration of the 

organisational collective (e.g. esprits de corps, team play)” (Victor and Cullen 1988: 107), hence the 

label “Team Interest.”
46
 In a benevolent climate at the cosmopolitan level people consider their 

                                                      
46
 Recently, Parboteeah and Cullen redefined the difference between the egoism-local and benevolent-local climate types: 

“the benevolent-local climate is different from the egoistic-local climate in that the benefit for the whole organisation is taken 

into consideration as opposed to just the work group in an egoistic-local ethical climate” (Parboteeah and Cullen 2003: 144-

145). Albeit not explicit, this is a clear departure from the original definitions of Victor and Cullen (1988), who distinguished 
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actions for stakeholders outside the organisation. These include individuals and organisations outside 

the public sector with whom the organisation deals (its “clients” or "suppliers"), but also “internal 

clients” within the public sector, but outside the specific organisation.
47
 This climate is labelled 

“Stakeholder Orientation,” because public servants within this climate consider the consequences of 

their actions for their immediate stakeholders, as far as they actually interact with them. When this 

climate is the only or the dominant one in an organisation, people will not tend to consider the 

consequences of their actions for inconceivable and “intangible” groups as “the electorate,” “the 

taxpayers” or “the wider public.” The latter will only be considered at the level of the principle 

criterion. 

 

People applying the principle criterion make a deontological consideration of laws, rules and 

principles when dealing with ethical issues. The loci of analysis then identify the sources from which 

the principles can be derived. The individual level identifies a Personal Morality climate. In a very 

strict interpretation of this typology, this climate only refers to an organisation in which people reason 

independently and only in a principled, deontological way. We depart from this very strict 

interpretation in two ways, the first being consistent with Victor and Cullen, the second being an 

expansion of their definition.  

First, strictly speaking the “personal ethical beliefs and standards” to which the Personal Morality 

climate refers, is limited to principled, deontological considerations about ethical issues (since this 

climate is based on the principle criterion). The proposed framework will, however, use a broader 

understanding of this climate type. Identifying a climate as Personal Morality will mean that people in 

that climate perceive that they have a significant degree of discretion, which they can use to make not 

only considerations based on the Personal Morality standard, but also on all the other standards.
48
 

Second, the definition of Personal Morality is also expanded to include the notion of “innovation” 

(Bouckaert and Vandenhove 1996: 61-63). Bouckaert and Vandenhove hypothesised and found such 

an “innovative ethical climate,”
49
 which they conceptualised as a climate in which innovative people 

are encouraged and personal creativity is considered to be an important asset of the organisation and 

which they found to be positively associated with the degree of responsibility of an organisation, as 

conceptualised from a stakeholder theory perspective (Bouckaert and Vandenhove 1996: 78). It is to 

be expected that in an ethical climate where people feel that they can freely choose the ethical 

standard to apply (Personal Morality), they will also perceive that innovation and personal creativity 

are appreciated. Thus, given that the Ethical Climate Questionnaire does not include any references to 

innovation, we will complement Victor and Cullen’s four items measuring “Personal Morality” with 

two items from Bouckaert and Vandenhove (1998; 1996)’s measurement instrument for the 

                                                                                                                                                                      
both by defining egoism-local as being focussed on immediate, materialistic benefit and the latter as “consideration of the 

organisational collective.” Henceforth the latter distinction will be used, as we assume this distinction to be better embedded 

in the underlying “egoism vs. benevolence” distinction, than a distinction between the work-group and the organisational 

levels of analysis. 
47
 Following the original Ethical Climate Survey, our survey will only focus on the “clients” outside the public sector 

(citizens) to operationalise cell 6. However, a cosmopolitan benevolent attitude to “internal clients within the public sector” 

might be found in the interviews and that is why this other category is also considered in the theoretical framework. 
48
 This broader definition is justified on both methodological and theoretical grounds. Methodologically, it is difficult (if not 

impossible) to distinguish in a survey (with only four items to identify a type) deontological (“principle”) independent ethical 

reasoning from more consequentialist (“benevolent”) or egoistic, but also independent, ethical reasoning. In other words, the 

Ethical Climate Questionnaire is only able to measure whether people perceive whether they have significant discretion or 

not. It is not capable of identifying whether people indeed perceive that they are expected to use that discretion only for 

reasoning with the principle criterion. Victor and Cullen do not make this extension explicit, but the items they use to 

measure “Personal Morality” shows that, in practice, they also take this broader definition. Second, theoretically, the most 

interesting element of this Personal Morality climate is the degree of perceived independence and discretion for ethical 

reasoning, rather than the question whether that reasoning is deontological or not.  
49
 Actually, they rather found a combination of the innovative climate with the participatory climate (Bouckaert and 

Vandenhove 1996: 64). However, because their participatory climate is almost similar to our “Team Interest climate,” this 

concept and the items with which it is measured are not added.  
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innovation climate (see 3.1.2.3). The survey analysis will then indicate whether this theoretical choice 

to integrate innovation into the Personal Morality climate is empirically justifiable. 

 

At the local locus of the principle criterion, the source of the principles lies within the organisation. 

This is the typical rule-following and procedure-centred climate that is often perceived in classical 

bureaucratic organisations: Organisational Rules.  

 

At the cosmopolitan locus, the source of the principles is outside the immediate organisation. People 

in this climate perceive that they are expected to refer to extra-organisational sources, such as laws 

and broader principles, to justify ethically sensitive decisions. The proposed framework splits this cell 

9 in two, thus taking into account the specific characteristics of the public sector. One section of cell 9 

(9a) is similar to cell 9 of the Victor and Cullen typology. It is dubbed "Laws," and refers to all supra-

organisational sources of rules and regulations: laws, royal decrees, personnel statutes, sector-wide 

collective labour agreements, etc. It also refers to professional codes, which is particularly relevant for 

public servants who are also member of a "profession": medical doctors, veterinary surgeons, 

therapists, accountants, etc. The second section of cell 9 (9b), "public interest" is added to the Victor 

and Cullen typology and is specific to the public sector. This climate type “supports the pursuit of 

public interests publicly defined through a deliberative process” (deLeon and Denhardt 2000: 91). 

These "public interests" include principles like justice, equity, neutrality, etc. In a climate where this 

standard is dominant, people are expected to genuinely take up the role of public servant and to 

assume the responsibilities that go with it. They have a sense of duty to the public interest, rather than 

to Efficiency (cell 3) or the immediate interest of the client (cell 6).  

 

Finally, two more general remarks are in place. Victor and Cullen's ethical climate construct fits in a 

long tradition of research into organisational climate (Denison 1996: 623-625). The concept 

originated with Lewin’s studies of experimentally created climates in the 1930’s, was introduced in 

organisational studies at the end of the sixties, and reached a prominent status with a fairly high 

degree of consensus over its central tenets through a series of review articles (e.g. Payne and Pugh 

1976) in the mid 1970’s. The 1980's were characterised by a series of essays and studies into the 

etiology of organisational climates, which will be addressed in Chapter 2 (see 2.3.1.1). During this 

period, several important methodological and theoretical issues have risen and attempts have been 

made to deal with them. We merely limit ourselves here to two classic issues that are particularly 

relevant for our research. 

First, the climate literature has produced some very advanced considerations of the level of analysis 

issue (Glick 1985; Joyce and Slocum 1984; Klein, Dansereau, and Hall 1994; Klein et al. 1999; 

Schneider 1975). Here, suffice it to mention the distinction between psychological and collective 

climate (Glick 1985). The former (see e.g. Koys and DeCotiis 1991) is measured and theoretically 

considered at the individual level: it is the perception, made by the individual employee, of his/her 

environment. The latter, on the other hand, is considered as something intersubjective, something on 

which there is an agreement among the employees. Empirical research (see e.g. Joyce and Slocum 

1984) has shown that these kinds of shared meanings exist, and that it therefore makes sense to talk 

about a “collective climate” at a supra-individual level of analysis. The framework we propose 

explicitly chooses for that level of analysis to measure ethical climate and the items are formulated 

with a focus on that level, thus following the seminal study of Victor and Cullen (1988) and most of 

the other research into the topic.  

Second, with Victor and Cullen and most other authors from the organisational climate tradition (see 

e.g. Schneider (1975) and Schneider and Reichers (1975)), we emphasise that ethical climate is not an 

instrument to measure the way in which the respondents evaluate the climate in their organisation, but 

the way in which they perceive it. Hence, it is not an evaluative instrument, but a descriptive 
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instrument and the respondents are considered to be observers, rather than judges. On the basis of a 

brief review of the literature on organisational climate more generally, Schneider and Reichers (1983: 

22) conclude that, when the respondents are explicitly asked to distinguish description from 

evaluation, they are able to do so. In their 1988 study, Victor and Cullen found that affective 

judgements were only to a very limited extent related to the climate perceptions, concluding that 

“respondents can distinguish between affective responses to ethical climates and perceptions of 

ethical climates” (Victor and Cullen 1988: 118).  

1.2.3. Ethical decision making 

 

In order to operationalise ethical decision making, we will again use the typology of Table 1-5. This 

time, however, the nine cells do not refer to ethical climate types but to ethical standards, something 

importantly different. An ethical standard is a prescription or rule that can be applied by individuals 

making ethically sensitive decisions. An ethical climate type is a perception, shared by the 

organisational members, that it is expected from them to follow a specific ethical standard. We take 

the top-left Self-interest cell as an example to clarify this point. The ethical climate Self-interest is a 

climate in which organisational members perceive that it is expected from them to protect their own 

interests (i.e. to apply the Self-interest ethical standard). The ethical standard “Self-interest” on the 

other hand is a standard that can be applied by individuals in ethical decision making and that 

prescribes to protect one's own self-interest above all else.  

The difference between “climate” and “standard” could be explained in a similar way for the other 

cells. Yet, considering the above-mentioned broad definition of the Personal Morality climate, that 

issue deserves some special attention here as well. Because of a measurement problem and for 

theoretical reasons, the meaning of Personal Morality as a climate was expanded to include all other 

standards. However, when we want to measure the Personal Morality ethical standard and not the 

Personal Morality ethical climate, this measurement problem disappears and the theoretical reasons 

are not relevant anymore. Thus, we can return to the original definition of Personal Morality: when 

somebody applies the Personal Morality standard, this entails that he or she uses the principled, 

deontological way of reasoning and uses him/herself as the source of those principles, even when this 

might imply disobeying laws, rules, procedures or direct managerial orders. This type of reasoning 

corresponds with Kohlberg and Rest's "postconventional" schema (Swisher, Rizzo, and Marsha 2001: 

54) of ethical decision making (dominating in the fifth and sixth stages of moral development). The 

basis of judgement in that schema consists of "postconventional moral values," which "are derived 

from principles that can be applied universally" (Stewart, Sprinthall, and Shafer 2001: 459). 

 

The framework reduces "ethics" to nine principles and is thus, unavoidably, a significant reduction of 

the much more complex reality. It is, nevertheless, broad enough to allow for some subtlety and, when 

it will for example be used as a basis to codify interview transcripts, it will compel to go beyond mere 

rules of thumb that are referred to by the respondents. To take an example, when a respondent says 

that he applies the “principle of customer service orientation,” this might mean very different things. 

First, when the respondent means that he is friendly to the public service users because that is good 

for the organisation, in an immediate and materialistic sense (e.g. when it operates in a competitive 

environment), then his answer should be classified under the Organisational Interest (cell 2) and 

Efficiency (cell 3) standards. Second, when he actually means that it is important to consider the 

effects of his decisions on the clients for their own sake (and not for the organisation’s), then he refers 

to the Stakeholder Orientation standard (cell 6). Third, when he would emphasise the “principle” part 

of his initial answer and when he would refer to the actual law in which this principle is formulated 

then his answer should be classified under the Laws standard (cell 9). Fourth, when he would 

explicitly refer to concrete and explicit organisational procedures that prescribe particular forms of 
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customer friendliness, then he clearly applies the Organisational Rules (cell 8) standard. Finally, he 

could imply that the customer service orientation standard is a central “principle” for him that he 

considers so important that he would even disobey rules or laws to apply it, thus applying the Personal 

Morality standard (cell 7). This many interpretations for a statement that seemed quite specific at first 

sight, show that the framework is still fairly subtle.  

 

As for the further operationalisation, “Ethical decision making” is usually conceived of as a process 

consisting of several steps (Rest 1986; Trevino 1986; Wyld and Jones 1997; Butterfield, Trevino, and 

Weaver 2000). The here presented framework focuses on two separate steps: ethical dilemmas and 

ethical reasoning. 

 

1.2.3.1. Specifying “ethical dilemmas” 

 

 “Ethical dilemmas” or “ethical decision making situations” have been defined as situations in which 

ethical standards
50
 “are relevant and deserve consideration in making some choice that will have 

significant impact on others” (Wittmer 1994 : 352). The proposed framework defines an ethical 

dilemma as a situation in which two or more of the nine ethical standards are relevant and in conflict 

with each other.  

 

The subvariable "ethical dilemmas" is operationalised very differently in the two research parts. In the 

quantitative survey-based research, "ethical dilemma" is "given" in the form of two hypothetical 

dilemma situations about which the respondent will be asked to reflect and reason. Hence, the survey 

will only measure "ethical reasoning," not "ethical dilemma." The qualitative case research, on the 

other hand will measure "ethical dilemma" in the interviews by asking the interviewees whether they 

have been confronted with ethical dilemmas and, if so, to describe them. Their own description of the 

dilemma (i.e. the conflict between ethical standards) will then be codified by the researcher into the 

abovementioned ninefold typology.  

 

Apart from simply describing the dilemmas, the empirical research will also focus some attention on a 

second aspect: the "moral intensity" of the ethical dilemma situation or the "issue." The "moral 

intensity" concept has been developed by Jones (1991) as part of his "issue contingent framework of 

ethical decision making in organisations." He notably argued that, in order to understand ethical 

decision making, attention should not only be focused on "individual variables," "organisational 

variables" and "environmental variables," as is usually argued in the traditional causal frameworks 

(for useful overviews, see e.g. Wittmer (1994), Brady and Hatch (1992) and Trevino (1986)). 

Decision making is also "contingent" upon characteristics of the issue itself (for reviews see e.g. 

Davis, Johnson, and Ohmer 1998: 374-378; Collins 2000: 6). For this purpose, he developed a 

multidimensional construct "moral intensity" and defined it as "the extent of issue-related moral 

imperative in a situation" (Jones 1991: 372). The concept contains six dimensions: magnitude of 

consequences, social consensus, probability of effect, temporal immediacy, proximity, and 

concentration of effect. As for "magnitude of consequences", e.g., Jones proposed that the ethical 

decision making will differ depending on the amount of harm (or benefit) caused by a potential action 

(or omission). "Proximity" refers to the "feeling of nearness" (Ibid.: 376) the moral agent has for 

potential victims of a decision.  

Jones conceived of "moral intensity of the issue" as an independent variable, hypothesising that this 

would have a significant effect on ethical decision making. In our framework, we depart from that and 

                                                      
50
 Wittmer uses the term “ethical dimensions” instead of “ethical standards,” and, following Rest, defines those “ethical 

dimensions” as those standards that “provide the basic guidelines for determining how conflicts in human interests are to be 

settled and for optimizing mutual benefit of people living together in groups.” (Rest, cited in Wittmer, 1994, p.352)  
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conceptualise it as one aspect of the dependent variable "ethical decision making" itself. Given our 

research question to which our framework aims to provide an answer ("What is the impact of 

interaction patterns on public servants' ethics?"), "moral intensity of the issue" is not a central concept 

in the framework. Yet, there will be one occasion in the empirical research where this moral intensity 

will be taken into consideration. Apart from the two main hypothetical dilemmas in the survey, the 

respondents will also be presented with a number of additional vignettes, in which some elements of 

the main dilemma are changed. These additional vignettes vary on the moral intensity of the dilemma 

(i.e. issue) and thus allow to test whether this has a significant effect upon the ethical choice.  

 

We finish this discussion with an example of an ethical dilemma that we expect to find regularly in 

the law enforcement context: the responsiveness vs. justice dilemma. Should an enforcement officer 

be responsive to the citizen he directly interacts with (Stakeholder Orientation (cell 6)) or should he 

emphasise Organisation Rules (cell 8), Laws (cell 9a) and Public Interest (cell 9b)? The typical 

example of this is a citizen who broke a rule or law, but who did this for reasons that are 

understandable from a compassionate point of view. A real-life example can illustrate this. The owner 

of a small shop has eluded taxes in order to be able to pay for the treatment of his ill wife. His wife 

nevertheless passed away. A tax inspector investigates the shop and comes across this transgression. 

He knows that, if he takes the hard line (cell 8 and 9), the shop owner will go bankrupt, but if he puts 

an understanding blind eye (cell 6), he will be breaching the rules of his organisation (cell 8), the law 

(cell 9a) and general principles like justice and the equal treatment of citizens (cell 9b). The present 

framework thus conceptualises this as a dilemma between cell 6 on the hand and cell 8 and 9 on the 

other, but the dilemma returns in many other conceptualisations in the public administration ethics 

and the street-level bureaucracy literature. Romzek and Dubnick (1987), for example, would 

conceptualise the dilemma as a conflict between bureaucratic and legal accountability on the one hand 

and a particular kind of political accountability to the shop owner on the other. Lipsky also describes 

the dilemma as one between two types of accountability: "street-level bureaucrats are ordinarily 

expected to be accountable to two sources of influence – agency preferences and clients' aims" 

(Lipsky 1980: 162).  

  

1.2.3.2. Specifying “ethical reasoning” 

 

“Ethical reasoning” refers to the actual way in which people deal with ethical dilemmas once they 

have observed them. It considers the next steps of their ethical decision making process and indeed 

focuses on the “reasons” or “rationales” people provide in this reasoning process. In this framework, 

this reason is operationalised as the ethical standard(s) that dominate(s) the ethical reasoning of a 

particular individual and guide(s) him/her to his/her final decision. In spite of what the term 

“reasoning” might suggest, this framework does not imply that the ethical standard(s) are chosen on 

the basis a purely rational reasoning process. “Reasoning” refers to the reasons people provide for 

their ethical choices, and these can be motivated in a highly emotional way, e.g. using Cooper 

(Cooper 1998)’s “anticipatory self-appraisal.”  

 

1.2.4. Unethical behaviour 

 

While “ethical decision making” refers to complex and difficult ethical dilemma situations where 

people usually perceive it to be very difficult to judge what ethical behaviour is, the second variable 

“unethical behaviour” refers to behaviour that most people would reasonably judge to be unethical. 

Obviously, “unethical behaviour” is a very ambiguous term that leaves a lot of scope for bias. Rather 

than trying to completely avoid bias, this framework makes the bias explicit by defining “unethical 
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behaviour” as the excessive use of one of the nine ethical standards. In other words, it refers to a too 

radical (and therefore misunderstood) application of this standard. Table 1-6 provides descriptions of 

the excessive use of the corresponding standards of Table 1-5.
51
 

 

 

Locus of analysis/ 

Ethical criterion 

Individual 

 

Local Cosmopolitan 

Egoism Selfishness  

(corruption s.s.) 

 

(1) 

Organisation-fetishism 

(Protecting the 

organisation’s interest at  

all costs)                     (2) 

Efficiency-fetishism 

 

 

(3) 

Benevolence Nepotism 

 

(4) 

Team-fetishism 

(Protecting the team’s 

interests at all costs) 

(5) 

Partiality  

(preferential treatment 

of stakeholders) 

 (6) 

Principle Anarchy 
 

 

 

(7) 

Rule-fetishism 
 

 

 

(8) 

Law-fetishism 

(9a)                                           

                      Principle-  

                      fetishism                

                               (9b) 

Table 1-6: Nine types of unethical behaviour 

 

The first line in Table 1-6 refers to the three types of unethical behaviour in which self-interest is 

maximised. The first cell refers to Selfishness or corruption in its most narrow sense: “private gain for 

public office.” This includes theft, fraud, cheating, lying etc., as long as these are only to the 

advantage of the person who performs the behaviour. The other two cells define the “self” of which 

the interest is maximised in a broader sense. Cell 2 refers to behaviour that is aimed at protecting the 

organisation’s interest at all costs ("Organisation-fetishism"). Examples of this include cheating in the 

company’s accounts to avoid a decrease of the budget the following year or lying about information 

that would harm the organisation, but could benefit the wider public. Cell 3 refers to an excessive 

emphasis on the Efficiency standard, e.g. in the case where public servants would bend the rules or 

cut corners to increase efficiency (and potentially profits). The unethical behaviour in each of these 

three “egoism” cells could benefit other persons or other organisations, but this will only occur in a 

strict “tit-for-that” relationship or as an unintended side-effect. 

 

The unethical behaviour on the second line, on the other hand, is explicitly intended to benefit others 

without the explicit demand of an immediate and proportional return. The unethical behaviour is 

rather motivated on grounds of mutual trust and benevolence-based considerations of the positive 

effect on the others. In cell 4 (“Nepotism”) that other person is somebody one knows without a direct 

reference to the actual organisation. The classic example of this would be unlawful preferential 

treatment of “friends.” Cell 5 ("Team-fetishism") refers to a misunderstood and exaggerated feeling of 

group loyalty. It covers unethical behaviour aimed at benefiting all the other people of the team in 

which one works. An example of this could be lying to management about unlawful or unethical 

behaviour that is regularly performed by team members. This focus on the team’s interests is different 

from cell two’s focus on organisational interest, since the latter refers to the organisation as a reified 

self, while the former explicitly considers the well-being (be it in a narrow sense) of the team 

                                                      
51
 Where the relationship between Victor and Cullen’s ethical climate types and Kohlberg’s typology of types of moral 

development was already weak, this relationship now completely disappears when the Victor and Cullen typology is 

transformed into a typology of types of unethical behaviour. All types of unethical behaviour (perhaps with the exception of 

cell 7) are at the lower levels of moral development. 
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members. Cell 6 ("Partiality") refers to preferential treatment of constituents that the public servant 

got to know through the execution of his professional duty: clients, suppliers, etc. Thus, it is an 

excessive use of the Stakeholder Orientation standard. 

 

As for the bottom line, unethical behaviour in cell 7 refers to explicitly disobeying rules, laws and 

orders: Anarchy. This idea that the cell 7 Personal Morality standard might be inappropriate or even 

unethical, if applied too excessively, is consistent with the points made in the moral development 

literature, even when the latter has an overall bias in favour of the "postconventional" level of moral 

reasoning that is typical for the Personal Morality standard. Stewart and Sprinthall (2001), for 

example, explicitly emphasize that higher stages or levels are not necessarily "better" and that there 

are situations where rule-oriented behaviour is much more appropriate than Personal Morality 

behaviour. Cell 8 then refers to excessive emphasis on organisational rules and cell 9 refers to the 

excessive application of supra-organisational laws and principles.  

 

To take an example, excessive use of the Laws standard in a tax agency could refer to excessively and 

unnecessarily strict behaviour towards taxpayers who made mistakes in their tax declaration, based on 

a misunderstood and too radical interpretation of the classical principle of “justice.” Excessive use of 

the Self-interest standard in a tax agency, on the other hand, could take the form of individual 

corruption by tax inspectors. Hence, the actual meaning of each of the forms of unethical behaviour 

will differ depending upon the actual organisation that is studied. 

1.2.5. Individual variables and external environment 

 

1.2.5.1. Individual variables 

 

Individual variables affect the ethical variables in two ways. First, they can directly impact ethical 

climate,
52
 ethical decision making and unethical behaviour. These are the effects that are extensively 

studied in the organisational ethics literature and the most important variables among them will be 

briefly summarised in this paragraph. Second, individual variables can also have an effect in 

interaction with the organisational interaction patterns. This has been described by Schneider and 

Reichers (Schneider and Reichers 1983; Schneider 1987) in their "selection-attraction-attrition" 

(SAA) framework. Schneider argues that individuals will tend to apply to organisations to which they 

feel attracted (attraction) or will tend to leave the organisation when they feel that they do not fit 

(attrition), while organisations spend many resources on selecting appropriate co-workers (selection). 

Thus, organisational (selection) and individual (attraction-attrition) processes "combine to produce 

relatively homogenous memberships in any one organization" (Schneider and Reichers 1983: 26). 

Schneider invokes this framework to explain the existence of coherent organisational climates, but it 

can also be used to account for systematic ethical decision making and unethical behaviour. The 

important difference between this SAA-framework and the direct effects of individual variables is that 

the latter focus on between-individual differences and are thus used to account for different types of 

ethical decision making and unethical behaviour within an organisation, while the SAA-framework, 

although considering individual variables, accounts for between-organisational differences.  

 

The paragraph now summarises the main individual variables that have been hypothesised (and 

found) to have a direct effect upon ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical behaviour. 

Like in the case of the organisational factors, the aim is not to be exhaustive and the emphasis will be 

on the business ethics literature, as that has produced more empirical research on the topic than the 
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 In this scenario of "direct effect," the individual variables impact the psychological (i.e. individual-level) ethical climate 

not the organisational ethical climate. 
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public administration ethics literature. The actual classification of the individual variables is based on 

the review by Ford and Richardson (1994). 

 

1. Demographic variables: gender and age 

 

The two most commonly tested control variables in most surveys are gender and age. 

 

Gender is the most researched factor in ethical decision making and behaviour (Collins 2000: 9). On 

the basis of a review of 47 studies, Collins concludes that most research reveals women to be more 

ethical than men. Some studies report no difference, but none of the 47 studies found men to be more 

ethical. Ford and Richardson (1994: 206) and Loe et al. (2000) reached similar conclusions based on 

reviews of respectively 14 and 26 studies. There have been few systematic studies into the moderating 

variables between gender and ethical behaviour. There is some evidence that women are more 

ethically sensitive to relational than to non-relational issues, while some research suggests that women 

are simply more prone to the social desirability bias and the observed differences are thus an artefact 

of the research method (Collins 2000: 11). 

One particular area where the effect of gender on ethical decision making has been emphasised both 

theoretically and empirically has been the field of moral development. One of the main criticisms on 

Kohlberg's theory on moral development has come from the feminist Carol Gilligan (1982). She 

criticised the theory for its alleged bias against women. Since then, however, several reviews and 

meta-analyses (cited inStewart and Sprinthall 1993: 461; and inSwisher et al. 2001: 55) have found 

only very little impact of gender on moral reasoning. Ironically, in those cases where an impact was 

observed, women tended to score slightly higher than men. Examples of this for the public sector are 

the study of White in the US Coast Guard (1999a) who found a statistically significant difference 

between men and women and Stewart and Sprinthall (2001)'s survey among US and Polish public 

managers, who only found a gender effect in the Polish sample. 

 

Most studies that assessed the effect of age, either found no effect or found a positive association 

between age and being ethical (Ford and Richardson 1994: 206; 2000: 187). Only one study found 

that younger managers have a more ethical point of view than older managers (Browning and 

Zabriskie 1983).  

 

2. Educational background 

 

Studies assessing the impact of the type (e.g. technical or non-technical background or business vs. 

non-business students) or level of education tended to find no impact of this variable or contradictory 

effects (Ford and Richardson 1994: 210; 2000: 187). 

 

3. Experience 

 

In our conceptualisation, "experience" has two aspects. The first refers to the variable "years of 

employment." The effect of this variable has not been analysed in much research and most of the 

investigations where it was analysed found no effect (Ford and Richardson 1994: 210; 2000: 187). 

Only two studies found a (positive) association between years of employment and the ethical level of 

the responses, one of which was in public administration (Strait 1997; Strait 1996). Our survey will 

measure and analyse this variable, but caution will be necessary because of its strong correlation with 

"age."  
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The second aspect refers to experience with the actual (type of) dilemma itself. Although this variable 

is of course (partly) covered by "years of employment," it deserves some particular attention in its 

own right. Our survey will try to "control" for this variable in the survey by presenting hypothetical 

dilemmas of which the "plausibility" (and hence experience with it) in daily practice is largely similar 

among all respondents.  

 

4. Personality, beliefs and values 

 

Reviews indicate that "personal values are an important indicator of ethical behavior" (Collins 2000: 

12). Based on a review of 21 studies, Loe et al. (2000: 187) conclude "that moral philosophy is related 

to ethical decision making," although the effects tend to be ambiguous. In their review, Ford and 

Richardson e.g. assessed the impact of religion and found that of a number of religious factors only 

"strength of religious belief" was significantly and positively associated with the strength of ethical 

standards (Ford and Richardson 1994: 206). To take another example, several researchers found that 

Machiavellianism, a tendency to be less emotionally involved with others and to manipulate others to 

accomplish one’s objectives (see e.g. Singhapakdi and Vitell 1991: 3-4), is associated with unethical 

decision making and behaviour (Collins 2000: 8). In a public administration context, when health care 

administrators were asked from where/whom they got their sense of right and wrong, 38% answered 

"family values" and 22% "religious beliefs" (Jurkiewicz and Thompson 1999: 45).
53
 

 

Particularly relevant in this context is the "public service motivation" (PSM) construct, which is 

hypothesised to be associated with ethical behaviour. PSM is considered to be an individual 

predisposition (rather than a mind-set that is socially constructed in the organisation) "to respond to 

motives grounded primarily or uniquely in public institutions and organizations" (Perry and Wise 

1990: 368), where "motives" are considered "psychological deficiencies or needs that an individual 

feels some compulsion to eliminate" (Ibid.). The construct contains three types of motives: rational, 

norm-based and affective. Rational motives ("grounded in individual utility maximization," Ibid.) to 

be interested in the public sector include the opportunity to participate in policy formulation so as to 

reinforce one's image of self-importance. Norm-based motives include "commitment to the public 

interest" and "a unique sense of civic duty" (Perry 1996). Affective motives ("grounded in emotional 

responses to various social contexts," Ibid.) include the commitment to a concrete programme on the 

basis of a conviction that it will further public interest as well as the more fundamental "patriotism of 

benevolence" (Perry and Wise (1990: 369), referring to Frederickson and Hart (1985)). Preliminary 

empirical research found support for the multidimensionality of the construct (Perry 1996), for the 

fact that PSM-like motives are more prevalent among graduates who are interested in public sector 

jobs (Vandenabeele, Hondeghem, Steen, and Parys 2001) and for an association between PSM and 

ethically significant behaviour such as whistleblowing (Brewer and Selden 1998). 

 

1.2.5.2. Environment outside the organisation 

 

As explained above, "environment outside the organisation" refers to fairly remote factors that only 

influence the ethics of the organisational members indirectly, e.g. through their impact upon the 

interaction patterns. Lipsky, for example, refers to the "reciprocity between the larger society and the 

structure of bureaucratic institutions" (Lipsky 1980: 180). Yet, such causal connections between 

interaction patterns and environmental factors are beyond the scope of the research. Environmental 

factors can be studied at least two levels.  
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 Likewise, 47% identified "personal values" as among their top three factors that cause them to raise their ethical standards 

(Ibid.: 46). 
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The macro-level refers to national culture. This variable is of very limited relevance in the present 

empirical research as all three cases are within the same region and culture. Yet, for reasons of 

completeness, it is useful to refer to two traditions where the impact of this variable has been studied. 

First, a large part of the research into corruption involves international comparison, for example 

comparing European countries (see e.g. Della Porta and Mény 1997; Pujas and Rhodes 1999; Mény 

and Rhodes 1997) or countries worldwide, most notably using the Transparency International indices 

(see e.g. Lambsdorff 1999; Hodess 2001). 

Second, the organisational ethics literature also includes a considerable number of comparative 

studies, often finding that "[e]thical dilemmas (…) are viewed differently within various cultures" 

(Bourne and Snead 1999: 284). In their review, Ford and Richardson (1994: 206) found mixed 

evidence about the impact of nationality on ethical decision making. In another extensive review, 

Collins (2000: 6-9) found that "[m]any studies report a growing consensus among people of different 

nations regarding morally appropriate attitudes and behaviors," while at same time important 

differences remain. Most international comparisons, Collins reports, involve the US and "[a] general 

conclusion drawn from this research is that, for the most part, US respondents are more ethically 

sensitive than respondents from other nations" (2000: 7), carefully adding that this might be a 

function of research bias. In another article, Vitell et al. (1993) formulated a number of propositions 

about the impact of societal culture, as conceptualised by Hofstede (Hofstede 1980; Hofstede 1998), 

on ethical decision making.  

 

The meso-level involves at least two kinds of variables.  

First, geographically, it can refer to regional and sub-regional differences within one country. Bourne 

and Snead (1999) note that almost no attention has been given to these sub-cultural variations within a 

larger macro-culture. In their empirical study, they observed the existence of "a community-based 

microculture that potentially moderates an organisation's ability to create homogeneous organisational 

ethical cultures in various geographical locations" (p. 283). Although not a central element in the 

research, the impact of this variable will be assessed when comparing provinces (see 6.6.1.2). 

Second, differences in ethical climate and decision making have also been ascribed, in business 

ethics, to "the industry" of the firm studied. Bourne and Snead report that "[e]vidence exists that over 

time competing organizations within an industry often develop a homogeneity of beliefs that results in 

similar behaviors that appear independent of the cultures in individual firms" (ibid.: 284). As for 

public administration, Stewart and Sprinthall (1993) report, from their empirical research, that the 

type of jurisdiction (city vs. county vs. region, in the US) had no impact on the level of moral 

reasoning of public servants (local government managers, city and county managers and assistant 

managers). The size of city or county did not explain any variance either. 

 

 

1.3. Accounting for the framework 
 

This paragraph attempts to summarise the main considerations made during the development of the 

framework. The first subparagraph is short but important as it justifies the choice for the basic 

position that is taken in this research: a bias towards explanatory factors at organisational level, rather 

than at the level of the individual or the wider environment. The second subparagraph briefly 

describes the road that was followed in developing the framework and accounts for the main choices 

that were made. Finally, the third subparagraph briefly assesses some alternatives for the framework 

and some of its core variables and the reasons why they were not chosen as building blocks for our 

framework. Such a brief and focussed analysis was thought to be preferable over an extensive 

summary of the whole literature.  
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1.3.1. Accounting for the bias towards organisational factors 

 

Before turning to a justification for the framework, the choice for a bias towards organisational 

factors (albeit broadly operationalised as intra- and extra organisational interaction patterns) as 

explanatory variable deserves some further consideration. This bias has been justified above by 

referring to the research question, but it deserves some further theoretical underpinning, based on the 

very useful review and critique of causal frameworks for ethical decision making by Brady and Hatch 

(1992). They conclude that these frameworks "solve no problems and raise only general issues", 

because they "fail to specify a domain of interest" (p.309). In the same fashion, Brady and Hatch 

criticise the tendency of these frameworks to simply add up potential causal factors in large 

categories. 
“[W]e deny that the wholesale aggregation of disparate moderating variables (as proposed by the causal 

frameworks under review) promises any gains in predictability. (…) On the contrary, we assert that 

beyond a certain point causal frameworking impedes prediction by introducing (not reducing) 

uncertainty into the phenomenon of ethical decision making. (…) The aggregation of disparate 

moderating elements to a causal framework of human behavior (…) introduces considerable uncertainty 

into the framework which is not compensated for by a concomitant increase in the amount of variance 

behaviour explained by the framework.” (Brady and Hatch 1992: 311-312) 
 

In sum, simply adding up causal factors to account for a phenomenon so complex as human behaviour 

is jeopardising "Occam's Razor," i.e. the principle of economy in scientific research. The goal should 

rather be to reduce the list of causal factors to a limited number of powerful factors, rather than to 

maximise it, particularly because "the evidence is strong that [human beings] select from a finite 

repertoire of possible behaviors according to their recognition of dominating features of a situation" 

(Brady and Hatch 1992: 312).
54
  

 

Given the public administration background of this research project, the bias will be towards 

organisational factors. This focus addresses a lacuna, as Kathryn Denhardt e.g. notes that “there has 

been too little emphasis placed on understanding the important dimensions of practicing 

administrative ethics in an organizational setting. The modern organization as a context for ethical 

behavior provides a new set of obligations, constraints, and pressures which cannot be adequately 

considered if only the ethics of the individual are addressed” (Denhardt 1988: viii, italics in original). 

In a state-of-the-discipline report on administrative ethics, composed by the leading expert John A. 

Rohr, Kathryn Denhardt adds that such emphasis on the institutions “might set the study of public 

administration ethics apart from the study of ethics in other fields such as medicine and law” (Rohr 

1990: 103). More generally, Hejka-Ekins reports that "[n]umerous administrative and organizational 

theorists have criticized the micro-emphasis on individual ethics in the profession and insisted that the 

proper unit of analysis is the organization, or at least crucial factors within the organization which 

affect the individual's conduct" (Hejka-Ekins 1994: 67). Moreover, the above presented (1.2.1.1) 

review of empirical research on the factors that impact the ethics of organisational members suggests 

that organisational factors indeed do have an important impact. 
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 Collins reaches a somwehat similar conclusion on the basis of his extensive review of the ethical decision making 

literature: "After reviewing this extensive research, a general conclusion is that many factors impact a person's ethical 

sensitivities. Giving credit to any one factor is too simplistic. On the other hand, giving credit to all of the factors is 

meaningless from a practical perspective. Throwing all of the factors into a multiple regression analysis doesn't help either" 

(Collins 2000: 15). 
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1.3.2. The framework as an integration of building blocks from the literature on 

organisational ethics 

 

The basic theoretical framework presented in Figure 1-1 above (see 1.1.1) is the result of an elaborate 

literature review. This paragraph now summarises that review and thus in fact describes the reasoning 

through which we arrived at the theoretical framework.  

The aim of the review was: 

� to develop a framework, containing the main concepts in the research question; 

� to operationalise the concepts of the framework; and  

� to develop a sound theoretical basis for propositions about the relationship between the elements 

of the framework.  

A particular concern was to operationalise the concepts in a way that was empirically useful, while at 

the same time ensuring that there is no overlap between the different variables. For the latter would 

entail a tautology and hence make any claim of association or causation meaningless. The search for 

such a framework turned out to be a literature review in three steps. 

 

First and foremost, the NPM-ethics literature and the broader literature on public administration ethics 

were reviewed. As mentioned above, the NPM-ethics literature largely consists of non-cumulative 

assumptions and propositions that have not (yet) been developed into a coherent framework in which 

our research question could be framed. The broader literature on public administration ethics has 

recently seen significant progress, esp. in the normative field and the field of case studies. However, 

systematic explanatory empirical studies about the relationship between interaction patterns and 

public servants’ ethics have still been scarce (Menzel 1993; 1996; Menzel and Benton 1991; Menzel 

and Carson 1999; Wittmer and Coursey 1996; Jurkiewicz and Thompson 1999; Brewer and Selden 

1998). As Menzel and Carson (1999: 249-250) note: "compared to the voluminous literature on 

ethical decisionmaking in business administration (...) public administration scholars have much 

catching up to do (...)." To the extent that empirical studies exist in public administration ethics, they 

are mostly based on earlier empirical and conceptual work in business ethics, which motivated us to 

turn to that literature for our search as well. We pooled the limited empirical public administration 

ethics literature together with the business ethics literature and then reviewed that “organisational 

ethics literature.” Two threads of that literature were relevant for our purposes. 

 

First, we turned to the elaborate literature about ethical decision making and (un)ethical behaviour. As 

explained in the introduction of the conceptual framework (see 1.1.1), ethical decision making has 

developed into one of the most researched dependent variables in organisational ethics, typically 

measured by presenting the respondent with short dilemmas and asking him/her to make a decision 

and provide some reasons for it. “(Un)ethical behaviour” is also increasingly being used as a 

dependent variable, sometimes considered as the output of the ethical decision making process, 

sometimes considered as a category sui generis, typically measured by presenting the respondent with 

a list of types of (un)ethical behaviour and asking him/her to report how much they have done or 

observed that type of behaviour in the organisation. Thus “ethical decision making” and “unethical 

behaviour” were chosen as central variables in the framework. From the myriad of explanatory factors 

that have been identified as accounting for the way organisational members make decisions and 

behave in ethical circumstances, we would then focus on organisational variables (initially NPM-

reforms and ethics management measures, later broadly defined as "intra- and extra-organisational 

interaction patterns"). However, that is where problems arise. Because “organisational variables” is 

just one set of explanatory variables in this ethical decision making literature, it is often limited to a 

small set of simple indicators about the organisation. Two conceptualisations are an exception to this. 
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First, Trevino’s concept of organisational ethical culture is a more complex and developed set of 

indicators that are hypothesized to be an important explanatory factor for ethical decision making. 

Empirical research (Key 1999) has shown, however, that the Ethical Culture Questionnaire has 

serious limits.
55
 Another explanatory variable seems to be more useful: “ethical climate,” as 

developed by Victor and Cullen (Victor and Cullen 1987; 1988; Cullen, Victor, and Stephens 1989). 

It has been observed to be an important explanatory factor for ethical decision making (Wimbush and 

Shepard 1994; Wimbush, Shepard, and Markham 1997b; Trevino, Butterfield, and McCabe 1998) and 

Wyld and Jones argue that it “is generally substitutable for organisational factors included in the 

frameworks of ethical decision making” and that it therefore makes the perfect conceptualisation of 

the organisational explanatory factor for ethical decision making (Wyld and Jones 1997). However, 

with ethical climate being a perception shared by the employees about what is expected from them in 

ethical issues, this is not yet the kind of explanatory variable we are interested in. It rather seems to be 

an intermediary variable with the organisational variables being the real explanatory variable. 

 

This brings us to a second strand in the organisational ethics literature: research and theory about 

measuring ethical climate and about its causes. This started with the seminal articles of Victor and 

Cullen (Victor and Cullen 1987; 1988; Cullen et al. 1989) who developed the ethical climate survey 

and proposed some “antecedents” of ethical climate. They explicitly conceived of ethical climate as a 

dependent variable, and so did many of those who followed them in researching ethical climate 

(Weber 1995; Bourne and Snead 1999). However, this literature developed fairly distinct from the 

previously mentioned literature that considers ethical climate as an independent or explanatory 

variable, without any systematic integration of both strands of research into one framework.  

 

Thus, confronted with two fairly distinct literatures, which considered ethical climate as independent 

and as dependent variable respectively, the obvious next step was to look for a framework that 

combined both. To our knowledge, the first to combine both strands into one framework was Vidaver-

Cohen (1998), when she developed her conceptual framework with ethical climate as the intermediary 

variable.
56
 Her framework was inspired by Kopelman et al. (1990), who developed a framework with 

“organisational climate” (the broader construct, of which ethical climate is a specific dimension) as 

intermediate variable. Our theoretical framework is inspired by Vidaver-Cohen's but, as explained at 

several points in this chapter, different theoretical bases have been used and the variables are 

operationalised in very different ways from the way she did. 

 

Having chosen the combined framework, one obvious question now is whether it is still useful to 

consider the intermediary variable “ethical climate,” once the two strands of literature are brought 

together. Especially when considering that ethical climate actually is “a shared perception” and that 

measuring perceptions is fraught with problems such as the social desirability bias, hidden agendas of 

respondents and the like, would it not be much more parsimonious to simply research the relationship 

between interaction patterns on the one hand and ethical decision making and unethical behaviour on 

the other, without considering the intermediary variable? Or would it not be more appropriate to 

consider values or standards, rather than perceptions? We think not. Specifically, we argue that, in 

spite of these measurement problems, the fact that our proposed framework has an intervening 

variable and that this variable is conceived of as perceptions has two distinct advantages.  
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 It “measures individual perceptions regarding organisational ethics, but does not identify shared beliefs about an 

organization’s ethical culture” (Key 1999: 217). This is a problem since we are interested in explanatory variables at a 

collective, organizational level. 
56
 Vidaver-Cohen departs for particular reasons from the ethical climate literature by redefining "ethical climate" to "moral 

climate." This research project keeps the traditional reference "ethical climate." 
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First, when trying to explain decision making and behaviour by looking at elements of the 

environment, it is important not only to look at the “objective” characteristics of the environment, but 

also at the way that environment is perceived by the people of whom the decisions or behaviour need 

to be explained. This intuitively appealing assertion has been empirically corroborated in the 

extensive (ethical) climate literature e.g. by Wimbush, Shepard et al. (1997a).  

The second, and more important, reason for using “perceptions” in the conceptual framework is the 

straightforward observation that a large number of the relevant variables can only be measured as 

perceptions. Kaptein (1998: 121), for example, in his attempt to model the “ethical qualities of an 

organisation,” explains that most of these qualities can only be determined as perceptions of 

employees. As such, his framework needs the assumption that “the perceived ethical qualities are 

synonymous with the actual quality of the organisational context” (Kaptein and Van Dalen 2000: 

112). Since we theorise ethical climate as a set of perceptions, this assumption will not be necessary. 

Construct validity is guaranteed in this respect by the fact that what is measured as perception, is also 

theoretically considered as perception.  

1.3.3. Assessing some alternatives for the framework 

 

This subparagraph assesses some theoretical sources that were considered in the process of 

developing the framework and briefly explains why they were not chosen. These discussions do not 

intend to provide fundamental criticisms of those alternative perspectives, but a listing of some of the 

(sometimes fairly mundane) reasons why they were considered not appropriate to conceptualise an 

answer to our specific research question. These negative considerations should be read in conjunction 

with the positive arguments, discussed elsewhere in this and the following chapter, for choosing grid-

group theory and the Victor and Cullen typology as main sources for the framework. 

 

The first paragraph discusses three alternative theoretical sources for the overall theoretical 

framework. The second and the third paragraph list a few alternatives for the operationalisation of 

interaction patterns and ethical decision making respectively. Alternatives for ethical climate and 

unethical behaviour are not considered here but in Chapter 3, since they concern the choice of 

measurement instruments rather than the actual concepts. 

 

1.3.3.1. Some alternatives for the general framework 

 

This paragraph briefly discusses the three main alternative candidates to deliver the main concepts 

and theoretical basis for the framework and lists the main reasons why these frameworks were not 

chosen.  

 

A first alternative are the public choice perspectives on organisational behaviour. Particularly the 

principal-agent perspective emerges as a candidate for the framework since it is not so difficult to 

translate our research question about the impact of the organisation on the behaviour of organisational 

members into a principal-agent problem. The theory has provoked an impressive research tradition 

(see e.g. Verhoest 2002) and even critics acknowledge that "[n]o competing theory of bureaucratic 

behavior is at once so powerful and so parsimonious " (DiIulio Jr. 1994: 277). Yet, for all the value of 

being parsimonious, the theory is blind for a number of aspects that are crucial to develop an 

empirically sound answer to the research question. DiIulia e.g. argues that "what is captured by the 

rational choice approach to bureaucracy is much less interesting and important than what is missed” 

(1994). Instead, he argues, we should assume the existence of 'principled agents': "workers who do not 

shirk, subvert or steal on the job even when the pecuniary and other tangible incentives to refrain from 

these behaviors are weak or nonexisitent, and who often perform 'thankless tasks' and make virtual 



  

 51 

'gifts' of their labor even when pecuniary and other tangible rewards for behaving that way are highly 

uncertain at best" (1994). Another critique has been formulated by grid-group theorists, who typically 

criticised rational choice theories like the principal-agent model for focussing on only the 

individualist rationality (see e.g. Douglas and Ney 1998). The above-presented (see 1.2.1.2) attempt to 

translate the instruments from the principal-agent model into grid-group language indicated that it can 

also include hierarchist instruments like "bonding," but that it clearly remains blind for egalitarian and 

fatalist instruments.  

Specifically applied on our research, reducing the interaction patterns between public servants and 

their superiors and "clients" to a strategic game of self-interested actors, would bias against the 

complex ethical considerations, involving many other ethical decision making standards than the Self-

interest standard, made by interviewees. Likewise, reducing unethical behaviour to opportunistic 

behaviour by the agent against the interests of the principal, risks to exclude important types of 

unethical behaviour. How, for example, should unlawful collusion between principal and agent be 

conceptualised? There are of course ways to avoid such blind spots: by conceiving of several 

competing principals (e.g. including "the public"), by expanding the concept of incentives beyond 

materialistic self-interest and by adding trust-based (see egalitarianism) and randomised (see fatalism) 

control instruments. Yet, the formal conceptualisation then becomes so complicated and the 

approach's basic assumptions are then stretched to such an extent, that we considered it to be better to 

take grid-group theory, which assumes such plurality and complexity, from the beginning.  

 

A second important alternative would be to conceive of "values" as the core concept in the 

framework. Yet, a cursory review of some of the most prominent studies on values in organisation 

suggested that the concept has some problems when applied to the research question.  

First, the concept "values" is typically used in a very broad meaning. It of course refers to our variable 

ethics of organisational members, but it is also often used to describe what we conceptualise as 

interaction patterns. Van Wart and Denhardt for example, describe an organisational system as a 

reflection of values (2001: 230-233). Likewise, in his seminal description of the New Public 

Management, Hood (1991) describes administrative argument about organisational practices (which 

we would identify as interaction patterns) in terms of their underlying values. With the concept 

"values" thus being used to describe both interaction patterns and ethical variables, it becomes 

inappropriate for our purposes since our research question requires us to distinguish between 

organisational factors on the one hand and the ethics of organisational members on the other.  

Yet, the review suggests that even more narrow conceptualisations of the "value" concept are not 

appropriate for our purposes. One of the most obvious choices to turn to for a well-defined and 

operational definition of "values" in an organisational context is the famous research by Geert 

Hofstede. He defined a "value" as "a broad tendency to prefer certain states of affairs over others" 

(Hofstede 1980: 19) and includes, in his survey research, items that refer to both "work goals" and 

"general beliefs" (Hofstede, Neuijen, Daval Ohavy, and Sanders 1990: 295). Yet, his research 

indicates that these values "differed more according to the demographic criteria of nationality, age and 

education than according to membership of the organisation per se" (1990: 311). This is of course 

problematic for our purposes since we are interested in assessing the impact of the organisation, rather 

than of these demographic variables. Yet, Hofstede's other main variable "practices," on the other 

hand, did significantly differ between organisational units. A closer look at the items that measure 

"practices" (1990: 303) show that some of these refer to what we have labelled "interaction patterns" 

and others to "ethical climate."
57
 Thus, although these items are more appropriate for our purposes as 
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 In fact, the distinction between organisational culture as referring to deeper values on the one hand and organisational 

climate as being “relatively temporary, subject to direct control, and largely limited to those aspects of the social environment 

that are conscuiously perceived by organizational members” on the other is the most widely accepted distinction between the 

concepts “culture” and “climate” in organisational science (Denison 1996: 624)  
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they distinguish between organisations, we will not use the concept "practices" as operationalised by 

Hofstede et al. either, since it does not distinguish between "organisation" and "ethical climate." 

Moreover, the ethical climate construct and associated measurement instrument are more appropriate 

since they focus specifically on ethics, while the Hofstede concepts have a much broader scope. 

Finally, the Victor and Cullen-based typology of types of ethical climate, decision making and 

unethical behaviour looks more appropriate for our purposes than typologies of ethical values in 

public administration such as Gortner's (1994: 384) and Van Wart's (1996; 1998). As, for all their 

analytic and empirical value and originality, they are mainly based on the sources of values, while the 

Victor and Cullen typology also has a second dimension ("ethical criteria") with an obvious 

connection with the grid-group types.
58
  

 

A third alternative candidate to structure the basic framework is "neo-institutionalism" (see e.g. 

Hendriks 1999; Lowndes 1996; Hall and Taylor 1996; Scott 2001). This perspective was not chosen 

for reasons largely similar to those for which the concept "values" was not chosen: neo-

institutionalism does not distinguish between our main variables of interest. For example, it is easy to 

conceive of instances of both interaction patterns and ethical decision making that would be 

conceptualised as "routines" in the neo-institutionalist framework of March and Olson (1989: 21-26). 

Another example is provided by Practchett and Wingfield (1996) who explicitly take a neo-

institutionalist perspective in their study of the UK "public service ethos." They conceive of the latter 

as a "largely informal institution that exists within, and interacts with, the more formal institutions of 

government" (1996: 649) Translated to our research question, this would imply that we would 

investigate the impact of the formal institutions on the informal public service ethos. Yet, such a study 

would be fraught with problems of tautology as Pratchett and Wingfield themselves note that "[t]here 

is a complex and opaque overlap between formal and informal institutions in which the boundaries 

between them, and more importantly, the ways in which they influence both actors and policy 

outcomes, are intrinsically blurred" (1996: 649). 

Moreover, grid-group theory and most strands within neo-institutionalism have so much in common 

that Thompson, Grendstad and Selle have granted grid-group theory “the initial status of being a an 

institutionalist theory” (1999: 5) Thus, with both theories having consistent theoretical grounds, but 

grid-group theory providing a useful typology and conceptualisations that could help to avoid 

tautologies, the latter theory is preferred for this research project.  

 

1.3.3.2. Some alternative operationalisations of "interaction patterns" 

 

Of the many typologies to describe organisational variables, two were explicitly considered as 

alternatives for the grid-group typology. First, Robert E. Quinn and John Rohrbaugh (1981) proposed 

a "competing values framework", with at its core a fourfold typology based on two dimensions. The 

typology is later applied to management ethics by Petrick and John F. Quinn (1997) and to public 

administration (reform) by Van Wart (1998: 81-108). Second, Linda DeLeon also proposed a two-

dimensional fourfold typology. She describes these as four models of organisational structure and 

explains how each of them has its own built-in virtues, but also fosters specific types of unethical 

behaviour (deLeon 1993). In a later application, DeLeon (1998) linked this typology with the 

typology of accountability mechanisms proposed by Romzek and Dubnick (1987) and concludes that 

"different accountability mechanisms are appropriate in different circumstances, depending upon an 
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 These reasons for not using the "values" concept are in fact the same reasons for which "organisational culture" was not 

chosen as a central concept. The latter tends to ecompass both interaction patterns ("patterns of behaviour" (see e.g. 

Grosenick 1994: 186)) and ethical decision making standards ("beliefs and values" (Ibid.)), and even if it would be defined 

narrowly, "ethical climate" is still more appropriate as a concept. 
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organization's structure, which is in turn dependent (at least in part) on the type of problems it is 

designed to help" (deLeon 1998: 553). 

The reasons for not choosing either of these typologies are more positive "pro grid-group theory" 

arguments, than negative arguments against these typologies. Specifically, grid-group theory is 

preferred as it has at the same time a much more general application in social science and a more 

developed specific tradition within public administration. Since it was introduced in political science 

by Douglas and Wildavsky (1982), grid-group theory has indeed evolved into what can be described 

as a tradition within public administration and public policy (see e.g. Hood 1998a; Hood 1994; 6, 

Leat, Seltzer, and Stoker 2002; 6 and Peck forthcoming; Hendriks 1999; Thompson et al. 1999; Ellis 

and Thompson 1997). As shown in this chapter, these applications of the theory provide a very useful 

background for the operationalisation of the concepts in empirical research. 

At the same time, grid-group theory also has a broader focus than the two alternative typologies, as it 

was developed in anthropology (Douglas 1978) and applied in an impressive variety of fields 

(Thompson et al. 1999: 5). Moreover, grid-group, which is sometimes referred to as a neo-

Durkheimian approach (6 and Peck forthcoming), is also theoretically broader in focus. This is 

exemplified by both the "compatibility" and the "clumsiness" propositions that buttress our own set of 

propositions and that will be described in Chapter 2. Both the Competing Values Approach and 

DeLeon's framework formulate or imply similar propositions, but grid-group theory provides the 

advantage of situating them in an overall theoretical framework (see e.g. Thompson et al. 1990; 

Douglas 1986) that is strongly embedded in a century-long Durkheimian sociological tradition. 

 

Finally, one other alternative conceptualisation of the interaction patterns deserves some particular 

attention as it takes such a prominent place in the organisational ethics literature: the compliance-

integrity continuum, which was introduced above (see 1.2.1.1). This typology was not adopted, as it 

is too narrow in two senses: it only describes ethics management instruments and is even limited 

within these confines as it overlooks two types of ethics management. The following lines
59
 now 

intend to show that grid-group theory, which of course encompasses a much broader scope of 

interaction patterns, is able to both integrate the compliance-integrity continuum and expand it. 

 

It is not so difficult to see where the compliance and the integrity approaches of ethics management fit 

in the grid-group theory framework. The compliance approach counts as a prototypical example of the 

hierarchist management style. Both proponents of the compliance approach and those defending the 

hierarchist style would agree that, by providing enough rules and enforcement mechanisms, 

management should aim to limit the scope of individual public servants for ethical decision making. 

At first, the integrity approach seems a bit more difficult to situate. The emphasis on the individual 

and his moral judgement and ethical decision making capabilities might mislead to the conclusion that 

the integrity approach fits the individualist management style. However, a closer look at the actual 

means through which the integrity proponents aim to establish those internal controls, reveals that the 

integrity approach almost entirely fits the egalitarian management style. Emphasis is put on 

interactive training sessions with much group discussions, bottom-up development of ethics codes, 

regular staff meetings to discuss ethical dilemmas, etc. Thus, the integrity approach is not only low-

grid, as it assumes a considerable degree of discretion for the individual public servants to be able to 

use their own "internal control," but also high-group and therefore egalitarian.  

 

Grid-group theory thus indicates two blind spots that are largely left outside the scope of the 

compliance-integrity continuum. Both the compliance and the integrity approach turn out to be high-

group approaches, in grid-group terms and ethics management promoters thus seem to assume that 
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 The remainder of this subparagraph is adapted from Maesschalck (forthcoming a). 
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low-group approaches to ethics management are inconceivable. Yet, such approaches do exist in 

practice and have also been described in the literature, albeit rather in the anti-corruption literature 

than in the ethics management literature. First, ethics management promoters exclude from their scope 

those techniques that aim to reduce the scope for unethical and corrupt behaviour by increasing 

competition, i.e. the ethics management techniques of the individualist management style.
60
 As a 

result, they overlook a number of contributions that could be very useful for the ethics management 

debate. Particularly the approaches inspired by the political economy and public choice perspective 

have focussed on the use of competition to avoid corruption. Klitgaart, for example, explains how 

competition mechanisms can reduce corruption, e.g. by lessening the opportunities of public servants 

to corruptly charge monopoly rents (Klitgaart 1988: 43). Similarly, in her landmark analysis of 

bureaucratic corruption, Rose-Ackerman discusses how competition can act as a check on corrupt 

incentives (Rose-Ackerman 1978). 

Second, the compliance-integrity continuum also excludes those techniques that aim at randomising 

contacts, i.e. the fatalist management style. These include random posting of employees, unannounced 

random checks, preventing inspectors from working in the region where they live, etc. Hood brought 

these diverse practices together in an ideal-type, which he labelled the "gaming machine" model of 

organising, which is as unpredictable as the "one-armed bandit" gambling machine it refers to. The 

gaming machine model combines two features (Hood 1998a: 161-163). First, the authority to take 

crucial decisions is split up among different people ("dual key structures"). Decisions can only be 

taken when the appointed people all agree, thus corruption is only possible when they collude. As the 

chance of such collusion increases when the role incumbents keep their positions for a long time and 

are thus capable of developing strong ties, a second feature of the gaming model is necessary: the 

organisation is designed in such a way that no one in a responsible position has permanent tenure and 

people are rotated regularly. Another example of fatalism as a way to prevent corruption can be found 

in Rose-Ackerman (1978: 183-186)’s study. One of the four types of bureaucracy she discusses is 

"disorganised bureaucracy,” which can, under particular circumstances, be very effective in 

preventing corruption.  

 

One reason for these two blind spots is that the ethics management literature seems to have developed 

somewhat distinct from the literature about preventing corruption.
61
 Ethics management is alleged to 

take a broader view, not simply aimed at preventing illegal behaviour, but also seeking to foster 

genuinely ethical behaviour. However, in their enthusiasm for developing an ethics management 

approach that goes beyond anti-corruption policies and by emphasising the compliance-integrity 

continuum, the ethics management proponents risk to overlook useful individualist and fatalist 

instruments of ethics management. An additional reason for these blind spots, particularly for 

individualist measures of ethics management, is that the recent revival of ethics management was to a 

large extent framed as a reaction against the strongly individualist NPM-rhetoric (see Introduction).  

 

Table 1-7 below now summarises the four approaches to ethics management that are suggested by 

grid-group theory. Each of the cells refers to a particular control mechanism (Hood 1998a; Hood 

1998b) and explains how it is applied as an approach to ethics management.  

                                                      
60
 There are some recent indications of individualist instruments being considered for ethics management. However, the 

movement seems to be that proponents of individualist approaches expand their framework and include ethical 

considerations, rather than that ethics management scholars include individualist arguments. Cohen and Eimicke (1999), for 

example, argue in favour of individualist entrepreneurship in government, but at the same time also formulate five ethical 

principles these entrepreneurs should respect. Similarly, Borins’ study "innovating with integrity" (Borins 1999; Borins 

1998) has a strongly individualist focus (“encouraging heroism in the public service” (1998: 284)), while at the same time 

also considering integrity aspects. 
61
 The primary reference in the field (Cooper (2001)’s “Handbook of Administrative ethics” (2nd ed.)) has one chapter on 

anti-corruption management, but the rest of the book makes almost no reference to corruption and corruption-prevention.  
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Group 

 Low High 

High Management by contrived randomness 
 

Ensure a considerable degree of randomness 

and unpredictability in the interactions so as 

to reduce the scope for unethical collusion. 

 

Typical instruments: 

Random posting of employees, unannounced 

random inspections, etc. 

 

Management by oversight and review 
(The compliance approach) 

Provide rules, regulations as well as clear task 

divisions, and enforce these strictly. 

 

 

Typical instruments: 

Strict codes of conduct, ethics legislation, an 

extensive control infrastructure, etc. 

G
ri
d
 

Low Management by competition 
Ensure as much competition as possible so as 

to avoid e.g. unethical monopoly rents or 

nepotism. 

 

Typical instruments: 

Competitive recruitment exams, competitive 

tendering, etc. 

 

Management by mutuality  
(The integrity approach) 

Allow public servants a considerable degree 

of discretion and support them in dealing with 

it. 

Typical instruments:  

Ambitious value codes, interactive ethics 

training, network of ethics advisors, etc. 

Table 1-7: Four ways of doing ethics management 

 

1.3.3.3. An alternative operationalisation of "ethical decision making" 

 

This paragraph discusses the main alternative for our operationalisation of ethical decision making 

(i.e. applying one or a combination of the Victor and Cullen standards): Kohlberg's theory of moral 

development. The main reason for not using the Kohlberg theoretical framework and the survey-

instruments that have been developed to measure it, is the very limited amount of correlation that has 

been found between these measures of moral development and the explanatory factors in which we 

are interested.  

The measurement instruments have been able to find some differences between public sector officials 

and other groups. Stewart and Sprinthall (2001), for example, observed that administrators use less 

principled (or postconventional) reasoning than law and order (conventional) thinking. Swisher et al. 

(2001), on the other hand, observed some slight preference for postconventional reasoning, but at the 

same time noted that the level of postconventional thinking among administrators was still lower than 

would be expected on the basis of their amount of formal education. Hence, the moral reasoning 

measurement instruments can distinguish between public sector employees and others. Yet, they 

prove much less able to find between-organisational differences within the public sector. This is so 

for two important survey instruments in the Kohlbergian tradition to which we now turn. 

First, the "Defining Issues Test" is a very widely applied instrument developed by James Rest, with a 

tradition of over 25 years of research (Rest et al. 2000). This survey-instrument is based on Kohlberg's 

stagist framework, but its theoretical base has later been transformed conceptually into a framework 

of three developmental "schemas" (instead of stages): the "personal interest schema" (derived from 

Kohlberg's stage 2 and 3), "the maintaining norms schema" (Kohlberg's stage 4) and the 

"postconventional schema" (Kohlberg's stages 5 and 6) (Rest et al. 2000). On the basis of the 

respondents' reactions on six hypothetical moral dilemmas, the instrument measures their level of 

moral development and translates it into a score (p-score) on a continuous index the (P index).
62
 

                                                      
62
This has recently been adapted into the N2 index (Rest et al. 2000). 



  

 56 

These six hypothetical dilemmas comprise a variety of social moral issues, but none of them is 

directly related to the business or public administration context. Hence, it is not entirely surprising 

that applications of the DIT in organisational ethics research found only few between-organisational 

differences. Elm and Nichols (1993), for example, found that moral reasoning was not related to 

ethical climate, which contradicts all the evidence in Chapter 1 and 2 about the connection between 

both. Elms and Nichols themselves mention the fact that the DIT does not include any job-related 

dilemmas as an important reason for this unexpected result: "the ethical climate of the firm would not 

be expected to influence the managers' moral reasoning levels because the organizational decision 

criteria were not relevant to their reasoning on broader societal dilemmas" (Ibid.: 829). In a similar 

vein, Brower and Shrader (2000) found no differences between board members of for-profit and not-

for-profit organisations on the normal generic DIT-test. However, when they added two dilemmas that 

were closer to the decision making of board members, some differences did emerge. Finally, White 

(1999b)'s findings are an exception as he found that military assigned to ships scored significantly 

lower on the DIT than those assigned to shore units, hypothesising that this has to do with the more 

rigid hierarchy aboard ships (see also 2.3.2.2).  

Thus, with only one study finding between-organisational differences on the DIT-test, an increasing 

number of researchers has tried to develop hypothetical dilemmas that are more specific to ethical 

decision making in organisations (or professions), but still fit the overall neo-Kohlbergian approach. 

Stewart and Sprinthall (1993; 2001) have developed a particular instrument for public administration 

and this is the second instrument we address here: the "Stewart Sprinthall Management Survey" 

(SSMS) to assess the moral development of public managers using public administration dilemmas. 

However, Stewart and Sprinthall did not find any significant associations between organisational 

variables and individual variables either. In their research among both US and Polish public managers 

they found no variation in reasoning stages that could be linked to organisational variables. In fact, 

they even found no significant differences between the US and the Polish sample. 

In sum, on the one hand, the DIT is widely recognised as the appropriate measure for moral 

development and the SSMS increasingly acquires recognition as measure for moral development in 

public administration. On the other hand, the above-mentioned observations suggest that neither the 

DIT, nor the SSMS are appropriate instruments to investigate our research question about the impact 

of interaction patterns on ethical decision making. Specifically, we suspect that this is due to the fact 

that the DIT and the SSMS have some bias in favour of individual, rather than organisational, 

explanatory variables. We expect that the Victor and Cullen typology, being designed for 

organisational contexts, will be better able to identify between-organisational differences. 

 

1.4. Conclusion 
 

As reported at several points in this chapter, the development of a framework to guide an answer to 

the research question did not prove easy. The existing frameworks and operationalisations in the 

literature were designed to answer other research questions and none of them provided a ready-made 

solution to the crucial problem of clearly distinguishing between "organisational factors" and "ethics" 

so as to avoid tautological causal claims. This chapter intended to show that the result of our 

"adventurous search for the Holy Grail" did not deliver the Grail but did guide us to a framework that 

looks apt for our purposes: it is able to structure an empirical answer to the research question, while 

avoiding overlaps between the variables.  

 

Yet, by depicting the framework, this chapter only presented a language, a pair of glasses that offers a 

perspective on the world. It does not provide any propositions, let alone a theory, about how the 

variables are related. It is to the presentation of such a theory that we now turn. Chapter 2 will "set the 

framework in motion" by proposing a set of propositions and presenting their theoretical foundations. 
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22..  AA  TTHHEEOORRYY  OONN  PPUUBBLLIICC  SSEERRVVAANNTTSS''  EETTHHIICCSS  
 

“[T]ous les systèmes de morale effectivement pratiqués par les peuples  

sont fonction de l’organisation sociale de ces peuples (…)."
63
 

Emile Durkheim
64
 

 

“How can you say that?”  

Mary Douglas,  

when asked whether ethics should  

perhaps be explained by looking  

at characteristics of the individuals
65
 

 

"[W]e may hire virtuous people and do an effective job of training them  

to understand what is required by professional ethics  

and to reason their way to a justifiable decision,  

but they may work within an organizational structure that  

discourages, or even blocks, acting ethically."  

Terry Cooper
66
 

 

This second chapter builds on the presentation of the conceptual framework by linking the core 

variables of the framework in a number of causal propositions. As explained in Chapter 1 and as 

supported by the quotes above, the emphasis in this theory is on organisational characteristics. The 

theory is presented in the first paragraph and the following paragraphs describe the two theoretical 

layers that support this theory. First, the fundamental claims that underpin the whole theory are made 

explicit. These are derived from grid-group theory, as explained in paragraph 2.2. The second 

underpinning layer consists of the theories and propositions from the organisational ethics literature 

sensu lato. One part of that literature focuses on the etiology of organisational climate in general and 

of ethical climate more specifically and this will be discussed in paragraph 2.3.1. Yet, most of the 

organisational ethics literature focuses on explaining ethical decision making and unethical behaviour 

and these theoretical underpinnings will be summarised in paragraph 2.3.2. 

 

  

2.1. The theory: propositions 

2.1.1. The propositions 

 

The core proposition can be summarised as follows: 

 

The relative intensity of the interaction types, is proportional  

� to the relative intensity of the respectively related ethical climate types,  

� to the relative intensity of the respectively related ethical standards in ethical decision making, 

� and to the relative frequency of occurrence of the respectively related unethical behaviour types. 

 

                                                      
63
 All morality systems that are effectively practiced by people are a function of the social organisation of those people 

64
 Durkheim (Durkheim 1963: 82), quoted in Mortier and Raes (1996: 30). 

65
 During a conversation in Leuven, May 14, 2001. 

66
 Cooper 1998: 177. 
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This proposition in fact implies six more specific subpropositions for each possible combination: 

 

• If the relative intensity of interaction type X is Y, then 

1.. the relative intensity of the related ethical climate type will be Y 

2.  the relative intensity of the related ethical decision making standard will be Y 

3.  and the relative frequency of occurrence of the related unethical behaviour type will be Y. 

• If the relative intensity of ethical climate type X is Y, then 

4.  the relative intensity of the related ethical decision making standard will be Y 

5. and the relative frequency of occurrence of the related unethical behaviour type will be Y 

• If the relative intensity of the ethical decision making standard X is Y, then 

6. the relative frequency of occurrence of the related unethical behaviour type will be Y 
[Where Y is one of the four categories of relative intensity (low, medium-low, medium-high, high)] 

 

For the Organisational Rules standard (see Table 2-2), for example, these propositions would be 

specified as follows: 

 

• If the relative intensity of interaction type "hierarchy" is Y, then 

1. the relative intensity of the Organisational Rules ethical climate type will be Y 

2. the relative intensity of the Organisational Rules ethical decision making standard will be Y 

3. and the relative frequency of occurrence of Rule-fetishism will be Y. 

• If the relative intensity of ethical climate type X is Y, then 

4. the relative intensity of the Organisational Rules ethical decision making standard will be Y 

5. and the relative frequency of occurrence of Rule-fetishism will be Y 

• If the relative intensity of the ethical decision making standard X is Y, then 

6. the relative frequency of occurrence of Rule-fetishism will be Y 
[Where Y is one of the four categories of relative intensity (low, medium-low, medium-high, high)] 

 

 

The six propositions are graphically presented in Table 2-1 below. 

 

Interaction patterns Ethical climate Ethical decision making Unethical behaviour 
 

IP 

 

 

IP 

 

 

 

 

IP 

 

EC 

 

 

 

 

EC 

 

EDM 

 

 

EDM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

UB 

Table 2-1: Graphic presentation of the six propositions for each possible combination 

Yet, for reasons of convenience, the now following graphic presentations of the theory will only 

present the top three arrows, implicitly implying the three others. 

 

Table 2-2 below now specifies the actual associations between the respective variables. The 

propositions there can be summarised as follows. Each of the three “active” interaction types is 

associated with one of the three ethical criteria (individualism with egoism, egalitarianism with 

benevolence, and hierarchy with principle) and hence with the respective ethical climates and ethical 

standards. Fatalism, the fourth and "passive" interaction type, is hypothesised to be associated with 

Self-interest.  

The Personal Morality type is again somewhat exceptional. First, it is an exception to the general rule 

that each of the three active types is associated with a particular ethical criterion (and its three cells). 

The Personal Morality type is defined by the principle criterion, but associated with the egalitarian 
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interaction pattern (and not the hierarchist interaction pattern). Second, the Personal Morality climate 

does not fit the usual one-to-one relationship between ethical climate types and standards of ethical 

decision making. Considering the above-mentioned broad definition of the Personal Morality climate 

(see 1.2.2), the theory predicts that the ethical decision making standards that people apply in such a 

climate will tend to vary. People working in a Personal Morality climate might use any of the other 

standards, including the Personal Morality standard itself. Third, we do hypothesise that the Personal 

Morality standard in ethical decision making and type of unethical behaviour (i.e. Anarchy) are 

associated with internal egalitarianism, not through the mediation of the Personal Morality ethical 

climate (which can lead to any standard), but because of a direct effect of the interaction patterns. As 

will be shown below, there is ample theoretical support for this latter claim. 

 

 

Interaction patterns 

            

Dominant Ethical                

Climate Type 

Dominant Standard 

In Ethical  

Decision Making 

Dominant Type of    

Unethical Behaviour 

 

 

Individualism  

 

    

 Self-interest/ 

 Organisational    

 Interest/ 

 Efficiency 

 

    

Self-interest/ 

Organisational   

interest/ Efficiency 

 

Selfishness/ 

Organisation-

fetishism / Efficiency-

fetishism 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Egalitarianism 

Friendship/ 

Team interest/ 

Stakeholder 

Orientation 

 

 

 Personal  

 Morality 

Friendship/ 

Team interest/ 

Stakeholder   

Orientation 

 

 

All types 

Nepotism/  

Team- fetishism/ 

Partiality 

 

 

 

All types 

  Personal  

Morality  

Personal  

Morality  

 

 

Hierarchy  

 

  

 

Organisational    

 Rules/Laws 

and Public Interest 

 

  

 

Organisational  

Rules/ Laws  

and Public Interest 

 

 

Rule-fetishism/ 

Law- and Principle-

fetishism 

 

Fatalism 

 

 Self-interest 

  

Self-interest 

 

 

Selfishness 

 

Table 2-2: The undeveloped propositions 

 

Further theoretical analysis and some hypothetical tests of this theoretical framework revealed that 

two additional modifications are necessary. We first present the table (Table 2-3 below) and then 

account for the modifications.  
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Interaction patterns 

            

Dominant Ethical                

climate Type 

Dominant     

Standard in 

Ethical Decision  

Making 

  Dominant Type of   

    Unethical Behaviour 

 

Individualism  

within the organisation 

    

Self-interest 

    

Self-interest 

 

 

   Selfishness 

 

Individualism and a  

high-group element 

 

Organisational    

interest/ 

Efficiency  

 

 

Organisational       

interest/ 

Efficiency  

 

 

Organisation-fetishism/    

Efficiency-fetishism  

 

Team interest 

 

 

Team interest 

 

 

Team-fetishism 

 

 

Personal  

Morality 

 

All types 

  

  

All types 

 

 

  

 

Egalitarianism  

within the 

organisation 

 
 

 

 

Personal  

Morality 

  

 

Anarchy 

 Friendship 

 

 

Friendship  Nepotism 

 

Egalitarianism 

between employees 

 and  

outsiders 

  

 

Stakeholder 

Orientation 

 

  

 

Stakeholder 

Orientation 

 

    

 

Partiality 

 

 

 

 

Hierarchy  

 

  

Organisational    

Rules/ 

Laws and  

Public Interest 

 

 

  

Organisational  

Rules/  

Laws and  

Public Interest 

 

 

Rule-fetishism/ 

Law- and  

Principle-fetishism 

Fatalism  

 

Self-interest 

 

 

Self-interest 

 

Selfishness 

 

 

Table 2-3: The specified propositions 

 

Table 2-3 contains essentially two modifications in comparison with Table 2-2. 

First, in fact, Organisational Interest and Efficiency imply that a public servant identifies with “supra-

individual goals," i.e. goals that are associated with a group, respectively the organisation and society. 

As such, both types in fact also have a high-group aspect (we hypothesise that it does not make a 

difference whether this is hierarchy or egalitarianism). At the same time, the interaction patterns need 

to remain essentially individualist, as Organisational Interest and Efficiency emphasise materialistic, 
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short-term benefits and are thus associated with a competitive individualist environment. Hence, 

"individualism with a high group element." 

Second, a distinction will have to be made between egalitarianism within the organisation and 

egalitarianism between organisational members and outsiders, because they are hypothesised to be 

associated with different standards (of the benevolence criterion). As egalitarianism is a high-group 

type that strongly emphasises the boundaries of the group
67
 (“the wall of virtue,” see 1.2.1.2), it does 

have an important effect upon the ethical standards where the boundary of the group lies. If the group 

is (within) the organisation, then the standard applied will be the “local” standard of the benevolence 

criterion, hence Team Interest. If “the group” (i.e. the people with whom the interactions are 

egalitarian) is defined broader and also includes the “clients” of the organisation, then the associated 

ethical standard will be cosmopolitan, hence Stakeholder Orientation. The Friendship standard is by 

definition ambiguous as it refers to consideration of other people, irrespective of organisational 

membership. Thus, it is associated with egalitarianism both within the organisation and between 

organisational members and outsiders.  

 
The propositions in Table 2-3 are based on the theoretical foundations that are made explicit in the 

following paragraphs: grid-group theory (see 2.2) and the organisational ethics literature (see 2.3).  

2.1.2. Causal direction 

 

As already substantiated in the Introduction, the theory hypothesises bi-directional causality between 

the interaction patterns on the one hand and ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour on the other. Specifically, the proposition is that the main causal direction will be from 

the interaction patterns to the ethical variables, but that feedback effects are possible. Some 

feedback effects were already mentioned in the Introduction, e.g. a group of street-level bureaucrats 

who behave unethically might try to influence the interaction patterns to the advantage of their illicit 

activities. Unethical behaviour might also have more desirable feedback effects, e.g. when an 

organisation learns from particular instances of unethical behaviour ("ethics failures" (see Zajac 

1996), and adapts its interaction patterns accordingly. Zajac and Comfort (1997) have shown 

however, that, like individuals, organisations learn in a "satisficing" way: "The organisation engages 

in an incomplete process of learning that satisfies only the limited, immediate demands of a problem, 

while it attends to the established needs and interests of the organisation" (p. 558). Considering this 

"bounded rationality" of organisations, we expect learning feedback loops to be possible, but usually 

incomplete. 

 

This somewhat halfway proposition of assuming bi-directional causality but giving priority to one 

direction is consistent with Thompson et al. (1990)'s description of the theory. When introducing the 

theory, they write: "Causal priority in our conception of ways of life, is given neither to cultural bias, 

nor to social relations. Rather each is essential to the other. Relations and biases are reciprocal, 

interacting, and mutually reinforcing" (1990: 1). Yet, as Boholm (1996: 67-68) rightly points out, 

Thompson et al. later claim that social relations "generate" (1990: 1) and "constrain" (Ibid.: 273)
68
 

beliefs and values, thus emphasising a uni-directional causal link. While Boholm criticises this as two 

incompatible conceptualisations, we take the position that they can be made consistent by allowing 

for bi-directional causality but emphasising one causal direction. Indeed this position is also found in 

most organisational ethics research, where there is a clear emphasis on the impact of the organisation 

                                                      
67
 “Hierarchy” is also a high-group type, but there the emphasis is on rules and on procedures, rather than on the group 

boundary. 
68
 Specifically, Thompson et al. (1990: 273) describe that “[m]ost damaging” for their theory “would be a demonstration that 

values are little constrained by institutional relationships.” 
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(social relations) on the values of its members, but some contributions also allow for effects in the 

other direction (see e.g. Zajac 1996).  

2.1.3. A hypothetical test of the theory: whistle-blowing  

 

One way to test a theory is by taking a number of hypothetical examples, assessing the extent to 

which they can be translated in the language of the framework and assessing whether the theory's 

predictions with regard to the hypothetical example seem likely. This kind of "hypothetical testing" 

has been done many times during the development of the framework and the theory, with many 

different examples. One of the most challenging examples concerned whistle-blowing. We want to 

briefly report on this hypothetical test, by explaining how we expect whistle-blowing to fit in the 

framework. Yet, before that, we briefly review the relevant empirical research on the topic. 

 

Whistle-blowing has been defined as “organization’s members disclosure of illegal, immoral, or 

illegitimate practices under the control of their employers, to parties who may be able to effect action” 

(Miceli and Near 1985: 525). This disclosure can be within the organisation, to particular overseeing 

bodies, or to other external parties, including the media.  

 

A considerable amount of empirical research has been done on this issue. Based on a broad review of 

this literature, Brewer and Selden (1998) summarise the main findings. 

 
“Research has shown most whistle blowers are not disgruntled employees (…). In sharp contrast, they 

rank among the most productive, valued and committed members of their organizations (…). A number of 

studies show that most whistle blowers are normal people who have a strong conscience (…). Moreover, 

most whistle blowers are high performers (…). Empirical evidence shows that most whistle blowers are 

committed to the formal goals of their organization, they identify with the organization, and they have a 

strong sense of professional responsibility (…).” (Brewer and Selden 1998; the literature references have 

been left out.). 

 

In their own survey among about 2000 US officials, Brewer and Selden even observed that whistle-

blowers have a higher job satisfaction than those who do not report irregularities. Other studies have 

looked into the situational factors that cause organisational members to blow the whistle. Micelli and 

Near (1985: 525) e.g. found that “organization members who had observed alleged wrongdoing were 

more likely to blow the whistle if they had convincing evidence of wrongdoing, if the wrongdoing 

was serious, and if it directly affected them." (p. 525) (For an extensive review of the factors affecting 

whistle-blowing, see Maesschalck and Ornelis (2003)).  

 

Most of this research has focused on the whistle-blower as individual, on the characteristics of the 

wrongdoing, or on the type of whistle-blowing (internal or external). The few studies that did focus on 

the organisational factors we are interested in are only of limited relevance to our research question. 

Brewer and Selden (1998) e.g. report that whistleblowing occurs more in high performing working 

groups and Miceli and Near (1988) report that the chance of whistle-blowing occurring decreases with 

group size. Two studies are more relevant for our purposes. First, Miceli, Regh, et al. (1999) assessed 

the long-term effect of US legislation to protect public sector whistle-blowers, by analysing three 

surveys of the US Merit Systems Protection Board, taken in 1980, 1983 and 1992. Miceli et al. 

observe that the number of observed cases of wrongdoing clearly decreases, while the relative number 

of cases where this wrongdoing (i.e. whistle-blowing) is reported increases (from 26% in 1983 to 48% 

in 1992). They ascribe these developments to the legislation, but we think that this proposition should 

be formulated more carefully. We would hypothesise that the reported changes are a consequence of 

changes in the interaction patterns more generally, of which the introduction of whistle-blowing 

protection was only one element. Second, Near and Baucus (1993) described some specific whistle-
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blowing-related values and perceptions that were shared by all organisational members (hence an 

“organisational factor”) and, through comparative research in different departments, measured the 

impact of these values and perceptions on the incidence of whistle-blowing. They found very weak 

support for this proposition.
69
 Although this might be due to the fact that the decision to blow the 

whistle is, more than other ethically sensitive decisions, influenced by individual characteristics, we 

see another more important reason for the weak association between organisational characteristics and 

individual ethical decision making. On the basis of our own theory and particularly its foundations in 

grid-group theory, we would actually expect such a weak correlation. Our theory assumes that, in 

order to explain the decision to blow the whistle (as a special case of ethical decision making) one 

should consider all the interaction patterns at once (and summarise them in the codification we 

suggested), rather than only the organisational factors that are related to whistle-blowing. Near and 

Baucus (1993) only focused on perceptions and values concerning whistle-blowing.  

 

We now describe the three archetypical situations in which it is to be expected that people will blow 

the whistle when they are confronted with wrongdoing. The first two situations fit entirely in the 

framework and are indeed “predicted” by our propositions. The third situation is the one where the 

decision is not predicted by our propositions, but by mainly individual variables.  

 

Our theory would predict whistle-blowing in two particular situations. First, when the dominant 

interaction type is hierarchist and there are prescriptions for staff to blow the whistle when 

confronted with wrongdoing, then we can expect them to do so, following the appropriate channels 

and procedures. This is in line with Near and Micelli (1995)'s expectation to find whistle-blowing in a 

Rules climate: “Whistle blowers in a ‘rules’ organization might see whistle-blowing as just part of 

their job if it were so specified, rather than a violation of apparent norms” (p. 699-700). We would not 

only expect whistle-blowing in a Rules climate (cell 8) but also in a Laws climate (cell 9), together 

the two climates that are associated with a hierarchist interaction pattern. Second, we also expect 

internal whistle-blowing when the interaction pattern is egalitarian and whistle-blowing is widely 

expected within the organisation. An egalitarian interaction pattern would lead to the Personal 

Morality climate, which can in turn lead to people applying any of the ethical decision making 

standards. If they would use the freedom of this climate to apply the Rules and Laws standards, then 

we are in the previous case. If they apply the Personal Morality standard, then there is also a high 

chance that they will blow the whistle, since this standard leads people to emphasise their own 

principles, above organisational or practical constraints. If they apply any of the other standards, then 

we would expect no whistle-blowing. Hence, we expect the link between the egalitarian interaction 

pattern and whistle-blowing to be weaker than the link between the hierarchist interaction pattern (on 

the condition that whistle-blowing is prescribed) and whistle-blowing.  

 

Given the high-group character of both egalitarianism and hierarchy and hence the stress on outside 

borders, we would expect in both cases that the whistle will be blown within the organisation or 

(particularly in a hierarchist environment) in particular overseeing or audit institutions, when these 

have been prescribed as appropriate channels. External whistle-blowing (particularly to the media) is 

very unlikely. This is supported, at least for the egalitarian interaction type, by a study of Rotschild 

and Miethe (1999), who found that "internal whistle-blowers are about three times more likely than 

external whistle-blowers to view their company as democratic in terms of its decision making" (p.116) 

                                                      
69
 The by the organisational members shared “positive beliefs about whistle-blowing” and “perception that management 

would protect whistle-blowers from retaliation” was unrelated to whistle-blowing. Only “knowledge about channels, 

suggesting that respondents knew where (i.e. to what agents) they could report wrongdoing” was positively related to 

whistle-blowing incidence (Near and Baucus 1993). 
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and "external whistle-blowers were far less likely than other employees to believe that they had 

enough personal opportunity to participate in company decisions" (p.117). 

 

In organisations where one of the other two interaction types is dominant, we would expect no 

whistle-blowing, whether it is prescribed or not. First, a fatalist environment and its concomitant Self-

interest ethical climate will lead to the Self-interest standard in ethical decision making. It is 

extremely unlikely that this standard will lead people to take all the risks to blow the whistle. In 

addition, it is very unlikely that, given its fatalist interaction pattern, the organisation will respond 

constructively to the whistle-blowers' remarks. Research has shown that the main reason for people 

not to blow the whistle when confronted with wrongdoing is that “they were convinced that nothing 

would ever be done with the information they provided” (Bovens 1998: 198). Hence, whistle-blowing 

would be very unlikely in such an environment. The same goes for the individualist interaction 

pattern. Brewer and Selden (1998) note that “whistle blowing is not a utilitarian behavior because 

whistle blowers frequently are punished (…). [I]n contrast, most whistle blowers act out of regard for 

the common good or public interest.”  

 

The third situation where whistle-blowing can occur is a special case, since it is not expected by the 

theory. In all those cases where our theory expects no whistle-blowing (individualist or fatalist 

interaction pattern; hierarchist or egalitarian interaction pattern without any prescriptions about 

whistle-blowing), it is still possible that people will blow the whistle. This occurs when these 

individuals disregard the interaction patterns and ethical climate that surround them and decide to act 

entirely independently (i.e. apply the Personal Morality standard). Typically, these cases will go 

together with “ethics stress” (Menzel 1996), which can occur “when an individual’s ethical outlook or 

standards differ significantly from the prevailing ethical ethos, environment, or standards of members 

of the organization in which she or he is employed” (Ibid.: 71). Individual factors, rather than 

organisational factors are then decisive. Given our overall assumption that organisational factors have 

significant influence, we expect that these cases will be exceptional. This assumption has some 

support in empirical research, which suggests that “situational variables explain more variance in 

whistle-blowers’ decisions to act than do individual variables” (Near and Miceli 1996: 510).  

 

 

2.2. The basic theoretical foundation: grid-group theory 
 

Grid-group theory supports the above-mentioned propositions in three ways. It provides the basic 

proposition that buttresses all the specific propositions (see 2.2.1), it suggests which grid-group type 

should be linked with which Victor and Cullen type (see 2.2.2) and its "clumsiness proposition" 

explains the occurrence of the unethical behaviour types (see 2.2.3). 

2.2.1. The core proposition: the compatibility proposition 

 

First and most importantly, grid-group theory provides the core proposition that theoretically 

underpins all the arrows in Table 2-2. Specifically, all propositions rest on grid-group theory’s 

fundamental proposition that in any organisational setting, there is always a mutually supportive 

relationship between the structure of the organisation and the dominant values and beliefs 

(Thompson et al. 1990; Hood 1998a). A certain type of structure (or set of social relations) will tend 

to go together with a certain set of values and beliefs (or bias). Grid-group theorists call this “the 

compatibility proposition.”
70
 “Relations and biases are reciprocal, interacting and mutually 

                                                      
70
 The original concept is referred to as "the compatibility condition." Yet, in the context of our discussion "proposition" 

seems more descriptive of what it implies. 
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reinforcing: Adherence to a certain pattern of social relationships generates a distinctive way of 

looking at the world; adherence to a certain worldview legitimises a corresponding type of social 

relations” (Thompson et al. 1990: 1). “Shared values and beliefs are thus not free to come together in 

any which way; they are always closely tied to the social relations they help legitimate” (Ibid.: 2). 

Only a certain combination of types of values and social relations provides a real, “robust” and 

reasonably stable organisation. In the words of grid-group theory, only a certain combination of 

structure and values is “viable.” The theory that is proposed here is based on the same fundamental 

proposition. “Interaction patterns” can be considered equivalent to grid-group theory’s “social 

relations” and “ethical decision making standard” and “unethical behaviour” can be considered 

equivalent to grid-group theory’s “bias.” Hence a similar mutually supportive relationship between 

both can be assumed. Obviously, this proposition is not unique for grid-group theory. Indeed it is 

probably one of the most assumed propositions (albeit implicit) in the organisational ethics literature.  

2.2.2. Linking particular types 

 

The grid-group typology also provides some important clues about the actual ethical climate types and 

decision making standard we can expect when we observe one of the four interaction patterns. These 

associations are rather obvious for the three 'active' interaction patterns (hierarchy, egalitarianism and 

individualism), but fatalism deserves some special attention here, as the other underpinning theories 

only consider fatalism to a limited extent. Table 2-3 shows that a fatalist interaction pattern is 

expected to lead to the Self-interest standard (cell 1) dominating ethical decision making, because the 

latter is the only way for a fatalist to survive in such an unpredictable environment.
71
 Hood describes 

how strong forms of fatalism lead to “a cocktail of lack of enthusiasm, lack of disposition to take 

responsibility or to plan for apparently predictable events” (Hood 1998a: 43-44), which could all be 

considered instances of Self-interest, if not Selfishness. Mars (1982) focuses on unethical behaviour 

and he describes jobs with dominantly fatalist interaction patterns as "donkey" jobs, "characterised by 

both isolation and subordination." The types of unethical behaviour he associates with fatalism are 

typically selfish behaviour like absenteeism and sabotage (Mars 1982: 30-35). Typical for donkey 

jobs, he argues, is "resentment fiddling." He gives an example of a cashier in a supermarket who 

managed to pilfer considerable amounts of cash, her motive being "that she hated being treated like a 

programmed robot and fiddling made here job more interesting; it gave her new targets and a sense of 

challenge as well as hitting at her boss where it hurt" (p. 31). When she changed jobs, she stopped 

fiddling because she was treated in a better way. This type of fiddling provides workers in a fatalist 

environment with more than monetary rewards: "organising a fiddle allows them some of the 

individuality and creativity otherwise denied them in their work" (p. 35).  

 

2.2.3. Explaining unethical behaviour: the requisite variety proposition and the 

notion of “clumsy institutions” 

 

2.2.3.1. Requisite variety 

 

The present theory also converges with grid-group theory’s requisite variety proposition,
72
 which was 

already referred to in Chapter 1 and which essentially implies that “if one solidarity is there they will 

                                                      
71
 However, "contrived randomness" (i.e. the fatalist control mechanism when it is a conscious and deliberate way of 

organising) often takes the shape of a fatalist-hierarchist hybrid because of the emphasis on the "contrived" part and because 

there is still a degree of predictability (see Chapter 1). Of course, in that case we will not only expect the Self-interest 

standard, but also the Organisational Rules and Laws standards playing an important role in ethical decision making.  
72
 Again, this was originally called the "requisite variety condition," but "proposition" was thought to be more descriptive. 
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all be there, and if one of them disappears they will all disappear” (Thompson forthcoming: 6). This is 

a complex notion and until today there is no full agreement about its meaning among grid-group 

theorists. That is why we try to make explicit what we mean by the concept, conceiving of it as 

implying two claims.  

 

First, the requisite variety proposition implies that the four interaction patterns (and hence the 

concomitant biases) are in constant competition with each other for dominance. Grid-group theorists 

conceive of any social unit as an arena for debate between the four sides. “Cultural theory has worked 

incompatibility into the definitions of the four types of culture. Each one is opposed to the others” 

(Douglas 2003: 1359). 6 and Peck refer to this “competition” mechanism as a feedback mechanism: 

“each solidarity sustains itself by reacting against the others in negative feedback, and by asserting its 

peculiar institutions in positive feedback.” (6 and Peck forthcoming). 

 

Second, at the same time the four ways of life are also dependent on one another: “Each way of life 

needs each of its rivals” (Thompson et al. 1990: 4). Each type needs the other types to define itself 

against. As already explained in Chapter 1, the types “are self-defined adversarially” (Douglas and 

Ney 1998: 104): the types define themselves in opposition to each other. You cannot define yourself 

as egalitarian if, at least potentially and conceptually, there is no notion of the other types to define 

yourself against. Thus, the requisite variety proposition is always satisfied: all four types are, at least 

potentially and usually actually, always present.  

 

2.2.3.2. Clumsiness 

 

The concept of “clumsy institutions” was not part of grid-group theory as originally defined in 

Thompson et al. (1990), but has been at the core of the most recent work on grid-group theory (6 et al. 

2002; Thompson 1997; Thompson forthcoming). The core idea of what we will refer to as the 

“clumsiness proposition” is that the interaction types not only need each other to define themselves 

against (see above), but also to make up for each other deficiencies.
73
 Specifically, for a social unit to 

be “viable,” it needs a “sufficient” degree of each of the four types, so that they can make up for 

each other deficiencies. This has an empirical and prescriptive dimension. 

 

Empirically, the clumsiness proposition states that a social unit (e.g. an organisation) will not survive 

in the long run when one, two or three types are underrepresented. In fact, this empirical claim 

contains three elements.  

The first is that, if one type becomes dominant, it will lead to typical deficiencies and perverse effects.  

Hood (1998a) has elaborately discussed what these deficiencies of each of the four grid-group types 

are in a public administration context. 6 and Peck summarise the point, referring to the underlying 

feedback mechanism: 

 
“Positive feedback dynamics that are in the first instance viable gradually undermine themselves, as 

gradually more hierarchy undermines trust and clarity, more individualism leads to mistrust and even 

corruption, more [egalitarianism] leads to sectarian paranoia, and more [fatalism] erodes collective 

action. Political and managerial reform projects, for example, can readily set such dynamics in train. In 

this way, what is in the first instance functional becomes dysfunctional” (6 and Peck forthcoming). 

 

                                                      
73
 This notion was originally part of the requisite variety condition, but inspired by e-mail exchanges with Marco Verweij 

and Thompson’s most recent text on the topic (Thompson forthcoming) and for the sake of clarity, I decided to separate the 

notions of “adversial self-defining” and “interaction types making up for each other’s deficiencies.” In addition, it is very 

difficult to conceive how the latter claim can be conceptually separated from the clumsiness condition. Hence it is better to 

merge them into one single concept, (while distinguishing between an empirical and normative dimension). 
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Of course, this notion that a particular approach or “way of organising” has its intrinsic deficiencies 

has not been invented by grid-group theory. For example, two other frameworks with essentially the 

same idea were briefly addressed at the end of Chapter 1 (see 1.3.3.2). First, the “competing values 

framework” (Petrick and Quinn 1997; Quinn and Rohrbaugh 1981) has a fourfold typology at its core 

and prescribes that managers should balance all four approaches. Second, DeLeon (1998; 1993) also 

developed a fourfold typology and pointed out that each organisational structure has its built-in 

ethical virtues, but also leads to typical ethical vices. Likewise, Sieber developed a list of seven 

“conversion mechanisms” through which social interventions can turn into “fatal remedies,” i.e. 

reversed effects (Sieber, referred to in Hood 1998a: 210-219). Each of the four grid-group types also 

has a more specific literature that focuses on its specific deficiencies, e.g. the literature focusing on 

the reverse effects of bureaucracy and thus of the dominantly hierarchist interaction pattern in 

organisations (e.g. Merton 1968, see below). The here presented theory, defines “deficient 

consequence of an interaction type” as the unethical behaviour (i.e. the excessive application of an 

ethical decision making standard, see 1.2.4) that is hypothesised to be associated with it.  

The second element of the clumsiness proposition then is that, as these excesses occur because of the 

dominance of a management style, they can be reduced by counterbalancing the dominant 

management style with other management styles. This step is in fact a further development of the 

requisite variety claim that the four ways of life are also dependent on one another (see above). The 

requisite variety proposition only specified that the types need each other (if only potentially) to 

define themselves against. Here, the notion is added that types also need each other to make up for 

each other’s deficiencies.  

The third, and most speculative, element in the clumsiness proposition is that it is not sufficient to 

counterbalance the dominant style with one alternative type. In fact, all types, including fatalism, 

provide an important point of view, that should at least now and then be taken into consideration if 

excesses are to be avoided and if an organisation is to survive in the long run.  

 

The clumsiness proposition also has prescriptive/normative implications. If it is true that, when one, 

two or three of the types are over-represented, excesses will occur and organisations will not be viable 

in the long run, then the obvious prescriptive deduction from this is that organisations, if they want to 

be viable, should aim at a sufficient degree of representation of each of the four interaction patterns. 

In addition, given the incompatible nature of the four types, only temporary settlements between the 

types are possible. Organisations that are able to establish such a volatile "coalition" have been called 

"clumsy institutions" (Thompson forthcoming). 6 and Peck describe such an organisation somewhat 

more neutrally as “a dynamic disequilibrium system” (6 and Peck forthcoming). Hood expressed the 

same idea when he proposed that, instead of the linear metaphors for modernisation, it would be better 

to conceive of organisational reform as process of “step-dancing”: “the ability to shift the balance 

among a set of ambitious positions no one of which can be sustained for long” (Hood 1998a: 211). It 

is a search for a balance in “creative tension, rather than complete harmony, which is not available” (6 

et al. 2002: 87). This is indeed clumsy but, the grid-group theorists argue, much more desirable than 

sole reliance on one particular approach and thus automatically provoking its built-in weaknesses. The 

same idea has also been expressed with regards to public policy making, where it implies a particular 

definition of pluralism: not the classic definition of ideological-political pluralism, but the grid-group 

notion of a combination of the four types (see e.g. Hendriks 1999). Like the empirical claim, the 

normative deduction of the clumsiness proposition is not original either. Durkheim, the intellectual 

grandfather of grid-group theory (which is sometimes called the neo-Durkheimian approach), argued 

for settlements between different ways of life, which he called “organic solidarity,” as opposed to 

“mechanical solidarity” (6 et al. 2002: 83), which implies emphasising only one of the four 

approaches. 

 



  

 68 

As Thompson emphasises, it is important to distinguish the clumsiness proposition from the requisite 

variety proposition: “The crucial point is that, while the requisite variety [proposition] ensures that 

none of the solidarities [or ways of life] ever goes into permanent extinction, it does not guarantee 

that the voice – the arguments that the solidarity advances in support of certain proposed 

developments – will always be heard and listened to” (Thompson forthcoming: 8-9). Clumsy 

institutions, by definition, ensure that the voice of each of the ways of life is heard.  

 

The clumsiness proposition will be a crucial basis for our own theory (see below) and will inspire the 

rest of the study. The clumsiness prescription will not play a role in the empirical study. 

 

2.2.3.3. Explaining unethical behaviour 

 

Now it can be shown how the requisite variety and the clumsiness propositions provide the theoretical 

basis for the proposition about the relationship between interaction patterns on the one hand and 

unethical behaviour on the other. 

The clumsiness proposition entails that each of the types of interaction patterns leads to typical 

deficiencies (i.c. unethical behaviour), but these can be reduced by adding sufficient doses of the 

other interaction patterns, i.e. by reducing the relative dominance or intensity of that particular 

interaction pattern. From this, the proposition can be deduced that the relative dominance of a 

particular interaction type leads to a higher frequency of the unethical behaviour associated with that 

interaction type, which in turn guides us to our proposition that "the relative intensity of the 

interaction types, is proportional to the relative frequency of occurrence of the respectively related 

unethical behaviour types" (see above). Thus, if it turns out that the frequency of unethical behaviour 

is unrelated to the intensity of the associated interaction pattern, then this would not only falsify these 

propositions, but would also seriously challenge grid-group theory. 

 

2.2.3.4. A note on the relationship between context and the individual 

 

As mentioned above, there is a bias in the measurement towards contextual factors (particularly the 

organisation), working somewhat against individual factors. Yet, the conceptual framework (see 

Chapter 1) includes "individual variables" and the measurement does allow for individual factors to 

emerge during both the survey-based and interview-based research (see Chapter 3). This 

methodological bias towards contextual factors, while allowing for individual factors, is the 

counterpart of our theoretical worldview of organisational members being strongly influenced but not 

determined by the organisation. That theoretical view is consistent with the perspective usually taken 

in grid-group theory and often taken in organisational ethics research.  

 

In grid-group theory, the emphasis is on the context, on the social environment (as indicated by the 

quote of professor Douglas at the outset of this chapter), but individual characteristics are not denied. 

Gerry Mars summarises the perspective when he justifies his choice for an analysis of the "fiddle-

proneness" of particular working environments: 

 

"[I]t must be emphasised that it is [the fiddling workers'] situation that is fiddle-prone and that this is a 
prerequisite for them to fiddle. I do not argue that all people who work in a "fiddle-prone" context 

necessarily become fiddlers. Rather I argue that socialization into such a context is likely to exert a 

definite bias towards maintaining the existing practices of that situation. We can work on the assumption 

therefore, that it is situations which fix the broad limits of behaviour and which indeed define what is 

considered permissible and appropriate. Variants in personality can then be seen to operate within limits 

set by the situation." (Mars 1982: 137, marked words in original). 
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Many authors in the organisational ethics literature subscribe to a similar perspective on the relation 

between the organisation and the individual. Sinclair et al. (1990) for example conclude their 

investigation into professional values of social workers as follows: “The organisation (…) may, 

however, be better described as enabling or inhibiting than as determining or compelling potential 

forms of behaviour” (quoted in Denhardt 1994: 173).  

 

 

2.3. Further theoretical foundations: organisational ethics 
 

The "organisational ethics literature" includes research in both business ethics and public 

administration ethics. It supports the framework and the propositions in two particular ways. First, it 

lists the causal factors that have been linked with ethical climate and ethical decision making. We 

considered them as relevant factors that shape the interaction patterns (i.e. the rows in the table-

representation of the variable "interaction patterns") and listed them in Chapter 1 (see 1.2.1.1). Hence 

this information will not be repeated in this section. Second, the organisational ethics literature not 

only lists the "causal factors," but also provides some suggestions about the actual mechanisms 

through which those explanatory factors influence ethical climate and decision making. Particularly 

those contributions in the organisational ethics literature that use typologies are very useful as they 

provide additional theoretical support for our propositions and, more importantly, add further 

conceptual depth.  

Specifically, the first subparagraph discusses the relevant contributions from the organisational and 

ethical climate literature and the second subparagraph reviews useful contributions to account for 

ethical decision making and unethical behaviour from three sources: the NPM-ethics literature, the 

broader business and public administration ethics literature and the literatures on the discretion of 

street-level bureaucrats and on regulatory styles. 

 

2.3.1. Explaining ethical climate 

 

First the theoretical literature about the etiology of organisational climate is summarised and then the 

focus is turned to the empirical literature that links particular types of "interaction patterns" with 

particular types of (ethical) climate.  

 

2.3.1.1. The etiology of organisational climate 

 

The literature on organisational climate in general has seen an interesting discussion of the etiology of 

organisational climate (Schneider 1975; Schneider and Reichers 1983; Ashforth 1985; Moran and 

Volkwein 1992), which somewhat reflects the discussion about the relative importance of 

"organisational factors" and "individual factors" that was touched upon above. The three main 

perspectives in the discussion will be briefly summarised, after which it will be explained what our, 

by grid-group theory inspired, position is.  

 

The initial explanations for organisational climate (Payne and Pugh 1976) were "structural" 

(Schneider and Reichers 1983: 25-26; Moran and Volkwein 1992: 22-26). They emphasise how 

objective, structural aspects in the work context shape ethical climate. Examples of these include size, 

centralisation of power, the number of levels in the authority hierarchy, etc. The proposition then was 

that organisational members are exposed to these common structural characteristics and therefore 

have similar perceptions. 
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A second approach is the "selection-attraction-attrition" (SAA) approach proposed by Schneider 

(Schneider and Reichers 1983; Schneider 1987), that was discussed in Chapter 1 (see 1.2.5.1). It 

hypothesises that interaction patterns (selection) combine with individual processes (attraction and 

attrition) to create a relatively homogeneous membership in an organisation, thus enabling a shared 

organisational climate. This approach places the source of perceptions (and hence climate) mainly 

within the individual employee. It assumes "that meaning is something individuals bring to and 

impose on a situation, rather than create through interactions with others" (Moran and Volkwein 

1992: 23). 

With one approach emphasising structure and the other the individual, a third approach intends to take 

a middle position by emphasising interactions. This approach to climate etiology has been proposed 

by Schneider and Reichers (1983) and is rooted in the sociological "school" of symbolic 

interactionism, as developed by Mead (1934) and Blumer (1969). Symbolic interactionism can be 

summarised as "a theory, which explains how people create shared perceptions through an on-going 

social interactive process of interpreting, defining and evaluating events through symbols" (Wimbush 

and Shepard 1994). Thus, according to the "interactive approach" to climate formation, climate is 

developed through interaction: "the interaction of individuals in responding to their situation brings 

forth the shared agreement which is the basis for organisational climate" (Moran and Volkwein 1992: 

23). It is through their daily interactions within the organisation that people develop the shared 

perceptions of what is ethically correct behaviour, i.e. ethical climate (cf. supra).  

 

Our grid-group theory based approach includes (adapted) elements of these three perspectives. 

First, organisational structure and objective organisational characteristics are included as 

"organisational factors" (particularly "organisational structure") in the first dimension (i.e. the rows in 

the table-representation) of the variable "interaction patterns." Yet, these factors do not shape 

organisational climate directly, as indicated by the limited empirical support for the causal link 

between structure and climate (Schneider and Reichers 1983: 26). We assume that they will only 

affect ethical climate when they actually shape the workers' interaction patterns. Hence, in our 

framework, organisational factors are only considered to the extent to which they effectively shape 

the street-level bureaucrats' interaction patterns into a particular grid-group type or combinations of 

types, as explained in Chapter 1. 

Second, the SAA-framework provides a useful extension of our understanding of the impact of 

individual variables. It indicates that individual variables not only affect climate (and decision making 

and behaviour) directly, but also in interaction with interaction patterns. This was already discussed in 

Chapter 1. Here, we should merely repeat that, although we will consider potential individual and 

SAA effects, individual variables will not be the central focus of the research.  

Third, our approach is probably closest to the symbolic interactionist approach to explaining ethical 

climate. In fact, there are many similarities between our grid-group theory based approach and the 

tradition of symbolic interactionism. This is of course obvious from the fact that in our framework 

"interactions" also take a central role, but the similarities are broader. Based on a review of the work 

in symbolic interactionism, Snow e.g. concludes that the label covers a wide variety of approaches, 

but that there is one perspective that ties all symbolic interactionist contributions together: "the view 

on human beings as active rather than merely responsive organisms and (...) [the] contention that an 

understanding of much human social action requires consideration of its situated, interactive and 

interpretative character" (Snow 2001: 7697). Our approach largely subscribes to this view, although 

perhaps in a more moderate sense than symbolic interactionists. Guided by the fourfold typology and 

the fairly extensively developed framework, we will follow a less situated and interpretative approach 

and aim at more "codified" (Ragin 1987), general accounts. This somewhat less in-depth study is also 

a consequence of the methodology: surveys and semi-structured interviews, rather than the in-depth 

anthropological research or experiments that are typical for symbolic interactionism. Yet, an 



  

 71 

important advantage is that our approach allows structural and macro-level factors to play a more 

important role (be it through their effect on interaction patterns) than most symbolic interactionists 

would, as a consequence of their emphasis on face-to-face and contextualised interactions.
74
 In spite 

of these similarities, the vocabulary of symbolic interactionism will not be adopted for reasons of 

conceptual parsimony. 

 

2.3.1.2. Linking interaction patterns with organisational and ethical climate 

 

The ethical climate literature proposed two typologies to conceptualise interaction patterns that are 

hypothetically linked with particular types of ethical climate. 

First, Victor and Cullen themselves hypothesised “organisational form” as a major determinant of 

ethical climate and notably suggested that the classic three ideal-typical transaction forms of Ouchi 

(1980) might be linked with particular types of ethical climate. They refer to Jones (1983), who 

argued that organisational culture emerges "out of the institutional arrangements that are developed to 

regulate the exchanges or transactions between members of a social group" (cited in Victor and 

Cullen 1988: 120). Victor and Cullen's seminal empirical research seems to confirm these suggestions 

for their own typology: those companies that had a typical bureaucratic structure, had a climate with a 

"focus on rules, laws, and codes and not on the more market-related processes of individual initiative 

and self-serving behavior" (Victor and Cullen 1988: 121). Other organisations (the printing firm in 

their 1988 research and an academic organisation in their 1987 research) that rather had a clan-type 

governance structure (which we would identify as egalitarian) showed the dominance of the 

benevolence ethical criterion (the ethical climate types of cell 4, 5 and 6) and of the Personal Morality 

climate (cell 7). These findings are clearly consistent with Jones (1983)'s theory as well as with our 

own propositions. Likewise, as for market forms of governance (i.e. individualism), Victor and Cullen 

expect that these would lead to a domination of the "egoism" criterion and hence of the ethical climate 

types in cell 1, 2 and 3. Others (particularlyWimbush et al. 1997a) have further tested these initial 

findings and found partial support for the causal link between Ouchi's typology of organisational 

forms and Victor and Cullen's climate typology.  

Second, Weber (1995) used James Thompson’s organisational design model (a description of three 

distinct types of departments) to conceptualise the independent variable and developed propositions 

about the subclimates that can be expected in these different department types. Among the three types 

of departments, "boundary spanning departments" are closest to what we describe as units with street-

level bureaucrats as they "link the organization with key external environment individuals and 

groups" and thus "often struggle with a sense of dual accountability: the organizational employer 

versus those external organizational stakeholders with substantial influence" (Weber 1995: 511). 

Weber hypothesised that those boundary spanning departments would exhibit a stronger Laws (cell 9) 

climate than the other units and found significant support for this. He concludes that "forces external 

to the organization may influence the ethical decision making process of an organization's boundary-

spanning employees" (p. 520), thus pointing out that we should pay due attention to those extra-

organisational factors in the empirical research. 

2.3.2. Explaining ethical decision making and unethical behaviour 

 

Having addressed the literature that helps to account for ethical climate we now turn to the literature 

that explains ethical decision making and unethical behaviour. The first subsection reviews the NPM-

ethics literature. Since the original research question focussed on the association between NPM-

                                                      
74
 Although attempts have been made by symbolic interactionism to include structural elements (Snow 2001), the emphasis 

still is largely on micro-level interactions and on “short term encounters for their ‘group experiments’" (E-mail-exchange 

with Mary Douglas, October 21, 2001). 
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reforms and ethics, this theme received most attention during the literature review that resulted in the 

theory presented above. The subsequent two subparagraphs are more modest in intention. Rather than 

reviewing a whole literature, they present a number of core arguments and literature strands that 

provide additional theoretical support and add conceptual background to the theory presented above. 

Specifically, the second subsection summarises a number of core arguments from the business and 

public administration ethics literatures and the third presents some relevant contributions from the 

literature on street-level bureaucracy and on regulation. None of these literatures explicitly addresses 

ethical climate as an intermediary variable and it will thus not be addressed in this paragraph. Instead, 

this paragraph focuses on the association between interaction patterns, ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour. 

 

2.3.2.1. The NPM-ethics literature
75
 

 

As explained in the Introduction of this study, the wave of NPM-reforms in the last two decades of the 

previous century has provoked concerns about the impact of these reforms on the ethics of public 

servants. That literature about the impact of NPM-reforms on the ethics of public servants (henceforth 

"the NPM-ethics" literature) tends to be fairly unstructured with many authors conveying similar 

messages, but in very different languages and traditions and in a non-cumulative way. This subsection 

translates the propositions that underlie the positions in the NPM-ethics debate into the language of 

the conceptual framework and theory presented above. Thus, it will be demonstrated that each of the 

propositions formulated in the NPM-ethics debate
 
is paralleled by a proposition in the theory 

proposed above (see Table 2-3). This will then show that all the positions that seemed rival at first are 

in fact complementary and that, once they are all put into the same "language," they amount to one 

coherent theory.  

 

To avoid complicating the discussion too much, this discussion will simplify the actual propositions 

and will only focus on the basic propositions as formulated in Table 2-2, not the more complicated 

propositions (see Table 2-3) that e.g. distinguished between internal and external egalitarianism or 

associated Organisational Interest and Efficiency with "individualism and a high-group element" 

instead of simply with individualism. Moreover, since the fatalist interaction type is not significantly 

discussed in the NPM-ethics literature, it will not be discussed in this paragraph either. 

 

First, the contributions in the NPM-ethics literature are organised into four perspectives or positions. 

Then, the three basic propositions (excluding fatalism) about the causal relationship between 

"interaction patterns" and "ethical decision making" will be discussed. Each of these will turn out to 

have strong proponents in the NPM-ethics literature. Subsequently, the relationship between 

interaction patterns and "unethical behaviour" will be addressed. Again, the NPM-ethics literature 

provides strong underpinnings for each of these propositions, but then provided by the opponents of 

the respective interaction types.
76
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 This subsection is largely based on a forthcoming article in Public Administration (see Maesschalck forthcoming b). 

76
 As explained above, the theory hypothesises a reciprocal causal relationship between interaction patterns on the one hand 

and public servants’ ethical climate, decision making and behaviour on the other (see 2.1.2 above). However, the NPM-ethics 

literature and consequently also our discussion of that literature emphasise one particular direction: the impact of interaction 

patterns on ethics.   



  

 73 

1. Four positions in the NPM-ethics debate 

 

Roughly, the NPM-ethics literature can be summarised as consisting of four rival positions, each 

proposing their own administrative doctrines for ethics management in the public sector. Three of 

these positions are rooted in a broader administrative philosophy in the sense of Hood and Jackson 

(1991). 

 

The first position is anchored in the NPM administrative philosophy. Sometimes NPM-proponents 

emphasise how competition mechanisms can reduce corruption, e.g. by reducing the opportunities of 

public servants to corruptly charge monopoly rents (Klitgaart 1988: 43). More often however, they 

remain silent on the topic of ethics (Menzel 2000). The assumption seems to be that ethical behaviour 

will naturally follow from an implementation of NPM-reforms. Ethical behaviour is then mainly 

understood as behaviour that strengthens "the three E's" (economy, efficiency and effectiveness).  

 

The second position is at the other side of the spectrum. It is rooted in "Traditional Public 

Administration" (TPA), also referred to as the “old public administration” (Denhardt and Denhardt 

2000) or the “orthodox model” (Fox 2001: 109). The basic administrative doctrine of TPA with 

regards to ethics management prescribes that the interaction patterns be organised in such a way that 

“the individual ethical choice is limited to choosing to follow the rules (the ethical thing to do) or to 

violate them by commission or omission (unethical acts)” (Fox 2001: 110). In the NPM-ethics debate 

the proponents of TPA have, according to one observer, “throw[n] up their hands in horror at recent 

trends, seeing them as marking the destruction of the public service ethos” (Greenaway 1995). 

Greenaway himself refers to Chapman and O’Toole (Chapman 1998; Chapman 1994; Chapman and 

O'Toole 1995) for the UK, who express “a traditional view in a period of change” (Chapman and 

O'Toole 1995) and argue for a return to the traditional civil service ethos and to the traditional 

concept of “public duty” (Ibidem, p. 11). Writing from the US context, Frederickson (1999; 1997; 

1993) also forcefully expresses his concerns about the ethical consequences of NPM innovations like 

marketising, privatising or contracting-out and he argues for a “re-regulation” (Frederickson 1999, p. 

276). One particularly prominent strand in the TPA-tradition emphasises the legal point of view and 

criticises NPM “for its sometimes cavalier treatment of the rule of law, especially its free and easy 

slogans about eliminating red tape and letting managers manage” (Rohr 2002: xi).  

 

The third position is derived from what has recently been labelled the “New Public Service” (NPS) 

(Denhardt and Denhardt 2000). Skidmore (1995) describes a similar approach as the “classical” or 

“Aristotelian” mode of organising (referring to its roots in MacIntyre’s work), while others (e.g. Fox 

and Miller 1996) have labelled this the “communitarian/citizen alternative.” Denhardt and Denhardt 

(2000) present the NPS approach as a viable third alternative for the observed dichotomy between 

“the old public administration” and “the New Public Management.” Rather than traditional 

bureaucracies that are controlled from the top down and largely closed for citizens, Denhardt and 

Denhardt (2000) propose new mechanisms in which “the primary role of the public servant is to help 

citizens articulate and meet their shared interests rather than to attempt to control or steer society” (p. 

549). They build i.a. on the communitarian tradition, which has acquired a strong position in public 

administration through the work of Terry Cooper (see the review of Fox (2001: 122)). As for the 

NPM-ethics debate, those writing from a NPS point of view largely join the TPA-advocates in their 

negative assessment of the ethical consequences of NPM-reforms, but propose a different solution. 

Again, Denhardt and Denhardt (2000) summarise the argument. They argue that public sector 

organisations should be organised in such a way that public servants are not responsive to 

“constituents and clients” (TPA), nor to “customers” (NPM), but to “citizens.” Several other authors 

have criticised NPM from a NPS point of view. Although he also used TPA-arguments to criticise 
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NPM, most of Frederickson's prescriptive claims (particularly in "the Spirit of Public Administration" 

(1997)) rather correspond to the NPS administrative philosophy. One example of this is his plea for a 

"combination of patriotism (the love of the regime values) with benevolence (the love of others)" (p. 

202). Gawthrop (1998) fits the NPS philosophy even more neatly. He contrasts the "democratic spirit" 

with the NPM-type "entrepreneurial spirit" and emphasises that the former should prevail. He also 

strongly criticises the TPA-type "ethics of compliance" he observed in US public administration the 

past five decades (p. 153) for leading to a soulless public administration, obsessed with procedural 

correctness. He argues that public servants should have a personal responsibility, with "service as the 

centre of value" (p. 80). The choice for a career as public servant implies "opting for a career of 

service to the public, to the citizenry, to one's neighbours" (p. 23). 

 

The fourth position in the debate does not clearly build on a single identifiable administrative 

philosophy like the previous three. Its central argument is that public sector ethics management is an 

important and evolving subfield of public management, which deserves its own set of doctrines, hence 

the "Ethics Management" approach. Its core doctrine is that an ethics policy should be a combination 

of doctrines from the three aforementioned approaches, adapted to the specific circumstances of the 

organisation. Admittedly, arguments for a combination of different approaches have been articulated 

before. Cooper, for example, proposed such a combined approach in his seminal "The Responsible 

Administrator" (first ed., p. (1982). However, the success of the NPM-discourse and the concomitant 

ethical concerns fostered a recent revival of this approach. The Public Management (PUMA) 

department of the OECD (2000; 1996) has been among its most prominent promoters, together with 

practice oriented academics like Gilman (1999) or Uhr (1999). These and other recent proponents 

agree with the NPM-advocates that NPM-reforms can have many beneficial consequences, but are at 

the same time conscious of the undesirable effects (i.c. unethical behaviour). However, in contrast 

with TPA and NPS, their solution is not to do away with NPM innovations, but to complement them 

with a well-developed public sector ethics management that is adapted to the reforms. They see two 

possible approaches to such an ethics policy: the compliance or "low road" (Rohr 1978) and the 

integrity or "high road" (Ibidem) approach (see also 1.2.1.1). The former “focuses on strict 

compliance with descriptive administrative procedures, control mechanisms and detailed rules (…)” 

(OECD 2000), and comes hence very close to the ethics management doctrines of TPA. The "Ethics 

Management" proponents observe, however, that this compliance approach does not fit the NPM-style 

results-based managerial approach. It thus violates their basic doctrine of a management style adapted 

to the circumstances. Instead, NPM-type changes need to be complemented by an “integrity” 

approach to ethics management that is “based on aspirations, relies on incentives and encourages good 

behaviour rather than policing and punishing errors and wrongdoing” (Ibidem). This claim is 

warranted on the ground that the increased discretion that goes with the reduction of hierarchy in 

NPM-reforms needs to be paralleled by an ethics management style that supports the public servants 

in dealing with this discretion, rather than limiting their discretion by developing new rules and 

control systems. 

 

This fourfold answer of the public administration literature remains rather unsatisfying. A public 

administrationist who considers implementing NPM-reforms, while at the same time wanting to avoid 

undesirable ethical consequences, is probably even more confused having read through this literature. 

Who should he/she believe? The remainder of this subsection intends to show that the literature can 

be integrated by translating its various claim into the language of the proposed framework.  
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2. Claims in the NPM-ethics literature supporting the causal relationship between 

interaction patterns and ethical decision making 

 

a)   There is a reciprocal causal relationship between individualism and the standards of Self-

interest (cell 1), Organisational Interest (cell 2), and Efficiency (cell 3) 

 

The strongest support for the claim that the individualist interaction pattern leads to the (“ethically 

desirable”) standards of Self-interest (cell 1), Organisational Interest (cell 2) and Efficiency (cell 3) 

can, of course, be found in NPM. This administrative philosophy can be divided into two subsets of 

administrative doctrines, congruent with the two phases in the reform movement (at least in the UK 

and the US) that have been observed by Pollitt (1993) and others. In a first phase the NPM-reforms 

were focused on neo-Taylorian changes aimed at cost-cutting and the introduction of the individualist 

interaction patterns in government. One of the most important intellectual sources of this 

administrative philosophy is the public choice school, which borrowed the core assumption from 

economic theory that human beings (including public servants) are self-interested utility maximisers. 

The challenge then is to organise the interaction patterns in such a way that this self-interested 

behaviour still leads to a well-performing government that “works better and costs less” (Gore 1996). 

The only interaction type that is really capable of doing this is, according to the NPM-adherents, the 

individualist way. The introduction of a competitive pay for performance scheme for example, will 

lead to the domination of the Self-interest standard (cell 1) in ethical decision making, which, in turn, 

will have a positive effect on government performance; at least on the condition that the public 

servants under the scheme compete on the basis of “the right” performance indicators. When a public 

sector organisation competes with other (private or public sector) organisations, this will lead to the 

Efficiency standard (cell 3) dominating ethical decision making, or in some cases the Organisational 

Interest standard (cell 2).  

 

The second phase in the reform movement has been described as “the coming of quality” (Pollitt 

1993) or the "soft path" (Lynn, cited in deLeon 1998: 540). It marks a move away from the 

“bureaucrat-bashing” and cost-cutting focus of the early NPM-years towards an emphasis on quality 

and customer service orientation. The empirical claims of the authors writing in this “quality” strand 

of the NPM literature are somewhat ambiguous. Their rhetoric usually contains some references to 

direct democracy or citizen involvement (i.e. egalitarianism), but the actual proposals (and their actual 

implementation) mostly contain individualist elements: improving quality of services in order to 

increase profits and as long as the organisation benefits from it. In the language of the framework, the 

quality movement proponents claim that the introduction of quality-oriented measures will lead to a 

domination of both the Stakeholder Orientation standard (cell 6) and the Organisational Interest (cell 

2) and Efficiency (cell 3) standards, but in practice, they concentrate on the latter two (see, for the 

British case, e.g. Bellamy and Greenaway (1995)). 

 

b)   There is a reciprocal causal relationship between egalitarianism and the standards of (a) 

Friendship (cell 4), Team Interest (cell 5) and Stakeholder Orientation (cell 6) and (b) Personal 

Morality (cell 7) 

 

Not surprisingly, the most forceful support for the proposition that the egalitarian interaction pattern 

leads to the particular and desirable types of ethical decision making listed in this second proposition, 

is provided by doctrines of the NPS administrative philosophy. Two other approaches also provide 

some support for specific claims, but only partially so since they would always argue to complement 

the egalitarian measures with their own preferred interaction pattern. I discuss each in turn. 
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First, as mentioned above, the NPM-doctrines about service and quality management contain some 

egalitarian elements and these are assumed to lead public servants to use the Stakeholder Orientation 

standard (cell 6) in their ethical decision making. The potential unethical behaviour associated with 

this standard (Partiality) should, in the NPM-logic, be avoided by combining this with a competitive 

interaction pattern that guarantees that the Efficiency standard will counterbalance the Stakeholder 

Orientation. Similarly, within the organisation, quality management doctrines also sometimes assume 

the positive effects of "team-work" and other egalitarian interaction patterns (Osborne and Gaebler 

1992; Nufrio 2001: 14-15), but again counterbalance these with competition mechanisms that focus 

on the individual (not always making explicit the tension between both interaction types). 

 

Second, the 'integrity" approach of the Ethics Management adherents also contains a strong element 

of egalitarianism. The hypothesis is that more egalitarianism will lead people to reason on the basis of 

the Personal Morality standard (cell 7), which is considered to be a desirable complement for the 

ethical standards that follow from NPM-type individualist interaction patterns. However, according to 

the “Ethics Management” authors, this integrity-style ethics management by itself will not do. There 

is still need for a basic set of compliance-based arrangements or, in the words of Uhr (1999), the 

“values set” of integrity institutions needs to be balanced with the “verification set” of institutions. 

Hence it is better to conceive of the compliance and integrity approaches to ethics management as two 

ideal types at the ends of a continuum, rather than as mutually exclusive categories (Gilman 1999). 

The Ethics Management advocates prefer a position that is closer to the integrity approach but still 

contains a number of significant compliance elements.  

 

While the others assume that egalitarianism, also when it has beneficial effects, always needs to be 

balanced by one of the other interaction types, the NPS advocates seem to assume that egalitarianism 

is diverse enough to provide sufficient variation in itself. They make, for example, a distinction 

between egalitarianism within a public sector organisation and egalitarianism between organisational 

members and outsiders. As for the latter, NPS-proponents argue that the processes of a public sector 

organisation need to be designed in such a way that the public servants can “focus on building 

relationships of trust and collaboration with and among citizens” (Denhardt and Denhardt 2000). The 

NPS advocates then hypothesise that this egalitarianism between organisational members and 

outsiders will lead to the Stakeholder Orientation standard (cell 6): public servants will consider the 

consequences of their actions for the stakeholders they are confronted with, i.e. they will “attend to 

(…) citizen interests” (Denhardt and Denhardt 2000: 554). This is not sufficient, however, since this 

might lead to Partiality (cell 6 of the types of unethical behaviour). Therefore, this should be 

complemented by a considerable amount of egalitarianism within the organisation, e.g. in the form of 

shared leadership, collaboration or empowerment. These latter measures are hypothesised to have two 

effects on the ethics of public servants. First, and most importantly, they will lead to the dominance of 

the Personal Morality standard (cell 7), because “leadership exercised by working through and with 

people transforms the participants and shifts their focus to higher level values” (Ibidem, p. 556). 

When this standard dominates, public servants will follow their own principles and the continuing 

dialogue and exchange of views both within and outside the organisations will then ensure that these 

“personal principles” will in fact be those principles that are desired by all parties. This is consistent 

with the observation of many students of moral development that the level of moral reasoning 

increases through an open and constructive exchange of views (e.g. the "Just Community approach of 

Kohlberg" (1984), see Vidaver-Cohen (1998: 1212-1213)). In any case, this Personal Morality 

standard will help to ensure that public servants look beyond the immediate interests of the 

stakeholders they are dealing with, and will as such reduce the potential dangers of a too strong 

application of the Stakeholder Orientation standard. A second implication of egalitarianism within the 
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organisation will be mutual respect among members of the organisation, i.e. the Friendship (cell 4) 

and Team Interest (cell 5) ethical standards. 

 

c)   There is a reciprocal causal relationship between hierarchy and the standards of 

Organisational Rules (cell 8) and Laws and Public Interest (cell 9) 

 

Those arguing from the TPA philosophy essentially contend that their hierarchist doctrines will lead 

to the Organisational Rules (cell 8) and Laws and Public Interest (cell 9) standards and evaluate this 

positively. As for hierarchy within the organisation, Frederickson for example argues that “in their 

enthusiasm for cutting red tape (…), managers should remember why some of that red tape got there 

in the first place,” and he mentions “due process and fairness” and “compassion and protection” as 

“just two reasons” (Frederickson 1999: 267-268). Confronted with de-regulation, privatisation, 

contracting out and other typical NPM-reforms, Frederickson predicts that “in 2010 the ancient saying 

‘today’s problems are yesterday’s solutions’ will have come to pass” and hence a “step-by-step 

process of re-regulation” with “as primary impetus (…) the issue of fairness” will be inevitable 

(Ibidem, p. 275-276). Those TPA-advocates that write from a legalistic perspective take the same 

position and particularly emphasise the typically hierarchist argument that “private management” is 

fundamentally different and distinct from “government management” as the latter has its basis in and 

is constrained by public law (see e.g. Moe and Gilmour 1995: 138). The TPA-proponents also argue 

for a hierarchist interaction pattern with citizens, contrasting this with the customer service 

orientation of NPM. They point out that the private interests of clients do not necessarily coincide 

with the public interest and that public servants have a “public duty” (Chapman and O'Toole 1995) 

that goes far beyond the immediate stakes of the stakeholder they are dealing with.  

 

3. Claims in the NPM-ethics literature supporting the causal relationship between 

interaction patterns and unethical behaviour 

 

This subparagraph lists the propositions in the NPM-ethics literature that parallel the three basic 

propositions (excluding fatalism) in Table 2-2 about the relationship between interaction types and 

types of unethical behaviour (as mediated by types of ethical decision making). In the previous 

subparagraph it was demonstrated how the respective advocates of each of the four positions in the 

NPM-ethics debate emphasised how their own preferred interaction pattern causes ethical decision 

making. This subparagraph will demonstrate how they emphasise that the interaction patterns they 

dislike lead to unethical behaviour. Since the proposed conceptual framework includes both unethical 

behaviour and ethical decision making, all these claims can be integrated into the general theory 

developed above and the “rival doctrines” will turn out to be surprisingly complementary.  

 

a)   There is a reciprocal causal relationship between individualism and Selfishness (cell 1), 

Organisation-fetishism (cell 2), and Efficiency-fetishism (cell 3) 

 

Of course, most NPM-advocates are aware that individualism sometimes causes unethical behaviour. 

They have two standard explanations for this. First, they argue, individualism can lead to unethical 

behaviour when the competition mechanisms are not designed in an appropriate way. Performance 

management systems, for example, need to be designed in such a way that the indicators are the 

“right” ones and that the self-interested behaviour is guided in such a way that it also advances the 

government’s goals. Second, much of the unethical behaviour that is assumed to follow from 

introducing competition mechanisms is, according to the NPM-adherents, in fact caused by the lack of 

actual competition. For example, an agency might be put at arm’s length and forced to compete with 

private sector companies for the product it delivers to the overseeing ministry. However, when it turns 
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out that no private companies are interested in providing the product, the agency will have a 

monopoly position. The agency might then underperform and provide low quality products to its 

overseeing ministry. This self-interested, unethical behaviour is, according to the NPM-proponents, 

not a consequence of the introduction of individualism but of the actual lack of individualism. The 

advocates of the other three approaches do not accept these two explanations on the basis of two 

reasons, focusing on interaction patterns and unethical behaviour respectively.  

  

The first reason concentrates on the interaction patterns and is most strongly argued for by the Ethics 

Management advocates. Essentially, their argument is that there are some inherent problems with 

applying pure individualism in the public sector, which cannot be solved by simply improving or 

enhancing competition. They develop this argument for the two "strands" of NPM. First, as for the 

Neo-Taylorian strand or "Taylorism in disguise" (Theobald 1997: 497), warnings abound about the 

inherent problems with performance management in the public sector. Ott et al. (2001), for example, 

observe that traditional hierarchical forms of accountability have been seriously diminished, on the 

assumption that new forms of accountability, and particularly performance measurement, are a better 

alternative. However, since performance measurement has not been able (yet) to provide the 

information needed in important areas of government activity, the net result of this operation has been 

a diminished degree of accountability. DeLeon (1998) is one among many who point out that these 

problems are, to an extent, inherent, since "accountability for results is possible only where goals are 

clear" (p. 546). A second target of this type of critique have been the quality management measures of 

NPM, and particularly the use of individualist-type service management techniques in the public 

sector and the "customer service orientation" underlying it. Brans (1997), e.g., points out that the 

customer concept emphasises the "exit" option as a tool to express discontent, rather than "voice." "It 

obscures, however, the fact that citizens without resources – the willingness to pay is an important 

assumption of the market metaphor – may be left without any voice at all" (p. 406). In the language of 

the conceptual framework, this implies that individualism fosters an excessive use of the 

Organisational Interest (cell 2) and Efficiency (cell 3) standards, to the detriment of other more 

traditional public sector values, such as equity. In sum, all these examples demonstrate that 

competition in the public sector often turns out to work differently from the way it was initially 

intended, fostering the typical types of unethical behaviour associated with individualism. Hence, 

Ethics Management proponents argue, the introduction of individualism should be well-considered 

and should always be complemented with measures of ethics management that are a combination of 

hierarchist (“compliance”) and egalitarian (“integrity”) interaction patterns.  

 

The second reason is partly supported by the “Ethics Management” adherents but most strongly 

formulated by those arguing from TPA and NPS. This argument focuses on the "unethical behaviour," 

rather than on the interaction patterns and their potential deficiencies. The contention is that 

increasing competition also increases the chance that the unethical behaviour of cell 1, 2 and 3 will 

occur, not because of a badly designed competition system (the argument of the NPM-proponents) or 

because competition is impossible (Ethics Management proponents), but because competition 

mechanisms change the values of public servants. Individualist interaction patterns almost reverse the 

traditional hierarchy of values ("first legality, then equity, effectiveness and efficiency and lastly 

economy," (Bouckaert 1995: 170)) to one in which the latter three ("the three E's") come first. Thus 

the chance increases that the unethical behaviour associated with individualism will occur. The TPA-

advocates argue this most strongly, referring to the “demise of public duty” (Chapman and O'Toole 

1995) as a consequence of increased competition. Authors from the legal strand within TPA then 

particularly emphasise that NPM’s individualist emphasis on increased executive discretion sits 

uncomfortable with the, from a legal point of view crucial, problem of “control of administrative 

discretion to assure compliance with legal standards to protect the individual from arbitrary action or 



  

 79 

tyranny” (Carroll 1995, p. 308). Yet, also the NPS-proponents emphasise that “the public interest is 

the aim, not the by-product” (Denhardt and Denhardt 2000: 554). They also point at the value of the 

political debate in itself, since it raises awareness of other stakeholders' values and interests and might 

even transform preferences, rather than simply aggregate them, as the individualists propose (Bellamy 

and Greenaway 1995: 490-491).  

 

b)   There is a reciprocal causal relationship between egalitarianism and (a) Nepotism (cell 4), 

Team-fetishism (cell 5) and Partiality (cell 6) and (b) Anarchy (cell 7) 

 

While ethical criticism on the individualist interaction pattern abounds, the concerns about unethical 

behaviour that might be fostered by egalitarian interaction patterns have been, up to now, rather 

modest in the NPM-ethics debate. The NPM-critics have concentrated on the individualist aspects of 

NPM, which were indeed the core of its rhetoric. Moreover, the recent revival of the NPS is probably 

too young and not enough adopted in practice to bring about the sort of critical wave fostered by the 

individualist NPM-reforms. On the basis of the theory the concerns can be expected to go in two 

directions.  

 

The first concerns focus on the proposition that the egalitarian interaction pattern causes the three 

types of unethical behaviour associated with the benevolence criterion. Hood (1998a: 41) notes, for 

example, that egalitarianism within an organisation might “degenerate into ‘coexistence,’ with a 

tendency for each of the colleagues in the group to avoid asking awkward questions about the 

behaviour of colleagues.” This is what the proposed conceptual framework describes as “Team-

fetishism” (cell 5). As for egalitarianism between public servants and outsiders, those quality 

management measures that imply direct citizen- or employee-involvement in decision making, can 

also be criticised, particularly from a TPA-perspective. The argument then is that that kind of 

egalitarianism (as far as it is genuine and not individualism in disguise, see above) can foster an 

excessive application of the Stakeholder Orientation standard (cell 6) and thus preferential treatment 

of citizens (Partiality). 

 

A second concern is also most strongly maintained by TPA-arguments. It parallels the proposition that 

egalitarianism can cause an excessive application of the Personal Morality standard (cell 7), 

eventually leading to anarchy or, in a more organised form, a “Beamtenherrschaft”. This obviously 

echoes the concerns of Weber, Finer and many others about the potential dangers for democracy of 

too much discretion for public servants. Dunleavy and Hood (1994: 14) argued that one consequence 

of NPM-type reforms might be the creation of a “headless chicken model” (see also Rhodes 2000), 

typified by a “no-one in charge public management.” They focused on the interorganisational (macro-

)level, but it is obvious that this is also a potential danger at the meso- and micro-levels. 

 

c)   There is a reciprocal causal relationship between hierarchy and Rule-fetishism (cell 8) and 

Law- and Principle-fetishism (cell 9) 

 

Public administration and organisational theory have a long tradition of critique on the hierarchist 

interaction pattern and its excesses or the "bureaupathologies" (Van Wart and Denhardt 2001: 237). In 

the NPM-ethics debate as well, fierce criticism has been expressed on the hierarchist interaction 

pattern, particularly from the NPM and the NPS administrative philosophies. As for the former, the 

whole NPM-rhetoric can be seen as an assault on the traditional hierarchist structure as being 

overpriced, underperforming and impeding the implementation of profitable and worthwhile doctrines 

like "hands-on" entrepreneurial management or accountability for results. "Homiletic" (Lynn 1996) 

works like Osborne and Gaebler (1992)'s classic "Reinventing Government" contain numerous 
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examples of the proposition that the hierarchist interaction pattern leads to Rule- (cell 8) and law- 

(cell 9) fetishism. NPS-advocates essentially make the same empirical claim, but on different 

normative grounds. They are mainly concerned about the dehumanising (Adams and Balfour 1998) 

and depersonalising aspects of hierarchy. They criticise the hierarchist structure for allowing “an 

individual to be a good administrator while committing acts of evil” (p. 170) as well as for its 

tendency to separate the bureaucrat from the morally conscious human being. NPS-advocates 

emphasise that people should be conscious that "the notion of individual ethical responsibility is not 

absolved by hierarchical systems" (Gawthrop 1998: 22).  

 

Interestingly, most of the alternatives that are provided by the NPM-authors also contain a 

considerable degree of hierarchy. Measures for quality improvement, for example, not only include 

strong individualist and some egalitarian elements, but also aim at improving and rationalising the 

processes in the organisation and at introducing quality indicators. All this includes a considerable 

degree of formalisation, leading some to suggest that NPM could be seen as a further step in the 

bureaucratisation, rather than a move away from it (Hood 1994: 138; Theobald 1997: 497). Similarly, 

NPM-type reforms to give managers increased discretion, while enhancing their "ex post" 

accountability, can also include many hierarchist elements. Commenting upon practices in New 

Zealand, Gregory and Hicks (1999) observe that through the new contractualist regime, in fact "one 

type of rules-based approach was replaced by another: impersonal bureaucratic rules were 

increasingly replaced by personalised legal contracts" (p. 12). The NPM-advocates seem to assume 

that, although these and other proposals include a significant degree of hierarchy, they will not lead to 

the kind of unethical behaviour that they hypothesise to be caused by TPA’s hierarchist practices.  

 

This concludes the review of the NPM-ethics literature. The aim of the discussion was to show how 

all the claims in the NPM-ethics literature can be translated into the conceptual framework and thus 

be integrated into one theory. 

 

2.3.2.2. The business and the public administration ethics literature 

 

While the previous paragraph aimed at an exhaustive review of the NPM-ethics literature, this 

paragraph aims to add only a few contributions from the broad business and public administration 

ethics literatures. They are discussed here because they provide some further support for the 

propositions of our theory, but mainly because they provide additional insight or conceptual 

specifications of those propositions.  

 

One thread within (or close to) the organisational ethics literature receives limited attention in this 

study: the literature on administrative corruption. However important in general, this literature is only 

of minor relevance for the proposed framework. Much of the literature analyses corruption at a level 

of analysis above the organisation, e.g. comparing European countries (see e.g. Della Porta and Mény 

1997; Pujas and Rhodes 1999; Mény and Rhodes 1997) or countries worldwide, most notably using 

the Transparency International indices (see e.g. Lambsdorff 1999; Hodess 2001). Given that all three 

cases are within the same country, this variable is not important for the present study. The corruption 

literature that does focus on the impact of the organisation is also of limited relevance as it strongly 

concentrates on the Selfishness type of unethical behaviour, since corruption essentially refers to the 

securing of private gain at public expense (Friedrich 1989: 15). As Brumback noted: "Government 

scandals notwithstanding, corruption is not the primary problem. The problem is more serious, 

because most unethical behavior is legal, and government ethics programs tend to be more like law 

enforcement programs." (Brumback 1991: 362). Just as little relevant is the literature on corruption in 

Belgium, where our empirical research takes place. Those contributions that exist on corruption in 
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Belgium concentrate on juridical aspects (Yante 2003; Vander Beken and Carion 1999), on political 

corruption (De Winter 2000; De Winter, Della Porta, and Deschouwer 1996) or on scandals 

(Maesschalck 2002c; De Kimpe and Ponsaers 2001). Only very few studies take a social science 

perspective on administrative corruption in Belgium (Hondeghem 1985). In sum, the corruption 

literature is of only very limited relevance in this context: Chapter 3 (see 3.1.2.5) will review some of 

the empirical literature in preparing the survey questions on unethical behaviour and this paragraph 

will refer to only very few contributions. 

 

1. Bureaucracy: hierarchy and fatalism 

 

The classic organisational form in which hierarchy is the dominant interaction pattern is of course the 

Weberian ideal-typical bureaucracy. Yet, a longstanding tradition of research into the actual empirical 

forms hierarchy takes has shown that bureaucracy also includes elements of the other interaction 

patterns, most notably fatalism. This subsection consists of three parts. First some support is provided 

for the claim that hierarchy leads to the Rules and Laws ethical standards and then some arguments 

from the extensive literature on the dysfunctions and pathologies of bureaucracy are discussed.  

 

Weber's ideal-typical bureaucracy is clearly hierarchist in its core as exemplified by its main 

characteristics. These include "the principle of official jurisdictional areas, which are generally 

ordered by rules, that is by laws or administrative regulations"; "the principles of office hierarchy and 

of channels of appeal [stipulating] a clearly established system of super- and sub-ordination in which 

there is a supervision of the lower offices by the higher ones"; a management "based upon written 

documents (the 'files')"; "[t]he management of the office follows general rules, which are more or less 

stable, more or less exhaustive and which can be learned." (Weber 1978: 956-1005, italics in 

original). Page (1992: 9) explains that the expert background of the bureaucrats as well as the 

typically closed character of bureaucratic decision making lead Weber to the conclusion that the 

"power position of a fully developed bureaucracy is always very strong and under normal conditions 

an overwhelming one" (Weber 1972: 572; quoted in Page 1992: 9). This potential power was a central 

concern of Weber and he proposed legal norms as one of the most important constraints on this 

power.
77
 Thus, translated in the language of our framework, Weber saw the Rules and Laws standards 

not only as causally associated with the hierarchist interaction patterns that underlie bureaucracy, he 

also considered them as ethically desirable since they constrain bureaucrats' power. Similar 

justifications for the Rules and Laws standards of course abound in the public administration ethics 

literature. In her extensive review of the philosophical literature on administrative ethics, Denhardt 

e.g. refers to Baier’s (1965) argument for adhering to rules and laws: “it gives fellow members of the 

organization, and the public, confidence and security that they can anticipate the behavior of the 

administrator. Without such security life would be chaotic, or as Baier says, ‘less worth living’” 

(Denhardt 1988: 35). 

 

The sociologist Robert K. Merton is considered the first to provide a powerful critique of bureaucracy 

by identifying its dysfunctions. In our reading, he in fact describes two archetypical types of 

bureaupathologies, which we would both describe as unethical behaviour. Both are in fact instances 

of the general process of “goal displacement.” Essentially, this is a process in which an instrumental 

value becomes a terminal value and he describes the process in a bureaucracy as follows. 

 
Discipline, readily interpreted as conformance with regulations, whatever the situation, is seen not as a 

measure designed for specific purposes but becomes an immediate value in the life-organization of the 

                                                      
77
 Other constraints were collegiality (shared authority) and the separation of powers, but the most important limitation, 

according to Weber, is a group of powerful and representative politicians (Page 1992: 9-10). 
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bureaucrat. This emphasis, resulting from the displacement of the original goals, develops into rigidities 

and an inability to adjust readily. Formalism, even ritualism, ensures with an unchallenged insistence 

upon punctilious adherence to formalized procedures. (Merton 1968: 253) 

 

Merton thus describes two examples of this process. The first type is what we would identify as Rule- 

and Law-fetishism (cell 8 and 9a), caused by too strong and unbalanced hierarchy and the second type 

would be identified as a hybrid of Selfishness (cell 1) and Rule- and Law-fetishism, caused by a 

hybrid of fatalist and hierarchist interaction patterns. We now discuss each in turn. 

 

First, in his classic paper on “bureaucratic structure and personality” Merton identifies what we would 

describe as Rule- and Law-fetishism, as an instance of Veblen’s concept of “ “trained incapacity”: 

i.e. “that state of affairs in which one’s abilities function as inadequacies or blind spots. Actions based 

upon training and skills which have been successfully applied in the past may result in inappropriate 

responses under changed conditions.” (Merton 1968: 252). He sees such rule- and law-fetishism as a 

consequence of two features of bureaucratic structure which strongly resemble the “high” poles on the 

grid and group dimensions. First, he describes how this behaviour is reinforced by the structural, high-

grid character of a bureaucrat’s environment: “The bureaucrat’s official life is planned for him in 

terms of graded career through the organizational devices of promotion by seniority, pensions, 

incremental salaries, etc., all of which are designed to provide incentives for disciplined action and 

conformity to the official regulations” (1968: 254). Second, it is also a consequence of the high-group 

character of bureaucratic life: “Functionaries have the sense of a common destiny for all those who 

work together. (…) In-group aggression is thus minimized and this arrangement is therefore conceived 

to be positively functional for the bureaucracy” (Ibid.: 255). 

 

Second, in his equally classic study of anomie, Merton refers to a second instance of goal 

displacement in the bureaucracy.
78
 He introduces it as an example of the more general coping-strategy 

“ritualism.” In our framework, this bureaucratic ritualism would be identified as a hybrid of 

Selfishness and Rule- and Law-fetishism: organisational members excessively apply rules, not 

because of the rules themselves (that is the previous case) but out of selfish considerations of survival. 

Merton explains this bureaucratic form of ritualism by referring to Peter Blau’s study of bureaucracy: 

“ritualism results not so much from overidentification with rules and strong habituation to established 

practices as from lack of security in important social relationships in the organization” (Blau 1955, 

quoted in Merton 1968: 239). Grid-group theory would identify this as a hybrid of hierarchist and 

fatalist interaction patterns: it keeps some essentially hierarchist (and thus high-group) core as it is an 

organisation, but the insecurity in the social relations refers to the low-group associated with fatalism. 

 

Merton’s seminal work is at the start of a long line of authors who studied the pathologies and 

excesses of bureaucracy and particularly of its hierarchist and fatalist characteristics (see e.g. Van 

Wart and Denhardt 2001; Meyer 2001; du Gay 2000). Crozier e.g. pointed out that what Merton 

describes as dysfunctions of the bureaucratic structure, are in fact perfectly logical behavioural 

patterns, when they are looked upon from the actual individuals and groups that populate the 

bureaucracy (Crozier 1964; Hinssen 1994: 356). He describes the "vicious circle of bureaucracy:" 

“when one rule prevents adequate dealing with one case, its failure will not generate pressure to 

abandon the rule, but, on the contrary, will engender pressure to make it more complete, more precise 

and more binding” (Crozier, quoted in Anechiarico and Jacobs 1996: 179). Anechiarico and Jacobs 

(Ibid.) observed the same mechanism in what they dubbed “the anticorruption project. In grid-group 

terms, this vicious circle mechanism is in fact a description of the self-radicalisation (through positive 
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 Given Merton’s reference to “ritualism” in his description of “displacement of goals” (see above), we also take ritualism to 

be an instance of displacement of goals, although he not explicitly referred to it in this way. 
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feedback, see 2.2.1 above) of hierarchy, because it is unbalanced by other approaches. Others have 

argued that, for a bureaucratic organisation to survive, its essentially hierarchist interaction patterns 

needs to be compensated for by other patterns. Blau and Meyer e.g. argue: "Since the ideal type is 

conceived as the perfectly efficient organisation, all differences from it must necessarily interfere with 

that efficiency. There is considerable evidence that suggests an opposite conclusion; informal 

relations and unofficial practices often contribute towards efficient operations." (Blau and Meyer 

1971; quoted in Page 1992: 54-55). These and similar arguments are of course consistent with the 

clumsiness proposition that lies at the core of grid-group theory: for a bureaucratic organisation to be 

viable, its essentially hierarchist design will have be complemented with (and compensated by) 

individualist, egalitarian and even fatalist interaction patterns.  

 

The public administration ethics literature has also delivered important contributions to the tradition 

of “bureau critique” (du Gay 2000). Indeed, the two types of unethical behaviour Merton associated 

with the hierarchist and fatalist aspects of bureaucracy are among the most discussed themes in that 

literature. There are several strands in this literature. 

 

One strand emphasises how organisational structures can work to reduce ethical responsibility. 

Essentially, the argument is that Rule- and Law-fetishism are structurally inherent in hierarchist 

organisations.
79
 Some authors in this strand have focussed on the hierarchist interaction patterns 

themselves as cause of Rule- and Law-fetishism. Cooper (1998: 176-183) and Denhardt (1988: 81-91) 

e.g. devoted considerable attention to these arguments in their classic studies. A recent version of the 

argument is Pratchett’s chapter in Chapman’s state of the art book on administrative ethics, entitled 

“The inherently unethical nature of public service ethics:”  

 
"The ability to reach decisions based upon a careful consideration of the various values prevalent in any 

context is the prime characteristic of the ethical public servant. Political institutions undermine this 

fundamental characteristic by emphasizing norms and customs in place of context in ethical decision 

making. [So, why is this a problem?] Institutional norms and customs may well deliver ethical practices 

by default. Problems arise, however, during periods of rapid and extensive change, when managerial and 

organizational practices become out of step with the broader institutional framework in which they exist" 

(Pratchett 2000: 122). 

 

Others rather make use of ethical arguments and, instead of hypothesising a causal link between 

interaction patterns and unethical behaviour, focus on the link between the Rules and Laws standards 

in ethical decision making and the Rule- and Law-fetishism types of unethical behaviour. Thompson 

e.g. criticised "the ethic of structure," which he defined as "the view that the object of moral 

judgement must be the organization or the government as a whole" (Thompson 1985: 559). It thus 

implies that individual public servants "cannot be held morally responsible for most of the decisions 

and policies of government" and limits their moral responsibility "to the specific duties of their own 

office for which they are legally liable" (Ibid.). By making this principle (which is of course closely 

associated with the Organisational Rules and Laws standards of ethical decision making) explicit and 

pointing at its ethical excesses, Thompson provides ethical support for the association between the 

Rules and Laws standards in ethical decision making and the Rule- and Law-fetishism types of 

unethical behaviour. His alternative is to counterbalance the Rules and Laws standard with other 

standards and particularly Personal Morality. 

 

Another strand particularly emphasises the negative effects of hierarchy on moral reasoning. White 

notes that Weber in fact already pointed out that "hierarchical organizations shatter and fragment 
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 Although these excesses are not only associated with hierarchist organisational forms, most of the examples and 

mechanisms the authors in this strand refer to are associated with hierarchy. 
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human experience to the extent that any shared sense of reason, meaning, and morality is lost" (White 

1999b). More recent authors like Argyris (1964) have further developed this argument and have 

pointed at the negative effect of rigid hierarchy on cognitive development, which is in turn associated 

with moral development (White 1999b). White (Ibid.) lists a number of empirical studies, going back 

to the notorious Milgram experiments, which provide support for the claim that strong hierarchy leads 

to strong conformity and reduction of responsibility, i.e. Rule- and Law-fetishism. In his own research 

he finds empirical support for his proposition of a negative association between rigid hierarchy and 

moral development. 

 

2. Egalitarianism 

 

The organisational ethics literature provides some interesting support for the claim that internal 

egalitarianism is not only associated with the Friendship and Team Interest standards, but also with 

the Personal Morality standard in ethical decision making and it is on the latter association that we 

focus here.
80
 As explained in Chapter 1 (see 1.2.2 and 1.2.3), the Personal Morality ethical standard 

corresponds with Kohlberg (1984) and Rest (1986)'s "postconventional" schema (Swisher et al. 2001: 

54), which dominates in the highest (fifth and sixth) stages of moral development. Thus, much of the 

research aimed at explaining moral reasoning is also relevant to explaining the Personal Morality 

standard.  

 

Research into moral development argues that for the Personal Morality standard to be applied by 

organisational members, the interaction patterns should be both low-grid and high-group and therefore 

egalitarian. 

First, a minimal degree of low-grid is necessary, because the development of a sense of Personal 

Morality requires a certain degree of discretion in ethical decision making. As White (1999b) points 

out “both Kohlberg and Piaget see autonomy as a sine qua non for advanced levels of moral 

development and ethical behavior.”  

Second, high-group associations with other people also stimulate Personal Morality as they help in 

developing an understanding for the situations as well as the opinions of other people. Verbeke et al. 

e.g. report that “[r] research in moral development has shown that people are more likely to perceive 

others' perspectives and be sensitive to others' needs and goals if they communicate with a range of 

different people inside and outside the organisation (…), and participate in group decisions within the 

organization (…)” (Verbeke et al. 1996: 1177). Likewise, referring to Kohlberg, Trevino identifies 

“opportunities for role taking” as a job characteristic that might contribute to adult moral 

development, and hence to the use of the Personal Morality standard. “The centrality of the individual 

to the communications and decision making of the group increases role-taking opportunities. It is 

speculated that individuals whose work either allows or requires them to engage in complex role 

taking are more likely to continue to advance in cognitive moral development stage” (Trevino 1986: 

611). Although frequent communication and opportunities for role taking do not necessarily coincide 

with “high-group,” it can be expected that they increase with the group dimension.  

 

Having discussed high-group and low-grid separately we now turn, in conclusion, to a contribution 

that addresses both at the same time (i.e. egalitarianism), particularly focussing on ethics education. 

White argues that “[p]ublic administration ethics curricula, to be consistent with Kohlberg, should 

stress the Socratic approach and immerse students in active problem solving and confrontation of 

moral dilemmas. Didactic frameworks should be deemphasized” (White 1999c: 129). He also refers to 

                                                      
80
 The complication that the Personal Morality ethical climate type can lead to any standard in ethical decision making is not 

relevant here, since this literature review does not consider ethical climate. Thus, the focus is only on the direct impact of 

internal egalitarianism on the Personal Morality standard in ethical decision making and type of unethical behaviour. 
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research by Rest (1986) who “reports that pedagogical methods featuring peer discussions of moral 

dilemmas show positive, consistent improvement in DIT results, whereas discipline-oriented, 

information-laden courses on traditional academic topics are less effective” (White 1999c: 130). 

 

3. Individualism 

 

Above, it was already explained how NPM-proponents argue that competition leads to the desirable 

standard of Self-interest, Organisational Interest and Efficiency. Here, we add two additional sources 

to support the propositions concerning individualist interaction patterns.  

First, a number of authors studying corruption and corruption-prevention programmes from a political 

economy and public choice perspective have pointed at the beneficial effects of individualism in 

reducing Selfishness (and particularly corruption). Chapter 1 referred to Klitgaart (1988: 43) and 

Rose-Ackerman (1978) in this respect.  

Second, a considerable number of sources argued that, whatever the beneficial impact of moderate 

degrees of individualism, strong forms of competition can actually provoke the Selfishness type of 

unethical behaviour and corruption. Hood for example identified “private gain from public office” as 

the typical failure associated with the individualist interaction pattern, citing “bribery and extortion, 

front-line abandonment, and the use of public organizations for ego-trips” as “[t]hree of the 

commonest failings of this type” (Hood 1998a: 28-35). Authors in the organisational ethics literature 

have also pointed at the excesses of individualism. Typically, they then point to the fact that fierce 

competition might put organisational members under pressure to lower their ethical standards (in our 

framework: to move towards the Self-interest standard) or to commit unethical behaviour (typically 

narrowly defined as Selfishness). Butterfield et al. for example hypothesise: “the more the social 

context focuses attention on aggressive competition, the lower the individual’s moral awareness” 

(Butterfield et al. 2000: 991). Likewise, in the sales sector, Verbeke et al. hypothesise that “[t]he more 

intense the competition in a market is, the less ethical salespeople’s decisions will be” (Verbeke et al. 

1996: 1177). Wimbush and Shepard hypothesise that “the instrumental climate” (i.e. a combination of 

Self-interest and Organisational Interest) “will foster unethical behavior,” as only in such a climate 

“would people most likely act in ways to promote their own exclusive self-interest regardless of laws, 

rules or the impact their actions have on others” (Wimbush and Shepard 1994: 641). Finally, in a 

survey among health care administrators, Jurkiewicz and Thompson (Jurkiewicz and Thompson 1999: 

47) found that 47% of the respondents identified "gaining competitive advantage" as among the top 

three factors that cause them to lower their ethical standards. If we would interpret low ethical 

standards as selfish behaviour then this provides support for the fact that the competition that goes 

with individualism can lead to Selfishness type of unethical behaviour. 

  

2.3.2.3. The literatures on discretion of “street-level bureaucrats” and on 

regulatory styles 

 

The literature on street-level bureaucrats and research done specifically on regulatory officers also 

provide some support for and further depth to the above developed theory.
81
 Specifically, this 

literature discusses how street-level bureaucrats develop routines and (in the case of inspectors) 

enforcement styles as strategies to reduce their de facto discretion in order to cope with the complex 

and demanding environment that surrounds them.  

Before delving into this argument, one remark should be made about the compatibility between 

concepts like "routines" or "enforcement styles" and the central concepts in our framework. The 
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 Although this literature focuses on interaction patterns, it also covers some other variables of our conceptual framework 

and provides some preliminary suggestions for causal mechanisms that link those variables. Therefore, this literature is 

discussed here and not in paragraph 1.2.1 in Chapter 1 that operationalised interaction patterns. 
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concepts are not easy to match since both frameworks build on different research questions. While the 

distinction between the organisation on the one hand and the individual organisational members' 

ethical decision making and behaviour on the other is central to our research, the literature on street-

level bureaucracy and regulatory enforcement puts much less emphasis on it. Indeed, as May and 

Burby (1998) point out, typologies of enforcement styles usually do not distinguish between the level 

of the agency or organisation on the one hand and the level of the individual inspector on the other. 

Ultimately, how a routine or enforcement style is classified in our framework (“interaction pattern,” 

“ethical decision making” or “unethical behaviour”) is an empirical matter and depends upon the 

definitions and distinctions developed in Chapter 1 (particularly 1.1.2).
82
  

 

Lipsky’s landmark study on street-level bureaucracy (1980) features in a broader wave of literature on 

policy implementation. Academic interest in policy implementation only became significant in the 

seventies, when researchers, using new models, observed "how those involved in carrying out policies 

have a crucial role to play in the shaping of the policy as well, as in its success or failure" (Page 1992: 

62). This was an important departure from the traditional bias, dating back to Wilson's politics-

administration dichotomy, to limit the study of policy making to politics and the higher levels of the 

administration. The study that was most influential in launching this interest was Pressman and 

Wildavsky (1973)'s analysis of the Economic Development Administration project in Oakland, with 

its record-holding subtitle: "How Great Expectations in Washington Are Dashed in Oakland; or, Why 

It's Amazing that Federal Programs Work at All.”
83
 This study (in its original version) can be seen as 

representative for the "top-down" approach to the study of policy implementation (Parsons 1995: 463-

467). This approach aims to identify the conditions that need to be satisfied to allow for an ideal 

implementation of the initially stated policy and focuses on top-down systems of control and 

communication. This top-down model has been criticised for not addressing the role of other actors 

and levels in the implementation process (Parsons 1995: 467-470). The alternative was seen in 

bottom-up models, which instead emphasise the role and the discretion of those lower levels, and 

particularly of the street-level bureaucrats. Lipsky's 1980 book (and the article (Lipsky 1971) and 

book chapter (Lipsky 1976) predating it) are considered the seminal studies in this bottom-up 

approach (Parsons 1995) which were followed by further theoretical development (e.g. Moore 1987) 

as well as a host of empirical studies (e.g. Fineman 1998).  

 

Although Lipsky’s study thus fits in a literature and a debate that are fairly remote and distinct from 

the organisational ethics literature, it nevertheless provides useful insights to answer the research 

question and helps to add additional depth to the theory. It of course provided the definition of street-

level bureaucrats (see Introduction), but it also provides an extensive discussion of the contextual 

factors that surround (and complicate) the work of street-level bureaucrats and their strategies to cope 

with these. It thus acts both as a background for the empirical analysis and also provides additional 

insights into the mechanisms that are at work between the main variables of the conceptual 

framework. Lipsky summarises the problem of street-level bureaucracy as follows: 

 
“Street-level bureaucrats work with inadequate resources in circumstances where the demand will 

always increase to meet the supply of services. Thus they can never be free from the implications of 

significant constraints. Within these constraints they have broad discretion with respect to the utilization 

                                                      
82
 Essentially, if routines (or enforcement styles) amount to institutionalised practices about which there is great inter-rater 

agreement and that act as the context within which a new worker is socialised, then they will be classified under “interaction 

patterns” (which can in turn influence ethical decision making). If, instead, these routines or styles rather take the form of 

explicit ethical decisions by individual workers who thus apply one or more identifiable ethical standards, then they will be 

classified as “ethical decision making.” Third, if the routine or style amounts to a clearly excessive application of one or more 

of the ethical standard, then it will classified as “unethical behaviour.” 
83
 The actual subtitle adds to this: “This Being a Saga of the Economic Development Administration as Told by Two 

Sympathetic Observers who Seek to Build Morals on a Foundation of Ruined Hopes." 
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of resources (by definition). In the application of resources to the job they confront the uncertainty that 

stems from the conflicting goals that unevenly guide their work. They also confront the additional 

uncertainties that arise from difficulties in measuring and evaluating work performances. A final salient 

condition of work is that the people with whom street-level bureaucrats regularly interact are not among 

their primary reference groups, affecting the degree to which client satisfaction has priority. While many 

aspects of their work promote a client orientation, still others lead to reducing commitment to the work” 

(Lipsky 1980: 81). 

 

Street-level bureaucrats, Lipsky argues, have the need to feel that they do a good job, in spite of these 

working conditions with their built-in paradoxes. He substantiates this on psychological grounds: 

"Street-level bureaucrats share with others the need to think of themselves in a reasonably favourable 

light” (Ibid.). Interestingly, he also argues that those "who are unable to retain a concept of their own 

adequacy are more likely to leave it or seek other work than to sustain the personal ambivalence that 

results" (Lipsky 1980: 82), thus echoing Schneider's SAA-framework that was discussed above.  

 

Hence, street-level bureaucrats need to cope with an uncomfortable combination of three aspects: a 

demanding environment full of ambiguities and constraints, a considerable degree of discretion and 

the psychological need to do a good job. Lipsky describes how bureaucrats cope with these 

conflicting demands by developing their own routines and simplifications, thus in effect reducing 

their discretion, albeit in a way chosen by themselves. Lipsky identifies three ways in which 

bureaucrats thus routinise their behaviour.  

 
“First, they develop patterns of practice that tend to limit demand, maximize the utilization of available 

resources, and obtain client compliance over and above the procedures developed by their agencies. 

They organize their work to derive a solution within the resource constraints they encounter. Second, they 

modify their concept of their jobs, so as to lower or otherwise restrict their objectives and thus reduce the 

gap between available resources and achieving objectives. Third, they modify their concept of the raw 

materials with which they work – their clients – so as to make more acceptable the gap between 

accomplishments and objectives. Much of the patterned behavior of street-level bureaucrats, and many of 

their charactistic subjective orientations, may be understood as responses to the street-level bureaucracy 

problem” (Lipsky 1980: 83). 

 

In terms of our conceptual framework, bureaucrats thus shape their own interaction patterns in a way 

that, we predict, will also have an effect upon their ethical decision making. One of the many 

examples he cites is “creaming:” the tendency of street-level bureaucrats, when they are confronted 

with more clients than can be readily accommodated, to choose “those who seem most likely to 

succeed in terms of bureaucratic success criteria” (Lipsky 1980: 107). Lipsky indicates that this is a 

consequence of an agency’s policy to reward success with clients and not provide rewards for the 

risks taken. Lipsky cites many more examples of routines and simplifications, but many of them are 

not really relevant for regulatory officers.  

More systematic accounts of routines applied by inspectors are provided in the literature about 

regulatory enforcement. Fineman e.g. used ethnographic observations to describe "how environmental 

agency inspectors socially and rhetorically produce legislation" (Fineman 1998: 954). Apart from 

many of the routines that were already observed by Lipsky, Fineman also finds an interesting tension 

between the inspector's practise on the field on the one hand and the organisation and the 

regulator/legislator's demands on the other: 

 
“Like many street-level bureaucrats, the environmental inspector lionizes the field (...). It is 'out there' in, 

and with, industry where the 'real' business occurs and where environmental legislation is cut down to 

size made workable; so much so that some inspectors pay scant attention to changes in environmental 

law, relying on well-tested assumptions that have always guided their everyday practise. Field regulation 

'law' is self-sustaining and only loosely coupled with the broader aims of the agency and the various 

legislative demands placed upon it. Such processes complicate centralized attempts at organizational 
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change and the standardization of regulatory practise. Where bureaucrats at the centre strive for 

similarity in practise, their counterparts in the field look for, and create, differences” (Fineman 1998: 

971) 

 

Particularly prominent in the literature on regulatory enforcement are typologies of "enforcement 

styles," which is in fact a special kind of Lipsky's routines. Wiering defines "enforcement style" as 

"an in the implementation practice observable pattern of actions and decisions that arises from 

attempts to realise norm-conform behaviour" (Wiering 1999: 232, own translation). Probably the most 

classic typology is one-dimensional: the continuum from an accommodative (or compliance-oriented) 

to a sanctioning (or deterrence-oriented) style (Reiss 1984; Hawkins 1984). Several subsequent 

authors have identified this as too simplistic. Wiering (1999: 232-233) e.g further developed the 

continuum in five subdimensions such as degree of goal-orientation or the degree of rule orientation. 

Other authors argued that enforcement styles can only be described by several different dimensions. 

May and Burby (1998) e.g. empirically identified two dimensions: formalism and flexibility (or 

cooperativeness) (see also May and Winter 2000). Kagan (1994: 387-390) also distinguished between 

two dimensions, one referring to the level of administrative energy and responsiveness (inactive to 

active) and another to the penal style (retreatist to cooperative). Finally, Bakker and van Waarden 

(1999: 30) attempted to summarise all enforcement style typologies by identifying two dimensions 

that play a crucial role in all of them. The first dimension concerns the handling of rules, and varies 

from a rigid to a flexible way of dealing with rules. The second dimension concerns the handling of 

people (e.g. inspectees, clients or interest representatives) and varies from a formal, distanced 

approach to an informal and close relationship with those concerned. These two dimensions of course 

resemble the grid-group dimensions. Moreover, many of these authors somewhat parallel grid-group's 

theory prescriptive claim to combine all four types, when they conclude that each of the enforcement 

styles has its advantages and disadvantages and that some mixture between the different styles is 

necessary in practice, with consideration of the particular local circumstances. In conclusion, given 

this similarity between the typologies and grid-group theory, given the fact that regulatory 

enforcement typologies in fact cover several of the variables of our framework at the same time (see 

above) and given the need for theoretical parsimony, these enforcement typologies will not be used in 

the remainder of the analysis.  

 

 

2.4. Conclusion 
 

This chapter first proposed the theory as a set of propositions combining particular types of the main 

variables and then discussed the buttressing theoretical layers. Grid-group theory acts as the 

fundamental theoretical source and the dominant theoretical framework for the analysis in the 

remainder of this study. Yet the bulk of this chapter discussed sources from the organisational ethics 

literature, thus providing further conceptual depth to the propositions and attempting to show how the 

theory is consistent with a large part of the existing relevant literature. We argue that this broad scope 

is a consequence of the broad ranging typologies, which allow for an integration of many other claims 

that might look rival at the outset.  

 

This argument about the integrative power of the theory was formulated most explicitly in the review 

of the NPM-ethics literature (see 2.3.2.1). There, an attempt was made to show that it is possible to 

translate the diverse empirical claims made by the advocates in the NPM-ethics debate into the 

language of the framework and thus into an unifying theory. It turned out that the empirical claims of 

the four “rival” positions in the debate were not rival, but in fact complementary. This somewhat 

paradoxical observation can be understood by addressing the two types of bias that underlie each of 

the positions in the debate. First, as mentioned above, the different sides are biased in their 



  

 89 

perception. They tend to concentrate mainly on the beneficial effects (i.e. ethical decision making) of 

their preferred interaction type, while developing something like a blind spot for the potential inherent 

deficiencies (i.e. unethical behaviour). However, since the other approaches then point at these 

deficiencies while focusing on the beneficial effects of their own preferred interaction type, these 

claims aggregate to one coherent theory. Second, when proponents of a particular approach do 

consider the potential unethical behaviour associated with their preferred interaction pattern, they 

have a normative-ethical bias in the sense that they tend to evaluate the unethical behaviour 

associated with the other interaction patterns much more negatively. 

 

The review of the other relevant literatures presented this argument less explicitly, but it also showed 

that the proposed theory allows integrating many of the empirical claims from these literatures. Yet, 

for reasons of conceptual and theoretical parsimony, the remainder of this study will give precedence 

to the concepts (and particularly the types) of the proposed theory and the buttressing grid-group 

theory. Meanwhile, all the other theoretical sources presented in this chapter remain at the 

background and if a particular phenomenon is better described in the language of any of those other 

theoretical sources, its concepts will be used.  

Having completed the presentation of the theory, we can now turn to the presentation of the research 

design. 
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33..  EEMMPPIIRRIICCAALL  RREESSEEAARRCCHH  DDEESSIIGGNN  AANNDD  IINNSSTTRRUUMMEENNTT  

DDEEVVEELLOOPPMMEENNTT  
 

 “While respondent self-reporting, by definition, is subjective, recall this Platonic caution:  

perceptions are often at least as important as facts in public life.” 

James B. Bowman and Russell L. Williams
84
 

 

 

The ideal research design to test the impact of interaction patterns would be a comparison in time 

“before” and “after.” Yet, given the fact that much time was spent on developing the theoretical 

framework, we only had the opportunity to measure at one point in time. Although it is, to an extent, 

possible to measure climate, decision making and behaviour in the past, this measurement is fraught 

with typical and important problems (respondent bias, people who left the organisation,…). Hence we 

chose not to take this “before” and “after” comparison as a basic research design. To the extent that 

interviewees report comparisons with the past, we take those into consideration and use them in the 

qualitative analysis, but this is not the main method of analysis. The central method will be a 

comparison between several cases. As will be explained and accounted for in Chapter 4, these three 

cases are in fact three inspectorates:  

• RVA-inspection: Dutch-speaking inspectors of the National Office for Employment (Rijksdienst 

voor Arbeidsvoorziening, RVA), 

• RSZ-inspection: Dutch-speaking division of the inspection of the National Office of the Social 

Security (Rijksdienst voor Sociale Zekerheid, RSZ),  

• Environmental inspection (EI): (Milieu-inspectie) within the Ministry of the Flemish 

Community. 

 

 Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 

Analysing the 

interaction patterns 

   

Survey-based 

analysis 

   

Interview-based 

analysis 

   

Table 3-1: Overview of the research 

 

Table 3-1 now shows how the empirical research in each of these cases consists of three parts. These 

three investigations within each case are, as far as possible, done concurrently so as to avoid that 

management reforms or significant changes in the environment would lead to different results, simply 

because of different measurement times. The first investigation in each organisation aims at a codified 

description (in the language of grid-group theory) of the interaction patterns and is mostly based on 

qualitative research techniques, particularly interviews and document analysis. The second part 

describes and analyses ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical behaviour by means of a 

survey among the inspectors in the organisations. While the first and the second part collect 

organisation-wide data, the third part focuses on two field offices within each organisation, where 

semi-structured interviews are done with the supervisor and the inspectors.
85
 The design of this third 

part is much more exploratory than that of the previous two parts and involves trying to identify the 

causal links. This distinction between a rather deductive approach in the second survey-based part and 

                                                      
84
 Bowman and Williams 1997: fn. 1. 

85
 The qualitative analysis also analyses answers to an open survey-question, but this analysis is of limited importance. 
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a more inductive approach in the third interview-based part is in line with previous observations "that 

quantitative methods have been the most successful at verifying or confirming theories, whereas 

qualitative methods are the most successful at discovering or generating theories" (Robertson 1993: 

593).  

 

The following paragraphs now further develop this research design. The first paragraph describes how 

the data are collected in these three parts of the research, the second paragraph discusses the 

practicalities of the data-collection and the final paragraph explains how the collected data are 

analysed. The conclusion intends to draw everything together by presenting how this design should 

strengthen validity and reliability. 

 

 

3.1. Data-collection 

3.1.1. Measuring the interaction patterns at organisational level  

 

The interaction patterns at organisational level
86
 are essentially measured through qualitative means 

and not through the survey. This is because we wanted to keep the length of the survey as short as 

possible so as to ensure a high response of good quality. There are several reasons why we thus chose 

to exclude "interaction patterns" from the survey and not ethical climate, ethical decision making or 

unethical behaviour. First, ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical behaviour are all 

based on the same typology and lend themselves easily for measurement in a survey (see below). 

Second, this choice also fits in the tradition of organisational ethics research. When hypotheses about 

causal relationships between organisational or job-related factors (in our framework: “interaction 

patterns”) on the one hand and the ethics of organisational members on the other are tested within a 

few organisations (or parts of one organisation), then the interaction patterns are usually measured in 

a qualitative way and the ethical aspects in a survey (see e.g. Victor and Cullen 1988; Wimbush et al. 

1997a; Weber 1995). It is only when respondents from many organisations are involved and 

qualitative measurement of the interaction patterns becomes too tedious, that they are also measured 

in the survey (see e.g. Ferrell and Skinner 1988; Verbeke et al. 1996). Finally, using different 

instruments to measure variables that are hypothesised to be causally linked, reduces the risk of 

contamination between independent and dependent variables and hence the risk of tautological 

propositions. For, measures of interaction patterns in a survey are unavoidably measures of the 

perception of those factors. Given that one of the other variables (ethical climate) also measures 

perceptions, there is a risk of tautology. 

 

Specifically, the interaction patterns are measured on the basis of three sources: 

• Interviews with management: top management, senior staff at the head office and local 

supervisors. (For an overview of the interviewees, see 3.2 below). These interviews had no fixed 

structure. They were mainly to ask for information about management instruments and practices, 

and to assess what management expected from the inspectors. 

• Documents: laws and regulations, guidelines, codes, annual reports, studies of consultants and 

academics, etc. 

                                                      
86
 As will be explained below (see 3.3.3), the analysis of the interviews in the field offices also aims to describe the 

interaction patterns within the field offices, in order to situate the latter in the organisation. Yet, this analysis of “the 

interaction patterns at field office-level” is only of very limited importance. Thus, unless specified otherwise, “analysis of the 

interaction patterns,” henceforth refers to analysis of the interaction patterns at organisational level. 



  

 93 

• Interviews with the inspectors in the field offices (Yet, these are only used to check whether there 

is sufficient inter-rater agreement about the fact that the organisational factors indeed effectively 

shape the interaction patterns, and are not simply unimplemented plans). 

The results of these analyses are presented in Chapter 5. 

 

In addition to these main qualitative sources of evidence, there are two additional sources of lesser 

importance. They are both based on the survey and are thus an exception to the general principle that 

interaction patterns are only measured through qualitative means: 

• For reasons to be explained in a moment (see 3.1.2.2), a few items in the survey (in the EI and 

RSZ) do measure some aspects of the interaction patterns, particularly "degree of autonomy," 

"degree of participation in field office" and "degree of participation in head office." 

• At the end of the survey, respondents were presented with an open question, asking about 

unethical behaviour by colleagues (see 3.1.2.5). Yet, several respondents used this opportunity to 

describe what they perceived as unethical behaviour by management and what we would 

conceptualise as factors shaping the interaction patterns. Hence, this provided an unexpected but 

interesting additional source of information about the interaction patterns. 

These additional findings are presented at the end of Chapter 5 (see 5.6.2), where it is assessed 

whether they converge with the quantitative evidence. 

3.1.2. The organisation-wide survey 

 

The survey instrument contains five parts. First, some general, mainly demographical, data are asked 

for. The second part describes a number of job characteristics (i.e. factors shaping the interaction 

patterns). Yet, this part is brief, is only included in the RSZ- and EI-survey and it will be of limited 

relevance in the further analysis. The third section is a version of Victor and Cullen’s Ethical Climate 

Questionnaire that is translated as well as adapted so as to ensure that it measures the newly 

developed ethical climate types (see above). The fourth part contains a set of brief scenarios 

describing ethical dilemma situations. The respondent is asked to indicate what he/she would do in 

that dilemma-situation and to report the reasons for that choice. The final section presents the 

respondents with a list of types of unethical behaviour and asks them to indicate on a Likert scale how 

frequently they observed that kind of behaviour in the organisation. In an additional open question, 

the respondents are then asked whether they know about any other unethical behaviour. 

 

The survey was pre-tested in three steps. 

• First, three hypothetical dilemmas and the concomitant questions were presented to a few 

employees of the Public Management Institute as well as to a group of 20 mature students 

(“high potential” public servants, participating in a “Public Management Programme” for the 

Belgian federal government). On the basis of this, two dilemmas were retained in an adapted 

version (see 3.1.2.4). 

• The complete survey was subsequently presented to four inspectors for the “think aloud test 

interview” about the survey (Dillman 2000: 142).
87
 One inspector worked for the RSZ, two 

inspectors worked for the RVA and one inspector worked for the Environmental Inspection. 

The survey was significantly adapted following these interviews (see below).  

• Finally, the survey was distributed among eight inspectors of one field office of the RVA. A 

few smaller adaptations were made on the basis of the five questionnaires that were sent back. 

 

                                                      
87
 All four were interviewed before in a qualitative test-interview. 
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Following these tests, the survey was first administered in the RVA. The results of this first survey 

were superficially analysed and the survey subsequently administered in the RSZ and the EI. Some 

minor adaptations were made to the survey inbetween, thus leading to some minor differences 

between the survey in the RVA on the one hand and the survey in the RSZ and the EI on the other. 

These are: 

• The cover letter and the introduction of the actual questionnaire were somewhat adapted, 

mainly to reassure respondents even more that their answers would be anonymous (see 

3.1.2.6). 

• The RSZ/EI-survey asked for decades instead of years (for age and seniority), also to increase 

perceived anonymity (see 3.1.2.1). 

• The RSZ/EI-survey added some items, measuring participation and autonomy (see 3.1.2.2). 

Yet, none of these adaptations threaten the comparability of the surveys in the three organisations. 

 

The now following subparagraphs discuss each of the sections of the survey in turn. The actual survey 

(in Dutch) is added as Appendix C. 

 

3.1.2.1. Individual variables 

 

The questions for this first section of the survey are based on the discussion of the individual control 

variables in Chapter 1 (see 1.2.5.1). The survey notably asks for the following data: 

• Age: year (RVA) or decade (RSZ/EI) of birth 

• Gender  

• Level of education: highest degree obtained 

• Position: differs in the three organisations (the categories focus on function rather than on the 

official grade)  

• Years of employment: year (RVA) or decade (RSZ/EI) in which respondent started  

working (1) for the organisation and (2) for the inspection
88
  

• Field office: 

o "unemployment office" in the RVA 

o "mega-district" in the RSZ 

o "field office" in the EI 

 

3.1.2.2. Job characteristics 

 

For the reasons mentioned above, the survey does not measure the interaction patterns. However, after 

the first survey (in the RVA) we decided to add a limited number of questions to the survey that do 

measure two aspects of the interaction patterns: the degree of autonomy and the degree of 

participation. This allows corroborating the qualitative measurement of these two aspects of the 

interaction patterns with survey-based measurement.  

We chose to measure particularly “autonomy” and “participation” as there is considerable evidence 

that these factors are causally associated with the ethics of the organisational members. Moreover, a 

preliminary analysis of the qualitative and quantitative data in the RVA suggested that these two 

factors had an important impact upon the interaction patterns, and through that also on the ethics of 

the inspectors.  

 

The actual measures for “autonomy” and “participation” are taken or adapted from a survey that was 

administered in June 1993 among a sample of the staff of the Belgian federal Ministry of Finance 

                                                      
88
 Some additional categories were used for the EI, as this is a young organisation. (e.g. "did you work before as an inspector 

elsewhere?” “If yes, when did you start working there?”)  
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(Depré, Hondeghem, and Moreels 1995). The survey measured motivation, satisfaction and many of 

the factors that are hypothesised to influence these variables. Using these validated items has the 

obvious advantage of being able to compare our results with the results for this broad survey in the 

Ministry of Finance.  

 

The three items to measure “autonomy” are literally taken from the 1993 survey of Depré and 

Hondeghem (1995), who in turn translated these items from Hackman and Oldham’s Job Diagnostic 

Survey (Hackman and Oldham 1980). This survey instrument has been used frequently to measure 

five job characteristics that are hypothesised to have an impact on workers’ motivation (for a recent 

review, see Boonzaier, Ficker, and Rust 2001). “Autonomy” is one of them.
 89
 

 

1. My job gives me much opportunity for independence and freedom in how I do the work. 

2. My job gives me no chance to use my personal initiative or judgement in carrying out the work. 

3. To what extent does your job permit you to decide on your own how to go about doing the work? In other 

words, how much autonomy is there in your job?  

 

Items 1 and 2 are to be answered on a 7 point Likert scale (do not agree at all; don’t agree; rather don’t agree; 

nor agree, nor disagree; rather agree; agree; completely agree).For item 3, respondents are asked to indicate 

their answer on a scale from 1 (very little) over 4 (moderate) to 7 (very much). 

 

Three other items measure “participation in the field office” and are taken from the scale used in the 

1993 (Depré et al. 1995) survey to measure participation. 

 

1. My immediate supervisor regularly asks employees for their opinion about job-related issues. 

2. My immediate supervisor takes the opinion of the employees into consideration when taking decisions.  

3. My immediate supervisor regularly organises meetings about work. 

 

All three items are to be answered on a 7 point Likert scale (completely not true; not true; rather not true; nor 

true, nor not true; rather true; true; completely true). 

 

Finally, "participation in the head office" is also measured by three items. Two of these have the 

same content as the first two above, but replace “head office,” for “my immediate supervisor.” These 

are complemented with another item from the 1993 survey, which measures the distance from head 

office:
90
 “problems in our unit are being heard by head office.” 

 

3.1.2.3. The Ethical Climate Questionnaire 

 

1. A brief history of the Ethical Climate Questionnaire (ECQ) 

 

Before developing the climate questionnaire, we did a broad literature review of studies into ethical 

climate. Table 3-2 below will summarise the approach of the 11 studies that followed Victor and 

Cullen's approach. Two categories of studies into ethical climate are not included in this table. First, 

at least six studies (e.g. Babin, Boles, and Robin 2000; Bartels, Harrick, Martell, and Strickland 1998; 

Bourne and Snead 1999; Verbeke et al. 1996; Menzel 1993; (anon.) 1999) use the term "ethical 

climate" and measure it, but conceptualise it in a way that is very different from Victor and Cullen. 

Second, a number of other studies, although inspired by Victor and Cullen's typology, use 

measurement instruments that significantly differ from the ECQ. Deshpande (1996) and Deshpande et 

al. (2000), for example, only develop one item (measured with a 4-point Likert scale) for each of the 

six empirical climate types that were found by Victor and Cullen in their 1987 study. Elm and Nichols 

                                                      
89
 These translations to English are based on the 1993 survey and on Boonzaier et al. (2001). 

90
 In the 1993 survey it was used as an item to measure “internal communication.” 
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(1993) only picked out a limited number of items from the ECQ to measure "egoism," "benevolence" 

and "principle" respectively. Finally, Sims and Keon (1997) only included 15 of the 26 climate 

descriptors that were proposed by Victor and Cullen in their 1988 study. These and similar studies do 

not really test the typology but assume that it makes empirical sense, and only measure each of the 

types. Given this different approach, this second category of studies is not included in this overview 

either. Yet, one additional study deserves some particular attention, because it aims at comparing the 

ethical climate perceptions of private and public managers and has some surprising results. Wittmer 

and Coursey (1996) picked out 8 items to measure the 5 empirical climate types that were found in 

Victor and Cullen's 1988 study. This instrument was then used to assess the differences between top 

managers in both sectors. Interestingly, public managers tended to perceive more emphasis on the 

egoistic type of standards in their ethical climate, than their private sector counterparts. In the context 

of our theory this finding is rather surprising. Caution should be advised however: the survey 

instrument clearly is very different; in our research we focus on "interaction patterns" as independent 

variable and not on the public or private status of the organisation; and the survey was distributed 

among top managers of several organisations, rather than among the street-level bureaucrats of one 

organisation. 

 

All these studies differ too much from the Victor and Cullen instrument and are therefore not useful 

as source for our own instrument. One study is an exception to this. Bouckaert and Vandenhove 

(1998; 1996) probed for ethical climate (in the Flemish social sector), using an instrument that is very 

different from Victor and Cullen’s, but which is an interesting source for our version of the 

instrument, for two reasons. First, to our knowledge, it is the only empirical study probing for ethical 

climate in Flanders (or in Dutch language more generally) and one of the few ethical climate studies 

done in the social sector. Second and more importantly, with their “innovative climate" (one of their 

four climate types), Bouckaert and Vandenhove provide the basis for an important extension of our 

Personal Morality climate (see also 1.2.2).
91
 Victor and Cullen only conceived of this Personal 

Morality climate as a climate in which people can follow their own moral beliefs. However, given the 

large amount of theory that links this kind of climate with “openness for innovation?” we decided to 

expand Victor and Cullen’s operationalisation of this climate with two of the items from Bouckaert 

and Vandenhove (1998; 1996)’s operationalisation of the “innovative climate” (see below).
92
 

 

Having addressed the ethical climate studies that used instruments significantly different from Victor 

and Cullen’s, we can now turn to the 11 studies that did use the ECQ as developed by Victor and 

Cullen. Table 3-2 first summarises those characteristics of each of these studies that are relevant for 

our research. 

 

                                                      
91
 The author wishes to thank Luk Bouckaert for this suggestion. 

92
 The items to measure the three other climate types of Bouckaert and Vandenhove (1996, 1998) are not used in our survey 

for different reasons. First, given our initial choice to take Victor and Cullen’s ECQ as the guideline, we decided to only add 

items from Bouckaert and Vandenhove if they would significantly differ from Victor and Cullen’s items. Hence, two items of 

their “participatory climate” and two items of their “instrumental climate” were not included because they were very similar 

to our operationalisation of the Team Interest (cell 5) and the Efficiency (cell 3) climates respectively. Second, some of 

Bouckaert and Vandenhove’s items are, translated in our framework, rather descriptions of “interaction patterns” than of 

“ethical climate.” Finally, a number of items are based on different definitions of the climate types and would thus complicate 

the theoretical structure of the Victor and Cullen typology and somewhat jeopardise the aim to stay as close as possible to 

Victor and Cullen's ECQ.  
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The subsequent Table 3-3 presents the climate types found by each of the studies discussed above. 

The studies of Weber (1995) and Upchurch and Ruhland (1996) are not included in this table since 

they did not test the typology statistically. Table 3-3 only mentions the names of the theoretical 

climate types. Victor and Cullen (1988), on the other hand, developed separate names to distinguish 

the empirical climates form the theoretical climates, because they always found less empirical 

climates than the nine hypothesised theoretically. Others devised other names for Victor and Cullen’s 

climates. Wimbush et al. (1997a; 1997b), for example, reported to have found a new climate type 

“service climate.” Yet, a closer look at the actual items that constituted this climate type shows that 

this is highly similar to our “Stakeholder Orientation” climate (see below) or Victor and Cullen’s 

“social responsibility” climate. Given all these terminological differences in the reviewed studies, 

Table 3-3 only mentions the theoretical names, as defined in Chapter 1, not the empirical labels that 

have been used afterwards. 
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Study Questionnaire Sample Response
93
 Answering categories  Applied statistics 

 

Victor & Cullen (1987) 25-item list - 2 groups of employed 

students in an MBA 

- faculty sample 

- sample of a trucking firm 

  

 

6-point scale  

(completely false to completely 

true)
94
 

1. Factor analysis  

(principal component analysis 

(PCA) with varimax rotation) 

2. after scale construction :  

multivariate analysis of 

variance (MANOVA) 

Victor & Cullen (1988) 26-item list - a small printing firm 

- a savings and loan 

- a manufacturing plant 

- a telephone company 

→ 60% (N=20) 

→ 75% (N= 338) 

→ 52% (N= 103) 

→ 84% (N= 411) 

6-point scale  

(completely false to completely 

true) 

1. Factor analysis  

(PCA with varimax rotation) 

2. after scale construction :  

MANOVA 

Cullen, Victor and 

Bronson (1993) 

36-item list (expansion of 

V&C 1988) 

4 accounting firms  6-point scale  

(completely false to completely 

true) 

 Factor analysis  

(PCA with varimax rotation) 

 

Weber (1995) V&C 1988 Seven departments of a single 

large financial institution, 

gathered in three groups 

91 % (N=167) Ranking procedure 1. ranking scores were 

calculated 

2. item points for each item 

were added up within each 

category of the (two theoretical 

and one empirical) typologies 

3. MANOVA 

Upchurch & Ruhland 

(1996) 

V&C 1988 207 lodging properties 31 % (N= 79) 6-point scale  

(completely false to completely 

true) 

1. means and SD’s for the 

ethical criteria
95
 

2. stepwise regression to 

determine the influence of 

locus of analysis
96
 on the 

ethical criteria 

3. MANOVA (for 

demographic variables) 

Vaicys et al. (1996) C,V&B 1993 1.000 members of the 

American Marketing 

Association, representing over 

200 organisations 

20,7 % (N= 207) 6-point scale  

(completely false to completely 

true) 

maximum likelihood factor 

analysis with oblique rotation 

                                                      
93
 “N” refers to the number of respondents who returned their survey 

94
 (0) Completely false; (1) Mostly false; (2) Somewhat false; (3) Somewhat truy; (4) Mostly true; (5) Completely true 

95
 The three criteria on the columns of the table-presentation of the climate typology: egoism, benevolence, principle 

96
 The three loci on the rows of the table-presentation of the climate typology: individual, local, cosmopolitan. 
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Trevino et al.  

 (1998) 

C,V&B 1993 Over 1200 alumni of two 

private colleges 

27% (N = 318) 7-point scale (completely false 

to completely true) 

1. Factor analysis  

(PCA with varimax rotation) 

2.Regression analysis 

 

Wimbush et al. (1997a;  

1997b) 

V&C 1987 - 4400 employees in 440 retail 

stores of a single company;  

-200 employees at its central 

office;  

100 employees in its customer 

credit offices. 

 

→ 12% 

 

→ 32% 

 

→ 25% 

6-point scale  

(completely false to completely 

true) 

1. Factor analysis  

(PCA with varimax rotation) 

2. ANOVA (+Sheffe’s contrast 

method) 

 

Agarwal & Malloy 

(1999) 

Adapted version of V&C1987-

1988-1993 

Members of a provincial sports 

federation in a Canadian 

province 

37% (N= 148) 6-point scale  

(completely false to completely 

true) (?) 

1. Factor analysis (common 

factor model with oblique 

rotation) 

2. Confirmatory factor analysis 

(LISREL) 

Fritzsche (2000) C,V&B 1993 (but V&C 1988 

for analysis) 

Managers (at all levels) of a 

high-tech firm 

69% (N= 285) 6-point scale  

(completely false to completely 

true) (?) 

1. Factor analysis  

(PCA with varimax rotation) 

2. Descriptive statistics 

 

Brower &Shrader (2000) C,V&B 1993 - Board members of profit 

organisations 

- Board members of not-for-

profit organisations 

 

→ 62% (N= 23) 

 

→ 52% (N= 60) 

6-point scale  

(completely false to completely 

true) 

1. Factor analysis (common 

factor model with oblique 

rotation) 

2. Descriptive statistics 

Table 3-2: An overview of the studies using the Ethical Climate Questionnaire
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Table 3-3: An overview of the ethical climate types found using the Ethical Climate Questionnaire
97
 

As can be seen in the table, no study found all the climates, but the climates tend to be grouped in a 

theoretically sensible way, i.e. each theoretical climate type tends to go together empirically with the 

adjacent theoretical climate type. The only two exceptions to this basic rule (in the 1987 and 1988 

studies of Victor and Cullen respectively) are indicated in italics. Interestingly, one of those two 

exceptions is entirely consistent with our conceptualisation of the typology. In their 1987 study, 

                                                      
97
 In those cases were only one item of another theoretical climate type loaded on a factor, this was not mentioned in this 

overview. 

Victor & 

Cullen 1987 

Victor & 

Cullen 1988 

Cullen, 

Victor & 

Bronson 

1993 

Vaicys et al. 

1996 

Trevino et al. 

1998 

Wimbush et 

al. 1997 

Agarwal & 

Malloy 1999 

Fritzsche 

2000 

Brower and 

Shader 2001 

Self-interest 

(1)  

Self-interest 

(1) 

Self-interest 

(1) 

Self-interest 

(1) 

Self-interest 

(1) + 

Efficiency (3) 

+ Friendship 

(4) + Team 

Interest (5) 

Self-interest 

(1) 

Self-interest 

(1) + 

Friendship (4) 

+ Team 

Interest 

 

Self-  

interest(1) + 

Organisationa

l Interest (2) 

  Organisationa

l Interest (2) 

Organisationa

l Interest (2) 

 Self-interest 

(1) + 

Organisationa

l Interest (2) 

Efficiency (3)  Efficiency (3) Efficiency (3) Efficiency (3)  Efficiency (3) 

Self-

interest(1) + 

Organisationa

l Interest (2) + 

Efficiency (3) 

 Friendship (4) Friendship (4) 

+ Team 

Interest (5) 

Friendship (4) 

+ Team 

Interest (5) +  

Efficiency (3) 

Friendship (4) 

+ Team 

Interest (5) 

Friendship (4) 

+ Team 

Interest (5) 

Team Interest 

(5) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

See line 1 

 

 

 

 

See line 1 

  Stakeholder 

Orientation 

(6) 

Stakeholder 

Orientation 
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Victor and Cullen found the unusual combination of the Laws climate (cell 9) with the Stakeholder 

Orientation climate (cell 6). This was due to an item “the major concern is the public’s good” that 

loaded on the factor on which mostly Law climate items loaded, but that was identified, by Victor and 

Cullen, as a Stakeholder Orientation climate item. However, we would classify “public good” or 

“public interest” under cell 9 (see 1.2.2). Hence, this finding would entirely be expected from our 

operationalisation of the typology.  

 

Another interesting observation is that all climate types were found in at least two studies as a 

separate climate, except Friendship (cell 4) and Team Interest (cell 5), which only featured as separate 

climates in one study respectively. Trevino et al. (1998) only found the Team Interest climate and not 

the Friendship climate, while Agarwal and Malloy (1999) found the Friendship climate and not the 

Team Interest climate. More generally, Agarwal and Malloy found that, in the not-for-profit 

organisation they studied, there were only climates on the individual and the cosmopolitan locus of 

analysis, implying that their respondents did not use the organisation as a referent for ethical decision 

making. It remains to be tested whether this also holds in the public sector, but it surely supports our 

choice not to a priori collapse the Friendship and the Team Interest climates, although they appeared 

together in one factor in seven of the nine studies. Hence we develop our questionnaire with four 

items for each of the nine hypothesised climate types. 

 

2. Developing our own version of questionnaire 

 

The basic rule for the development of our own version of the ECQ, is to follow the Victor and Cullen 

ECQ-version as much as possible. Thus, the instructions to the respondents were almost literally 

translated from Victor and Cullen (1998: 110): 

 
We would like to ask you some questions about the general climate in your company. Please answer the 

following terms of how it really is in your company, not how you would prefer it to be. Please be as 

candid as possible, remember, all your responses will remain strictly anonymous. 

 

In our questionnaire we replaced "company," not by "organisation," but by a specific description of 

the (part of the) organisation the questions were about. As mentioned above, the ECQ is analysed at 

the organisational level and the actual organisations are "inspections." Yet, in some cases it would not 

be self-evident for the survey-respondents to understand what is meant by "organisation." In one 

organisation (the RVA) the inspectors are integrated in the decentralised local unemployment 

agencies. Hence, for those respondents "organisation" might mean their local agency, the whole 

organisation (the RVA) or the group of inspectors spread all over the agencies. We chose for the latter 

definition, for three reasons. First, it is necessary to ask for the climate among all the RVA-inspectors, 

rather than for the climate among the inspectors in a particular local agency, because the ECQ intends 

to describe the climate at organisational level, not e.g. at the field office-level (see above).
98
 Second, 

to ask for the climate among the RVA-inspectors, rather than among the staff of the RVA as a whole, 

ensures proper comparison with the other two organisations. Third, this choice for the RVA-

inspection also make sense empirically, since the social inspectors in the RVA are perceived as a 

clearly identifiable group of employees with specific competencies and responsibilities, who are 

socialised and supported from the head office in a particular way. Hence, for the RVA-case "the 

general climate in your company" is replaced by "the general climate in the RVA-inspection (i.e. 

                                                      
98
 Obviously, the knowledge of the inspectors of how the climate is in other field offices, is limited. It is important, 

nevertheless, that the survey explicitly asks for this broader view, to avoid that local circumstances would weigh too heavily 

on the results, which would make it a measurement at field office, and not at organisational level. In sum, the ECQ measures 

the climate at the organisational level, although the measurement is strongly affected by a local bias. This is no problem since 

the actual, empirical organisational climate is also perceived through a local bias.  
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among all social inspectors of the RVA)." The other cases are more self evident. There, "company" is 

replaced by "Environmental Inspection" and "RSZ-inspection" respectively. 

  

Our survey contains a list of 37 items (Cullen et al. (1993) had 36 items), with four items for each 

theoretically hypothesised climate type. The Personal Morality climate type has five items: one of the 

four original items is dropped and the two Bouckaert and Vandenhove items for the "innovation" 

climate are added. The items are climate descriptions and, as in all but one (Trevino et al. 1998) of the 

abovementioned studies, the respondents were asked to indicate on a 6-point Likert scale how 

accurately each of the items described the ethical climate: "completely false" (0), "mostly false" (1), 

"somewhat false" (2), "somewhat true" (3), "mostly true" (4), "completely true" (5).
99
  

 

The actual item-development occurred in two steps, starting from the 36-item list of Cullen et al. 

1993, which is itself an extension of the 26-item list of the 1987 and 1988 studies of Victor and 

Cullen. These two steps are fully discussed in Appendix B. Here, we present only a very brief 

summary.  

1. Adaptation or removal of those items that are inappropriate for our purposes: they are not 

relevant for the public sector or do not fit our definition of the types (items 6, 8, 13-16, 20, 

21-24, 26, and addition of a 37
th
 item). 

2. Translation of the items in Dutch, which also includes a number of adaptations. 

This summary indicates that, in spite of the aim to stay as close as possible to the original ECQ, this 

only partly succeeded for the reasons described in Appendix B.  

Box 3-1 now shows the results of all these adaptations and of the translation of all the terms. Those in 

normal script are free
100
 translations of the items of the original Cullen et al. 1993 survey. Those in 

italics are the items that have been adapted or newly developed in the first step. The words that are 

underscored have been adapted during the second step, i.e. the process of translation. The first 

numbers are the ones we will use henceforth and the numbers between brackets are the numbers of the 

items used by Cullen et al. (1993), which determine the order of the items in the actual survey. In the 

actual survey "X" is replaced by the name of the organisation in the actual questionnaire: RVA-

inspection, RSZ-inspection and Environmental Inspection, respectively.
101
 An English translation of 

these actual items in the survey is presented in Chapter 6 (Table 6-1 in paragraph 6.2). 

                                                      
99
 In the Dutch questionnaire: "volledig onwaar" (0), "grotendeels onwaar" (1), "eerder onwaar" (2), "eerder waar" (3), 

"grotendeels waar" (4), "volledig waar" (5). (Words like "fout," "verkeerd," "juist" or "goed" are not used because they tend 

to have a normative, rather than a descriptive connotation.) 
100

 Given that these sentences would feature in a survey, the main aim was comprehensibility in Dutch, rather than literal 

translation. Hence, apart from the three major adaptations mentioned above, there were some small changes, to ensure 

comprehensibility. One example is item 27, in which "each person's sense of right and wrong" is translated as "het 

persoonlijk moreel aanvoelen van iedere individuele medewerker," because this sounds more appropriate in Dutch than "het 

aanvoelen van juist of fout van iedere persoon."  
101

 One exception to this are the items that measure cell 2 of the typology, (the Organisational Interest climate) in the cases of 

the RVA and the RSZ. These will refer to the "RVA" and the "RSZ" respectively, not to the "RVA-inspection" or the "RSZ-

inspection." This is because these items refer to "the financial interests" of the organisation. Because the inspection in the 

RVA is spread all over the unemployment agencies, it has no identifiable financial interests. Similarly, the RSZ-inspection 

(although a separate entity) is strongly integrated into the RSZ and the decisions of the RSZ-inspectors rather affect the 

financial interests of the RSZ as a whole than of the inspection itself. Hence "the financial interests of the RVA-inspection" 

or "the financial interests of the RSZ-inspection" would sound odd to the respondents and therefore items 5, 7 and 8 (see 

below) refer to "RVA" and "RSZ," rather than to "RVA-inspection" or "RSZ-inspection." This small departure from the 

overall rule has no major effects on the interpretation, because we only changed the specification of the referent in ethical 

decision making for these items. The question is still about the climate among the inspectors.  

There is one exception to this exception. In item 6 (“People in this organisation consider it to be important that citizens find 

our organisation better than other organisations that perform similar tasks”) “organisation” still refers to the “RVA-

inspection” and the “RSZ-inspection” respectively because the RVA and the RSZ have no “other organisations that perform 

similar tasks,” while the RVA-inspection and the RSZ-inspection obviously do. Again, this is not a main problem because in 

Victor and Cullen’s terms the referent remains at the local level of analysis. These problems do not occur in the case of the 

Environmental Inspection. There, “organisation” is always replaced by “Environmental Inspection.” 



  

 103 

Cell 1: Self-interest 
1. (1) In X geven mensen vooral om zichzelf. 

2.  (6) Er is geen ruimte voor persoonlijke deontologie of persoonlijke moraal in X. 

3. (10) In X beschermen mensen hun eigen belangen boven alle andere overwegingen. 

4. (33) In X geven mensen vooral om wat het best is voor henzelf. 

 

Cell 2: Organisational Interest 
5. (4) Van de medewerkers wordt verwacht dat ze alles doen wat de financiële belangen en de positie van X ten goede 

komt. 

6. (8) Men vindt het hier belangrijk dat de burgers X beter vinden dan andere organisaties die gelijkaardige taken 

vervullen. 

7. (17) De medewerkers zijn hier uitsluitend bekommerd om de financiële belangen en het imago van X. 

8. (29) Beslissingen worden hier in de eerste plaats beoordeeld in termen van het geld dat ze opbrengen voor X. 

 

Cell 3: Efficiency 
9. (2) De belangrijkste verantwoordelijkheid van de medewerkers in X is het nastreven van kostenbesparing.  

10. (19) De goedkoopste aanpak is ook altijd de juiste aanpak in X. 

11. (25) In X wordt van elke medewerker in de eerste plaats verwacht kostenbesparend te werken. 

12. (36) Hier wordt altijd gezocht naar goedkope oplossingen voor een probleem. 

 

Cell 4: Friendship 
13. (5) In X beschouwt men goede interpersoonlijke contacten (zowel met collega’s als met buitenstaanders) als heel 

belangrijk. 

14. (16) In X gaat onze grootste zorg altijd uit naar wat het best is voor de medemens (of die nu collega is of niet). 

15. (32) Wat goed is voor elk individu (of die nu burger is of collega) is de grootste bekommernis hier. 

16. (35) Men wordt hier verondersteld om zich bij beslissingen te bekommeren om elk individu (zowel collega als 

buitenstaander). 

 

Cell 5: Team Interest 
17. (12) Men bekommert zich vooral om wat goed is voor alle mensen binnen X. 

18. (21) We streven er hier vooral naar dat te doen wat het beste is voor alle collega’s binnen X. 

19. (27) De mensen in X beschouwen team spirit als belangrijk. 

20. (31) Een goede en brede samenwerking tussen alle collega's wordt als erg belangrijk beschouwd in X. 

 

Cell 6: Stakeholder Orientation 
21. (26) Hier wordt verwacht dat je altijd doet wat goed is voor de individuele burgers waarmee je te maken krijgt.  

22. (28) De mensen in X hebben een sterk verantwoordelijkheidsgevoel tegenover de burgers waarmee ze te maken krijgen. 

23. (30) De mensen in X zijn actief begaan met de burgers waarmee ze rechtstreeks te maken krijgen.  

24. (34) In X is men heel sterk begaan met de impact van onze beslissingen op de burgers waarmee we rechtstreeks te 

maken hebben.  

 

Cell 7: Personal Morality 
25. (3) In X wordt van de medewerkers verwacht dat ze hun persoonlijke morele overtuigingen en hun persoonlijke 

deontologie volgen. 

26. (9) Wie innoveert, wordt bij ons aangemoedigd. 

27. (11) In X bekommert men zich in de eerste plaats om het persoonlijk moreel aanvoelen van iedere individuele 

medewerker.  

28. (22) In X laten mensen zich leiden door hun persoonlijke deontologie en persoonlijke ethiek. 

Extra. (37) X steunt op de persoonlijke creativiteit van alle medewerkers. 

 

Cell 8: Organisational rules and procedures 
29. (7) Het is hier erg belangrijk om de regels en procedures van X strikt te volgen.  

30. (15) Van iedereen wordt verwacht zich strikt aan de regels en de procedures van X te houden. 

31. (18) Succesvolle mensen in X werken volgens het boekje. 

32. (23) Succesvole mensen in X gehoorzamen strikt de richtlijnen van de organisatie. 

 

Cell 9: Laws, professional codes and public duty 
33. (13) In X vraagt men zich bij beslissingen in de eerste plaats af of de wet niet overtreden wordt. 

34. (14) In X wordt van de medewerkers bovenal verwacht dat ze de wet naleven en het algemeen belang nastreven. 

35. (20) In X wordt van de medewerkers verwacht dat ze de wettelijke en professionele standaarden strikt naleven. 

36. (24) In X bekommert men zich in de allereerste plaats om het algemeen belang. 

Box 3-1: Items for the ECQ, organised according to type in Dutch 
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3.1.2.4. The ethical dilemmas 

 

1. Overall design 

 

Inspired by the large body of empirical survey-based research in ethical decision making (for reviews, 

see e.g. Vitell et al. 1993; Ford and Richardson 1994; Collins 2000; Loe et al. 2000), our survey will 

contain vignettes, or hypothetical dilemmas followed by the question what the respondent would do 

and why. As described above, the theoretical basis of this question will be the ninefold typology of 

ethical standards for ethical decision making and the aim of this question is to measure which 

standard(s) people prefer.  

 

Vignettes are preferred above other ways of probing for ethical judgements for several reasons. First, 

they have proven to be less sensitive to the social desirability bias than more general opinion 

questions about ethical issues (Robertson 1993: 592). Respondents seem to be "more forgiving of the 

unethical behaviour presented" (Ibid.) when they are confronted with actual dilemmas than when they 

are asked to give their general opinions. In addition, as noted by Finch (1987, referred to in Lee 

(1993: 81)), because the situations in the vignettes are hypothetical, they are less threatening to 

respondents than direct personal questions would be. Second, hypothetical scenarios are, more than 

the other instruments to measure ethical opinions, conceptually close to the theoretical meaning of 

"ethical decision making" as defined above, and to the qualitative way in which "ethical decision 

making" is measured in the interviews. Third, the use of vignettes allows including some basic 

background information, and can hence be expected to bring about higher quality information than 

single questions (Fritzsche and Becker 1984: 167-168). Finally, vignettes have been used extensively 

in organisational ethics research before (see below). Although the vignettes and the response 

categories will be new, the experience of past research provides a useful background for the 

development of the vignettes. Researchers have used surveys-vignettes in considerably different ways.  

 

Some (e.g. Sims and Keon 1999; Hunt and Vazquez-Parraga 1993; Wimbush et al. 1997b) present the 

dilemma situation and then propose several possible actions among which the respondent can choose. 

We will partly follow this approach by presenting a limited number of possible actions among which 

the respondent is asked to choose. However, this will not be the main focus of interest for our 

research since, in this part of the survey, we want to measure ethical decision making and not ethical 

behaviour (or rather intentions). Hence, we are more interested in the reasons people emphasise in 

their ethical reasoning than in the actual behaviour they would perform.  

 

A second option is to probe for ethical judgement by having the scenarios followed by a single Likert 

scale, ranging from “very unethical” to “very ethical,” as done, for example, by Hunt and Vasquez-

Parraga (1993). Given that we do not have a single answering scale, but nine different types of being 

ethical and unethical, this approach is not appropriate for our purposes. A similar approach was used 

by McCampbell and Rood (1997), who presented their respondents (administrators working in 

procurement) with five scenarios and asked them to determine which situations should be considered 

as “misuse of position.” This is obviously a very useful exercise for research into that specific topic, 

but is too narrow for our study that is about ethics in a broader sense.  

 

A third and classic approach (see e.g. Fritzsche and Becker 1984) is to present respondents with a 

vignette and ask them to indicate, on a 0 to 10-point Likert scale, the likelihood of behaving in 

accordance with a proposed behaviour of questionable morality. Subsequently, the respondent is 

asked in an open-ended question to report why he/she took that decision. These responses are then 

coded, based on the particular theoretical framework of Fritzsche and Becker (which strongly differs 
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from ours). In a recent study, Fritzsche (2000) also used vignettes and asked people what they would 

do and why they would it, but this time both questions were open. The answers were then coded into 

the categories “ethical,” “unethical” or “unclassifiable” by two independent judges. From the point of 

view of our framework, this is intrinsically problematic since we think that there are nine continua of 

ethical-unethical behaviour, rather than just one single overall continuum, that can be objectively 

comprehended by a coding researcher. We also depart from Fritzche and Becker (1984) and Fritzche 

(2000) in our choice for closed-ended questions about the vignettes. We chose this for several 

reasons. The main reason has to do with time-resources, both of the respondent and of the researcher. 

Closed-ended categories tend to make it easier for the respondent and hence reduce time to fill out the 

questionnaire. This is important since the overall questionnaire is considerably long and a good 

response ratio is essential. It also saves time for the researcher who does not have to read out all the 

answers and code them. This saved time can be used for the qualitative research. We think that the 

latter largely compensates for the depth that is missed due to closed, rather than open-ended 

answering categories. In addition, the use of closed-ended questions allows for Likert-scales to 

indicate the importance of each of the reasons. This makes the measurement of "ethical decision 

making" similar to the measurement of "ethical climate" and "unethical behaviour," allowing for an 

easier statistical analysis.  

Wheeler and Brady (1998), also based their vignette survey on the 1984 study of Fritzche and Becker, 

but they used closed answering categories. Given their different theoretical framework, we will not 

use their instrument either. 

 

Finally, the most famous and most widely used survey instrument to measure ethical decision making 

is the "Defining Issues Test" (DIT) as developed by James R. Rest, who based it on Kohlberg's 6-

stage model of moral development (see above; see e.g. Kohlberg 1984). Essentially, the approach is as 

follows (Rest et al. 2000; Duriez 1998). The respondents are presented with the dilemmas and for 

each of them they are confronted with three questions. First, they are presented with two behavioural 

options and a "can't decide" category. Second, they are asked to rate various statements (fragments of 

lines of reasoning, often in the form of questions (Rest et al. 2000)) that are typical for Kohlberg's 

different stages of moral reasoning on a 5-point scale from “great importance” to “no importance.” 

Finally, they are asked to rank the four most important statements. On the basis of this (and 

particularly of the second (ranking) task), the respondent's level of moral development can be 

measured and then expressed in a continuous index: the P index or p-score (which has recently been 

adapted into the N2 index (Rest et al. 2000)). The instrument has been adapted to the public sector 

(see also Chapter 1) by Stewart and Sprinthall (1993; 2001) with their "Stewart Sprinthall 

Management Survey" (SSMS). This instrument contains three dilemmas, representing real-world 

issues that public administrators actually experience. Like the DIT, the SSMS lists a number of 

rationales for each of the dilemmas that parallel Kohlberg's developmental stages, and asks the 

respondents to rank them according to importance. As mentioned in Chapter 1, empirical research did 

not find any significant associations between our independent variables of interest (interaction 

patterns and ethical climate) and ethical decision making as operationalised using either the DIT or 

the SSMS. They reveal only a very limited degree of variation between organisations and 

consequently seem more influenced by individual than by organisational factors. In sum, the overall 

approach of the DIT and SSMS ("What would you do?", the rating and the ranking task) seems very 

useful for our purposes, but the use of Kohlberg's theoretical framework is very limited for our 

purposes. Hence, we will not use the rationales that parallel the Kohlberg stages, but we will use 

rationales that parallel our nine ethical standards (see below).  
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Thus, each of our two vignettes is followed by three questions:
102
 

1. What would you do?  

This question is not only followed by a limited number of possible actions and a "can't decide" 

option, but also by an "other" option with some space left for the respondents to write down their 

alternative. This decision to add an "other" category was taken following the pre-test. This showed 

that some respondents tended to look for more creative solutions than the two or three simple 

alternatives provided on the sheet. The fact that they did not have the opportunity to write down 

their creative solution led to some frustration or, in some cases, to the conclusion that the 

following questions about that dilemma should not be answered. Given that the answers to the 

following two questions are much more important than the one to this first question, we obviously 

needed to avoid this. Providing an "other" category seems an appropriate way of dealing with this. 

Of course, this also has the advantage of adding additional information. 

2. Please rate the following statements in terms of their importance in making a decision about what 

to do in the dilemma. (The answering categories vary, on a 5-point scale, from “great importance" to 

"no importance") (http://education.umn.edu/csed/sample.html) 

Here, the different statements do not refer to Kohlberg's stages of moral reasoning, but to our 

nine standards of ethical reasoning. 

3. Now please rank the top four most important statements. (Answering categories: “most important 

item,” “second most important item,” …). (Ibid.) 

 

2. The hypothetical dilemmas 

 

The actual dilemmas have been developed by the researcher, but were broadly based on the literature 

review above and particularly on the public administration-ethics literature, the business ethics 

literature, the test-interviews conducted in preparation for the qualitative research, and dilemmas that 

have been submitted to the researcher as part of an ethics training course for public servants. Given 

their focus on business ethics, the dilemmas used in business ethics surveys (see above) did not prove 

really useful. Even the dilemmas of Wheeler and Brady (1998), which have been particularly 

developed to compare public and private sector personnel, did prove too general and hence not very 

useful. The dilemmas from the Stewart Sprinthall Management Survey that have been developed for 

the public sector could not be used since they have not been published and the authors did not reply to 

our request.  

 

The aim was to develop two dilemmas: one that focused on a problem between administrators and 

outsiders and another that focused on the issue of loyalty within the organisation. As for the degree of 

specificity, several contradicting goals needed to be balanced. On the one hand, some authors suspect 

that more general dilemmas might increase the response rates. When preparing a study of retail firms, 

for example, Wimbush et al. (1997b) assumed that if retail-specific dilemmas would be used, 

employees might suspect that the company would use this instrument to check whether people have 

been unethical. Another reason in favour of general ethical dilemmas is of course that this allows for 

easier comparison across different sectors. On the other hand, the extensive experience with the DIT 

and other Kohlbergian measures shows that the results become more precise (and hence it becomes 

easier to differentiate between people from different organisations) when the dilemmas are closer to 

the real problems people are confronted with. The fact that the surveys would only be distributed 

among inspectors, gave us the opportunity to develop dilemmas that were rather specific. We hope to 

deal with the social desirability bias in other ways.  

                                                      
102

 These questions are literally taken from a DIT sample at http://education.umn.edu/csed/sample.html. The Dutch 

translation is based on this and on a Dutch version of the DIT questionnaire in Duriez (1998). 
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Following others who used vignettes in surveys (e.g. Wheeler and Brady 1998; Davis et al. 1998), we 

first developed a limited number of vignettes (3) and then pretested them in order to retain those two 

vignettes (in an adapted form) that produced considerable response variability. That pretest occurred 

in two steps. 

First, the three dilemmas were presented to a limited number of employees of the Public 

Management Institute as well as to a group of 20 public servants of different ministries in the 

Belgian federal government attending the Public Management Programme at the Public 

Management Institute. One dilemma (a predecessor to the “revealed complainant-identity” 

dilemma, see below) turned out to bring about sufficient variation and was hence retained. A 

second dilemma triggered almost no variation between the respondents on the “what would 

you do?” question, but brought about strong variation on the question that asked for the 

rationale for this choice. A third dilemma did bring about considerable variation on the "what 

would you do?" question, but tended to focus the respondents on a limited number of 

rationales. Given the importance of the rationales (rather than of the behavioural choices) we 

chose the second dilemma, i.e. “the restrictive law dilemma.” 

Second, these adapted two dilemmas were then presented (with the rest of the questionnaire) to 

four inspectors (see above) for the “think aloud test interview” about the survey (Dillman 

2000: 142). The dilemmas were significantly adapted afterwards. The first dilemma was 

adapted from a situation in which the respondent has to take a decision to a situation in which 

he has to formulate a recommendation. The second dilemma was significantly adapted to a 

situation that appeared more realistic to the inspectors interviewed. Similarly, the answering 

items were adapted to avoid ambiguities or interpretations that were different from the 

ninefold typology upon which the answering categories are based. 

 

The two resulting dilemmas are presented below. The Dutch formulation is provided in Appendix C, 

which presents a copy of the survey.  

 

a)   The "restrictive law" dilemma 

 

SITUATION 1 

 

You are assigned to provide an internal and confidential recommendation concerning an important exemption, 

which citizens can obtain when they satisfy particular social conditions. Annelies, who has financial problems, is 

legally not entitled to the exemption: nor by the law, nor by the official documents that further explain the law. 

You are convinced, however, that she does belong to the category the legislator targeted, but that her situation is 

so exceptional that it was not foreseen in the law. If she does not receive the exemption, Annelies will experience 

severe financial difficulties. Thus, if you strictly apply the law, she will not obtain the exemption and experience 

serious financial problems, because of what you consider to be a gap in the law. 

 

Will you advise to grant the exemption to Annelies or not? Tick one of the following statements: 

1. I will advise to grant the exemption to Annelies 

2. I will advise not to grant the exemption to Annelies 

3. I cannot decide 

4. Other: ...... 
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b)   The "revealed complainant-identity" dilemma 

 

SITUATION 2 

 

You are appointed as the mentor of Marjolein, a young, enthusiastic fellow-inspector. By accident she revealed 

the identity of a complainant (Erik). Erik had filed a complaint about illegal practices in the company where he 

worked. When his identity was revealed, he was fired and since then even repeatedly physically threatened. 

Marjolein informs you about her mistake and clearly feels very guilty. 

Erik files a complaint in your head-office and asks for financial compensation. The head office takes the case 

very seriously, particularly because Erik told his story to the press. The head office made a very angry call to 

your supervisor and insisted that he should report, as quickly as possible, by whom the mistake was made. 

Your supervisor has no idea who might have made the mistake. At some point, Erik's case had been discussed at 

a staff-meeting, so everybody knew his identity. Your supervisor therefore decides to ask everybody individually 

whether they know anything. 

It will be your turn soon, and you have to decide whether or not you will say something. You know that if you do 

not say anything, it will never be possible to detect that the mistake was made by Marjolein. You also know that, 

if it is discovered that the mistake was made by Marjolein, this will definitely entail a severe disciplinary 

sanction (at least suspension). Both head office and your supervisor are under heavy pressure from the general 

public. 

 

What will you tell your supervisor? Tick one of the following statements: 

1. I will tell that the mistake was made by my colleague Marjolein 

2. I will tell that I do not know anything about this 

3. I cannot decide 

4. Other: ......  

 

 

3. The behaviour-focused subquestions 

 

The hypothetical dilemmas are not only followed by the ranking and the rating exercises described 

above, but also by a number of additional vignettes in which one element of the context is changed. 

Given the fact that these are simple questions, answered only by ticking one of four boxes with 

behavioural options, the importance of these answers in the overall research design is limited. 

Nevertheless, they allow for some additional tests of the hypotheses mentioned above. The first 

subquestion builds on the “restrictive law” dilemma and the second and third subquestion both build 

on the “revealed complainant-identity” dilemma.  

 

a)   The "restrictive law" dilemma, part 2: the "gift" dilemma 

 

Although this dilemma builds on the "restrictive law" story, it in fact concerns an entirely different 

dilemma: 

We now build on the previous situation with a second question: 

 

Suppose now that you choose to advise to indeed grant the exemption to Annelies. When she hears this she is so 

happy that she goes out immediately to buy a bottle of good wine, from her modest budget, and offers it to you as 

a gift with a shining smile. 

What will you do? 

 

Will you accept this gift or not? Tick one of the following statements: 

1. I will accept the bottle 

2. I will not accept the bottle 

3. I cannot decide 

4. Other: ...... 
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b)   The "revealed complainant-identity" dilemma, part 2 

 

This subquestion somewhat modifies the original "revealed complainant-identity" dilemma, by asking 

people what they would do if the sanction would be weaker. This is to allow varying on the moral 

intensity of the dilemma and particularly the magnitude of the consequences (see 1.2.3.1). 

 

We now build on the previous situation with a second question: 

 

Suppose that your supervisor indicates that the person responsible will not be given a disciplinary sanction, but 

only a reprimand. Again, he asks everybody whether they know anything about the issue. 

 

What will you tell your supervisor? Indicate one of the following statements: 

1. I will tell that the mistake was made by my colleague Marjolein 

2. I will tell that I do not know anything about this 

3. I cannot decide 

4. Other: ...... 

 

c)   The "revealed complainant-identity" dilemma, part 3: the "bonus" dilemma 

 

This third version of the "revealed complainant-identity" dilemma adds a strong NPM-element to the 

context and then asks people what they would do. This also enables us to vary on the "magnitude of 

consequences," but it particularly allows testing whether such an NPM-like change would have an 

effect on the ethical decision making in this particular situation.  

 

Finally, we also build on the situation with a third question:  

 

Suppose that in your field office work is always done with set teams of two inspectors. Every year, a 

considerable bonus of 2,500 Euros is granted to the duo that performs best. Your partner is Marjolein. It is a 

rule that revealing the identity of a complainant is considered a heavy infringement of the quality of service and 

therefore automatically implies that no bonus is granted to the team that makes such a mistake. 

Again, your supervisor asks who revealed the identity of complainant Erik. This time, the aim is not to sanction 

or reprimand the person, but to know which team cannot receive the bonus. 

You and Marjolein performed very well in the past year and you are convinced that you would normally receive 

the bonus. However, if you tell that Marjolein made the mistake, then you will miss the bonus, which will be for 

another team. 

 

What will you tell your supervisor? Tick one of the following statements: 

1. I will tell that the mistake was made by my colleague Marjolein 

2. I will tell that I do not know anything about this 

3. I cannot decide 

4. Other: ..... 

 

3.1.2.5. Unethical behaviour 

 

The list of types of unethical behaviour is based on the above developed typology of nine types of 

unethical behaviour and is inspired by other lists in the literature. It explicitly asks for observed 

behaviour (of colleagues), rather than the respondent's own behaviour, since this is "less prone to 

produce socially desirable responses" (Trevino, Weaver, Gibson, and Toffler 1999: 133). In addition, 

a broad body of research has indicated that people tend to perceive their own ethical standards to be 

higher than those of peers, supervisors or others they know (Ford and Richardson 1994: 212; Collins 

2000: 5). A similar underreporting of personal unethical behaviour was also found in the Belgian 

context, notably in a survey among people working in ministerial cabinets (Pelgrims 2001: 62-65).  
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For our purposes we can consider two traditions of survey research into unethical behaviour.  

 

First, a considerable number of surveys is aimed at comparing countries and is usually limited to 

illegal types of unethical behaviour. The most known example of this has been the Transparency 

International (TI) Corruption Perception Index (Hodess 2001), which is in fact a composite index, 

aggregating information from a host of surveys. The TI Global Corruption Report (Hodess 2001) 

provides an impressive list of other comparative corruption research as done by international 

organisations, such as the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the UN or the OECD. 

Academics have also organised surveys. One example of this is research done by Fleurke and Huberts 

at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (Fleurke and Huberts 1995), who organised a survey among 257 

experts from 49 countries. As for Belgium and the Netherlands, corruption research has been very 

modest. Hoetjes (1982) has done some research on the number of criminal cases, but the first actual 

survey was organised by Huberts (1995). In that survey, which he distributed among Dutch city 

managers (i.e. “gemeentesecretarissen”), he assessed the incidence of corruption and fraud in local 

government. On the basis of this, he estimated that about 102 cases of alleged and actual local 

corruption and fraud are being discovered every year in Dutch local government. As for the Belgian 

public sector, we only know about one exploratory survey in the mid-eighties (Hondeghem 1985). 

Hondeghem provided respondents with a short definition of “corruption” and then asked respondents 

to list the four most important forms of corruption and to indicate their severeness and frequency of 

occurrence. This example is not immediately relevant for our purposes, as corruption is only one of 

the nine types of unethical behaviour in the framework. The management consulting firm KPMG 

publishes a yearly “Belgium fraud survey report,” based on a survey among financial officers, 

financial controllers and directors (e.g. KPMG Forensic Services 2000), but this report is limited to 

the private sector. The instruments for all this comparative (or at least country-wide) research into 

corruption are not very useful for our purposes, since the questions are usually too general (with the 

aim to compare countries, rather than organisations) and limited to illegal behaviour. 

 

A second category of survey-instruments measures the unethical behaviour in a broader sense and has 

organisations as the central unit of analysis, rather than countries. One example of this is the twenty-

item scale from Akaah (1992), which has been re-used several times (Trevino et al. 1998). Items on 

this list include, for example, "taking company materials and supplies," "falsifying 

time/quality/quantity reports" or "lying to customers" (Ibid.). Usually the respondents are then asked 

to report observed behaviour (rather than their own behaviour), to reduce problems with the social 

desirability bias. Some scales explicitly ask for self-reported behaviour. Ferrell and Skinner (1988), 

for example, developed a scale of six behavioural items in the field of marketing research (drawn 

from a pool of 70 items), such as “Sometimes I compromise the reliability of a study to complete the 

project” or “I have continued a research project after knowing I made errors earlier” (Ibid.: 108).  

Two important problems arise when we want to use these measurement instruments for our purposes. 

First, some of these instruments (e.g. Stohs and Brannick 1999) list only (or mostly) types of unethical 

behaviour that are specific to the private sector. Second, those instruments that do list types of 

unethical behaviour that can occur in both the public and the private sector, often only have items that 

refer to unethical behaviour of the Selfishness type (cell 1). Jackson and Artola (1997), for example, 

provide a list of 12 types of unethical behaviour of which 11 refer to Selfishness and only one refers 

to another type ("Team-fetishism"). A related problem is that some of the items on these measurement 

instruments do not easily fit into one of the nine categories of our framework. In their survey among 

mid-level managers in the Western Australian public sector, McNeil and Peachment (1996) for 

example asked for the frequency with which the respondents had experienced unethical behaviour like 

"concealing information," "unfair employment practices" or "questionable contracts" (Ibid.: 8). These 

item descriptions do not provide enough information to assess whether these behaviours should be 
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classified as "Selfishness," "Nepotism," "Organisation-fetishism" or another type from our typology 

of unethical behaviour. Given all these problems (at least for our purposes) with the existing 

instruments, we developed our own list of nine types of unethical behaviour, simply deducing the 

items from the definitions of the nine types given in Chapter 1 (see 1.2.4). Here too, some adaptations 

were made following the pretest, to avoid ambiguities or misunderstandings. As for the answering 

categories, the instrument uses a six-point scale, to match with the number of points of the ethical 

climate scale. The items range from "never" to "very often." 

 

This instrument still has two important problems in common with all the other survey instruments that 

measure unethical behaviour. First, there is an obvious danger of social desirable answers that 

minimise the degree of unethical behaviour. Second, as pointed out by Kaptein (1998), survey 

research into unethical behaviour does have the drawback of probing for subjective opinions: “If fifty 

percent of the employees of a department indicate that they can cite an incident of declaring unreal 

expenses, it remains indistinguishable whether they are all thinking of the same incident or whether 

everyone has a different incident in mind” (Ibid.: 122). Both problems will be dealt with by two 

common strategies. First, we try to tackle the social desirability problem by making the survey 

anonymous and by a careful wording of the nine items. Second, we try to complement (and verify) the 

information on unethical behaviour obtained from this questionnaire with other data, particularly the 

number of disciplinary procedures. 

 

Box 3-2 below presents the nine items, as presented in the survey. It refers to “possibly questionable 

behaviour” instead of “unethical behaviour,” in order to reduce the social desirability bias and to 

avoid respondents being provoked, by us judging something to be unethical which they consider 

ethical. 

 

Questionable behaviour 

 

Below you find some types of possibly questionable behaviour that might occur in an organisation. Indicate for 

each type how frequently your colleagues-inspectors in your organisation (hence not yourself) display that 

behaviour. 

 

(Answering categories: Never, very rarely, rarely, sometimes, often, very often) 

 

• Self-interest: Colleagues breach rules, laws or procedures out of pure self-interest (e.g. corruption, fraud, 

theft,...). 

• Organisational Interest: Colleagues conceal unsavoury facts for people outside X, as they might harm the 

interests or the image of X. 

• Efficiency: Colleagues are so much focussed on cost-reduction to the advantage of government, that they 

lose sight of all other important goals. 

• Friendship: Colleagues breach rules, laws or procedures to be able to help a friend. 

• Team Interest: Colleagues breach rules, laws or procedures to protect colleagues of the same team or the 

same group. 

• Stakeholder Orientation: Colleagues breach rules, laws or procedures to help a citizen with whom they are 

in contact for professional reasons. 

• Personal Morality: Colleagues breach (while practising their job) laws, rules or procedures because they do 

not agree with them out of principle. 

• Organisational Rules: Colleagues persist in strictly following the rules and procedures of X, also when they 

are manifestly useless or even harmful. 

• Laws: Colleagues persist in strictly following general legal prescriptions and principles, also when they are 

manifestly useless or even harmful. 

Box 3-2: Items concerning questionable behaviour 
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3.1.2.6. Survey implementation 

 

The most crucial concern in the survey implementation was to reassure respondents that their answers 

would be anonymous. This was not only to increase response rates, but also to increase the quality of 

the response. For research suggests that increasing levels of anonymity correspond with decreasing 

social desirability bias in the answers (Randall and Fernandes 1991: 813). 

 

A survey was sent to the entire population in all three organisations, so no sample had to be drawn. In 

the RVA, the surveys were distributed by the organisation, through their internal mailing system. In 

the EI and the RSZ, the surveys were sent by the researcher to the heads of the field offices with the 

request to distribute the surveys among their inspectors. In all three cases, the heads of field offices 

were urged by the organisation management to cooperate and to stimulate their inspectors to 

participate. Although the surveys were thus (partly) distributed by the organisation, respondents were 

asked to send the completed survey to the researcher (in an enclosed and pre-stamped envelope), so as 

to ensure both real and perceived anonymity.  

In all three organisations, the survey was distributed with a cover letter, strongly emphasising 

anonymity.
103
 Moreover, both in the cover letter and on the actual questionnaire, survey respondents 

were invited to contact the researcher if they would have any questions. This was deemed important 

as Jurkiewicz and Thompson reported that, in an inquiry into the ethics of health care administrators, 

87 survey recipients (out of 517 distributed and non-returned surveys) telephoned the researcher to 

inquire about the confidentiality safeguards (Jurkiewicz and Thompson 1999: 44-45). In our survey, 

two respondents (both from the RVA) actually did phone the researcher, both to ask for guarantees 

about anonymity. From these phone calls, we learned that it would be better to ask people to respond 

in “decades” rather than in years when they are asked about their age and seniority and the RSZ- and 

EI surveys were adapted accordingly. 

In all three organisations, the survey was followed by one reminder letter, sent about three weeks after 

the first survey was received. This letter again emphasised anonymity, as well as the importance of 

having a high response “to ensure that all opinions in your organisation are represented in the final 

results.”  

The eventual response rates were relatively high, particularly given the sensitivity of the questions: 

61,4% of the 166 eligible RVA-inspectors, 82,3% of the 62 RSZ-inspectors and 82,9% of the 76 EI-

inspectors (see 6.1.1).  

3.1.3. The interviews in the field-offices 

 

The interviews in the field offices essentially aim to describe and explain the variable “ethical 

decision making.” The interviews were done in two field offices within each organisation and the first 

subparagraph discusses the selection of those field offices. The second subparagraph then describes 

the structure of the interviews. 

 

3.1.3.1. Selection of field offices 

 

Within each of the three organisations, two field offices were selected and these were subjected to a 

more in-depth qualitative analysis by means of interviews with the supervisor and with a number of 

inspectors.
104
 The field offices were selected on the basis of pragmatic reasons. In all three 

                                                      
103

 For an example of a cover letter sent to the RSZ: see Appendix C. 
104

 In the three organisations, "field offices" fit Schneider and Reichers' definition of meaningful social units as they are units 

“consisting of those individuals who selectively interact with one another on a wide variety of issues, frequently and over a 

substantial period of time" (Schneider and Reichers 1983: 35).  
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organisations, the researcher proposed two field offices to the organisation management. Specifically 

these were the respective field offices, located in Churchcity and Portcity.
105
 Both cities are at the 

centre of, in economic terms, fairly different regions with a, for Belgian standards, considerable 

distance between them (roughly 70 kilometres). In the EI and the RSZ, the organisation agreed to an 

investigation in these proposed field offices. In the RVA, the organisation management was reluctant 

about one of the two proposed field offices (Churchcity), as a new head was recently appointed to the 

field office and there appeared to be some problems. In spite of repeated requests by the researcher to 

stick to the original choice, the RVA insisted on investigating another field office. Table 3-4 below 

now presents the number of interviews that were done in the field offices. In the RVA there were two 

"supervisors" in each field office: the head of the inspection and the head of the unemployment office 

(see Chapters 4 and 5). Between three and five inspectors were interviewed in each field office. These 

numbers vary for practical reasons (time constraints) and because of variations in the number of 

interviewees that were deemed necessary by the supervisor to get something like a representative 

image. 

 

 

 Interviewed 

supervisors 

/total number 

Interviewed 

inspectors/ 

total number 

RVA   

Gatecity 2/2 4/8 

Portcity 2/2 4/16 

RSZ   

Churchcity 1/1 4/6 

Portcity 1/1 3/8 

EI   

Churchcity 1/1 3/14 

Portcity 1/1 5/18 

Total 8/8 23/70 

Table 3-4: Interviews in the field offices 

 

The interviewed inspectors were selected by the field office heads.
106
 The researcher explicitly 

requested that they choose the inspectors in such a way so as to get a "representative sample," e.g. to 

have respondents of both genders, as well respondents with different opinions about the job. It was 

thought that such a selection would give a better chance in reaching a representative sample than a 

random selection of two to five inspectors by the researcher. The obvious problem that supervisors 

might avoid to propose critical interviewees can of course not be entirely avoided with this technique, 

but critical remarks by respondents in all field offices suggest that this problem was not too prevalent. 

 

 

Finally, it is necessary to elucidate the reasons for taking only two field offices in each organisation. 

This is the result of a number of trade-offs, given that practical reasons only allowed for a total of 

about 40 to 50 interviews. First, it is of course a consequence of the choice to compare three 

organisations, rather than studying one organisation in-depth. This choice for a comparative study was 

made to allow for some variation on the interaction patterns (see above). Second, it was judged to be 

better to interview about 8 inspectors in two field offices, rather than e.g. interviewing one inspector 

in 8 different field offices. Interviewing several inspectors of one unit, allows us to get several 
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 The field office are referred to by their aliases. 
106

 One office (EI in Portcity) was an exception. There, the director refused to appoint interviewees and insisted that the 

researcher select the interviewees. 
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perspectives on the description of the interaction patterns and the ethical climate in the field office 

and thus to assess inter-rater agreement. Moreover, it allows assessing the extent to which individual 

inspectors’ ethical decision making and unethical behaviour vary within a context where the 

interaction patterns are the same. If only one inspector in each field office would be interviewed, it 

would be very difficult, if not impossible, to assess whether observed differences should be ascribed 

to differences between field offices or to individual differences between interviewees. Third, it was 

judged to be better to interview about four inspectors in two field offices than eight in one field 

offices. The rationale for investigating several field offices within one organisation is similar to the 

rationale for choosing several individuals within one field office. Specifically, by varying on the 

variable "field office" it becomes more likely
107
 to determine whether observations are characteristic 

for the field office or for the organisation as a whole.  

 

3.1.3.2. The interview structure 

 

Two types of interviews were conducted in the field offices.  

 

The first was an interview with the supervisor or head of field office. This was mainly to describe 

what the supervisor expects from the inspectors. This allows to describe the inspectors' context and to 

get an impression about the supervisor's impact upon the interaction patterns of the inspectors and 

thus on ethical climate, decision making and behaviour. As was the case at organisational level, the 

supervisor's policy is only taken into account when it is also perceived by the inspectors themselves 

(i.e. when there is inter-rater agreement). 

 

The second type of interview was with the inspectors themselves (23 in total). These aim to describe 

“interaction patterns” and “ethical decision making” and, most importantly, to describe the 

mechanisms that causally link the former (and perhaps also individual variables and the environment) 

to the latter. Interviews with individual inspectors are preferred over focus-group discussions because 

of the sensitivity of the issue (see also Babin et al. 2000) and because the focus is on individual 

ethical decision making. Overall, the approach to the interview and its central question are similar to 

Derry (1989, in business ethics) and Gortner (1991, in public administration ethics). Both researchers 

interviewed managers (as opposed to our street-level bureaucrats) in an open-ended, semi-structured 

way, asking them to present an actual moral conflict. The respondents were then asked to describe 

how they had analysed the problem, evaluated what should be done, how the problem was eventually 

resolved, and what the consequences were. The theoretical frameworks (and hence the subquestions 

and checklists) of both authors differ significantly from each other as well as from ours, but the 

overall structure of the interviews is largely similar. I depart in only one important respect from their 

approach. They both asked for a single ethical dilemma, and then analysed that in-depth, running 

through their questions. From the test-interviews I learned that during the discussion of one dilemma 

other examples typically come up and the conversation then tends to develop to an overall discussion 

of a particular “type” of dilemmas, rather than over one particular story. I felt that, if I would force the 

interviewees to focus on only one particular story, important information that is linked to other similar 

dilemmas might be lost. Hence, I decided to discuss several dilemmas at the same time. Yet, a crucial 

guideline for all the interviews was that the interviewees were always pressed to focus on concrete 

dilemmas. This was to ensure that the conversation was about actual facts, thus allowing to reduce the 

chance of abstract and socially desirable answers.  

 

Specifically, the interview was typically structured around three core questions. 
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 Although not absolutely sure, given that we investigate only two field offices. 
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1. At the beginning of the interview, the interviewees were presented with a brief and general 

definition of “ethical dilemma.” They were then asked to describe ethical dilemmas they have 

been confronted with in their daily work and which were representative for their practice. 

Usually, it took some time and some insistence to go beyond general discussions, but in all cases a 

number of actual stories eventually emerged. At this initial stage, the interviewee was asked to 

focus on facts, rather than on evaluations. Following these initial descriptions, a number of 

additional questions were asked. Typically, some additional stories emerged during these 

discussions. These questions were the following. 

• “What decision did you take and for which specific reason(s)?”  

The aim of this question was to identify the interviewee's dominant ethical 

standard(s). A list of the nine standards was used as a checklist during this 

conversation. One of the more specific aims of this question was to gauge the 

degree of discretion inspectors actually have. Based on previous studies on street-

level bureaucracy (e.g. Lipsky 1980), we expected this discretion to be broader 

than formally assumed, and the aim of these subquestions was to assess to what 

extent respondents used the Personal Morality (cell 7) standard in ethical decision 

making to expand their discretion (see Chapter 7). 

• The following questions were to gauge the causal links between these types of 

ethical decision making and the interaction types: 

o "What does your professional environment (head office, supervisor, 

colleagues, inspectees,..) expect from you in these situations?"  

o "How do you know this; through which means do they communicate these 

expectations?"  

o "Do you act in accordance with these expectations and, if not, why?" 

o "Are there specific characteristics of your organisation that influenced 

your decision making?"  

If the interviewee did not cite any factors spontaneously, a checklist was 

used. This contained e.g. measurement instruments, HR-policy, training, 

relations with other organisations, the Protocol of Cooperation (in RSZ 

and RVA), etc. 

o "Would you have taken a similar decision in the past?"  

The main aim of this question is to assess the potential impact of reforms 

in time, but it also gave an impression of the effects of experience and 

age. Obviously, this information is very sensitive to bias and has to be 

interpreted with appropriate caution. 

• Finally, two questions were asked to assess the importance of the control 

variables (if these issues did not already came up earlier in the conversation): 

o  “Did your own personal background play a role in these decisions and 

how?”  

The list of personal factors (e.g. gender, age, seniority, education,...) 

presented in Chapter 1 (see 1.2.5.1), was used as checklist for this. 

o “Are there any factors outside your organisation that had an impact on 

your decision?”  

The list of extra-organisational factors (e.g. politics, the courts, trade 

unions,...) presented in Chapter 1 (see 1.2.5.2), was used as a checklist. 

2. In the previous part, most interviewees typically described dilemmas in the interactions between 

inspectors and inspectees. In this second question, the interviewer probed for dilemmas in the 

interactions within the organisation, as well as for dilemmas that were an effect of NPM-like 

measures. When such examples were given, the same subquestions were asked as in 1. 
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3. At the end of the interview, the respondent was asked to participate in an exercise to measure 

his/her perception of the ethical climate in the field office. The respondent was notably presented 

with nine brief descriptions of the nine ethical climate types and asked to rank them, focusing on 

the question: "which of these descriptions is most descriptive of your environment?" or "what is 

most expected from you?" This method differs from the approach in the survey where the ethical 

climate items are rated on a Likert scale. The interviewee was asked to think aloud during this 

exercise and, if time permitted, to specify who expected this behaviour (as ethical climate refers 

to perceived expectations).  

This exercise turned out to be useful as it tended to provoke some thoughts about the interaction 

patterns and their association with ethical decision making. These thoughts are included in the 

analysis (see Chapter 7). Yet, the results of the actual ranking exercise are not used. For ethical 

climate, in this research, is by definition an organisational-level construct and the results of these 

exercises were measurements at individual level, which could not be generalised at organisational 

level because they were not randomly selected and too few for useful statistical inference to the 

organisational (or even the field office-) level. 

 

Typically, the interview questions tended to be fairly generally during the first interview within a field 

office, but tended to be more focussed in the following interviews, e.g. to check particular working 

hypothesis or to corroborate interesting findings from previous interviews.  

 

The interview did not contain an explicit question for instances of unethical behaviour so as to avoid 

the risk of provoking discomfort. Even when asked at the end of the interview, such discomfort would 

be problematic, as interviewees might pass this information on to later interviewees, possibly making 

them less cooperative. The potential loss of information by not including this explicit question was 

considered preferable over running the risk to create an "investigatory" atmosphere around the 

research, which would have jeopardised the quality of the answers to the other interview questions as 

well. It was anticipated that, although no explicit questions about unethical behaviour were included 

in the interview, some issues could have come up in other ways, e.g. while discussing intra-

organisational dilemmas. Yet, this almost never occurred. Thus, the measurement of unethical 

behaviour is essentially limited to information based on the survey: its closed questions for an 

assessment of the frequency, its open question for an additional qualitative assessment. 

 

With the exception of five test-interviews, the interviews were not recorded on tape. Instead the 

interviews were transcribed in three stages: 

o Quick notes during the interview, 

o further transcription and additions immediately after the interviews, 

o full-text transcripts in Word-format. 

Some information is unavoidably lost during this process and, although every effort is made to avoid 

this, it is not entirely unlikely that some bias might have intruded the transcription process. Yet, these 

disadvantages do not counterbalance the important advantage that not using a tape-recorder reduces 

social desirability bias. On the basis of her extensive experience with interviewing public officials, 

Irene Rubin, reports that she "feels that when public officials see a tape recorder they answer as if 

they were talking to a reporter, with short sound bites or guarded answers rather than with depth and 

reflection" (Rubin and Rubin 1995: 126). Given that we probe for ways of reasoning, rather than for 

facts, this way of answering should definitely be avoided. Another advantage, mentioned by the 

Rubins, is that not tape-recording gives the interviewees "deniability" – that is, they can always say, 'I 

never said that' or 'She took that out of context'" (Ibid.). This is an obvious advantage given the 

sensitivity of our subject. This assumption was supported by one of the interviewees in the test-

interviews who explicitly asked not to use the tape-recorder and assumed that colleagues of him 
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would be more open without tape-recorder. Moreover, during interviews with staff at the head offices 

(which were recorded since they were mainly aimed at acquiring factual information), several 

interviewees asked at some point to turn the recorder off. 

 

 

3.2. Implementation of the data-collection in the three cases 
 

Table 3-5 below presents an overview of the interviews, done in the three organisations. The figures 

in Table 3-5 refer to the number of people interviewed. This does not entirely correspond with the 

number of interviews, since several people at head office were interviewed several times.
108
 The total 

number of interviews is 45: 20 in the RVA, 13 in the RSZ and 12 in the EI.
109
 These figures exclude 

exploratory conversations with senior management in organisations that were eventually not chosen 

as case organisations, the "think aloud test interviews" to test the survey, and the conversations to 

provide feedback on preliminary results. 

 

 

 RVA RSZ EI 

Exploratory interviews - 1 conversation with top 

management of the RVA; 

- 2 exploratory interviews 

with inspectors (in 

Gatecity). 

- 1 conversation with top 

management of RSZ-

inspection; 

- 2 exploratory interviews 

with inspectors (in 

Churchcity). 

- Presentation of the study 

to "the staff" (top 

management and heads of 

field offices); 

- 2 exploratory interviews 

with inspectors (in 

Churchcity). 

Interviews with 

management at head 

office 

Interviews with 5 senior 

staff members of the 

different supporting units 

for the inspectors. 

Interviews with 4 senior 

staff members of 

inspection management, of 

supporting units and of 

Department of Control. 

- Interview with 1 senior 

staff member 

- 1 focus group discussion 

with 7 (out of 8) working 

group coaches at head 

office 

Interviews  

in field office 1 

Gatecity 

- Interviews with director 

and head of inspection 

unit; 

- interviews with 4 

inspectors (incl. 2 

exploratory interviews, see 

above) 

Churchcity 

- Interview with head of 

field office; 

 

- interviews with 4 

inspectors (incl. 2 

exploratory interviews, see 

above) 

Churchcity 

- Interview with head of 

field office 

 

- interviews with 3 

inspectors (incl. 2 

exploratory interviews, see 

above) 

Interviews  

in field office 2 

Portcity 

- Interviews with director 

and head of inspection 

unit; 

- interviews with 4 

inspectors  

Portcity 

- interview with head of 

field office 

 

- interviews with 2 

inspectors 

Portcity 

- interview with head of 

field office 

 

- interviews with 5 

inspectors 

Additional interviews - 1 supervisor of a third 

field office 

- 1 ex-inspector  

  

Table 3-5: Overview of all interviews 

 

                                                      
108

 In some cases, additional questions were also asked by email. 
109

 The figures in the RVA are somewhat higher as this is a larger and more complex organisation with more supporting 

units, as two supervisors (instead of one in the other organisations) had to be interviewed in each field office and as this 

organisation was researched first (i.e. when time was less pressing than during the investigations in the RSZ and the EI).  
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During these field visits, many documents were collected and many more were sent to the researcher 

by postal mail. These documents included: annual reports, internal documents about management 

instruments and policies, guidelines and codes for the inspectors, issues of company magazines, 

reports of surveys in the respective organisations, exemplary forms that are used by the inspectors, 

etc. Some information was also downloaded from the internet-sites of the respective organisations 

(particularly of the RVA and the RSZ). Those documents that played an important role in the analysis 

(particularly in Chapter 5) are referred to and added to the bibliography. 

Table 3-6 below now summarises the empirical research by presenting the different parts on a time 

schedule. 

 

Year 2001 2002 2003 

Month 12 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 1 

RVA               

Exploratory 

interviews 
              

Interviews in 

head office 
              

Extra 

interviews 
              

Interviews in 

Gatecity 
              

Interviews in 

Portcity 
              

Survey test                

Survey 

distribution and 

return 

              

RSZ               

Exploratory 

interviews 
              

Interviews in 

head office 
              

Interviews in 

Churchcity 
              

Interviews in 

Portcity
110
 

              

Survey 

distribution and 

return 

              

EI               

Exploratory 

interviews 
              

Interviews in 

head office 
              

Interviews in 

Churchcity 
              

Interviews in 

Portcity 
              

Survey distrib. 

& return  
              

Table 3-6: Time schedule of the empirical research 
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 One of the three inspector-interviews in Portcity was done at the conclusion of the analysis (October 21, 2003), in order 

to test a number of the working hypotheses and collect some additional information. 
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Thus, with the exception of the tests, the study occurred within a time frame of five months in the 

RVA (June-October 2002) and of two to three months in the RSZ and the EI (November 2002- 

January 2003). Thus, the data-collection is closed in January 2003 and the information provided 

(particularly in Chapter 4 and 5) is only relevant for that period.  

 

Finally, it should be noted that drafts of Chapter 4 (introduction of the organisation), Chapter 5 

(description of the interaction patterns) and Appendix A (further background to Chapter 5) were sent 

out to senior staff in the three organisations (2 in the RVA, 3 in the RSZ and 3 in the EI), together 

with a cover letter and a very brief summary of the grid-group typology and the way it is applied in 

those Chapters. This was to allow these senior staff to comment on and propose corrections to the 

descriptions of the interaction patterns in their organisation (Yin 1994: 144-146). These chapters were 

chosen since they contained the most factual information. Time constraints made it impossible to 

translate the texts in Dutch, but this did not prevent the informants (2 in RSZ, 2 in RVA and 4 in EI) 

from reading the texts. Informants from all three organisations proposed a number of corrections of, 

usually detailed, factual information. The overall feedback was positive, with several informants 

explicitly mentioning that they thought the text gave a good impression of the actual situation.  

 

 

3.3. Data-analysis 
 

Referring to Yin (1994)'s methodology for doing case research, two modes of analysis will be applied 

during this research. First, "pattern-matching" is described as a logic that "compares an empirically 

based pattern with a predicted one (or with several alternative predictions)" (Yin 1994: 106). It thus 

refers to the archetypical deductive logic of testing a hypothesis in the empirical reality. The 

propositions developed in Chapter 2 will act as the patterns to be compared with the empirical 

patterns. As will be explained in this paragraph, the pattern-matching logic will be applied in two 

ways. Second, "explanation-building" is an iterative analysis process whereby a proposition is 

compared with an empirical pattern, after which the proposition is revised and then compared with 

other details of the case, after which the proposition might be revised again, etc. Thus "the final 

explanation may not have been fully stipulated at the beginning of a study and therefore differs in this 

respect from the pattern-matching approaches" (Yin 1994: 111). This explanation-building strategy is 

applied, first on the survey-based data and then on the interviews in the field offices (see below). 

 

The following subparagraphs will now describe the different parts of the analysis and thus in fact 

provide an overview of the subsequent chapters. 

3.3.1. Analysing the interaction patterns (see Chapter 5) 

 

Essentially, the aim of analysing the data concerning the interaction patterns is to discuss, for each of 

the factors, how they shape the street-level bureaucrats' interaction patterns within the organisation 

and with outsiders (particularly inspectees). Table 3-7 shows an example of what could result from 

such an analysis for one influencing factor, in this case the intra-organisational factor "instruments of 

ethics management."  
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 ORGANISATION X 

 

 Intra-organ.  

 

Extra-organ. 

Ethics 

management 

Hierarch:++++ 

Fatalism: + 

 

(2) 

Hierarch.:+++ 

Egal/ind:++ 

 

(2) 

Table 3-7: Interaction patterns 

 

Table 3-7 summarises how the instruments of ethics management in organisation X shape the 

interaction patterns of the street-level bureaucrats in that organisation. As mentioned above, the aim is 

to describe how the factor shapes "the relative intensity" of the interaction types. "Relative intensity" 

of a particular interaction type refers to two other things, in this context: 

1. Relative intensity of each interaction type in relation to the other types within the same cell. 

As already mentioned in Chapter 1, we rather expect "combinations of types" than pure types. 

Hence, the relative intensity of each of the types in comparison with the others needs to be 

measured. The result of this measurement will be presented as in Table 3-7: the relative intensity 

is indicated by distributing a maximum of five "+"-sings in each cell over the types that are found. 

Table 3-7 thus shows that, in organisation X, the ethics management largely shapes the intra-

organisational interaction patterns in a hierarchist direction (hence: ++++), but also creates some 

fatalism (hence: +).  

2. Relative importance of a factor, compared to the other factors.  

Although all factors have been mentioned in the literature as being relevant, it is to be expected 

that the relative strength of their impact will be different. This relative importance is indicated by 

the number in the bottom-right corner of each cell. The relative importance varies from 1 to 5. 

The figure "(2)" in Table 3-7 thus shows that the relative importance of the instruments of ethics 

management in shaping the interaction patterns is fairly limited.  

Such assessments are made for all the factors and these results are then added in order to reach an 

overall description of the relative intensity of the interaction patterns. This sum is reached in two 

steps. First, the score for each type in a cell is multiplied with the number in the bottom-right corner 

of that cell. Then, all these scores are added up to a weighed sum for each type. This resulting sum 

will then be the basis for predictions about the dependent variables.  

 

To increase reliability, we now discuss more specifically, how the data about the interaction patterns 

were analysed. This occurred in six steps and the result is presented in Chapter 5. 

1. During the data-gathering phase, many preliminary attempts were made to codify the 

observations in the form of many notes. These notes also helped in guiding the following 

interviews by suggesting questions. 

2. All these notes were summarised and classified, depending on the intra- or extra-

organisational factor they concerned (i.e. in the paragraph-structure of the resulting Chapter 

5). 

3. The interviews were analysed by means of the Nvivo-package for the analysis of qualitative 

data. Essentially, the package was used to organise the interviewees' responses in large 

categories that roughly resemble the different intra- and extra-organisational factors. These 

categories were then analysed separately. Specifically, all the fragments concerning a 

particular factor were used to further developed the preliminary notes (see 1 and 2) 

concerning that factor; in some cases expanding or modifying them and in other cases entirely 
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rejecting them (e.g. when they were based on one particular salient remark but not 

corroborated in other interviews). 

4. A judgement was made for each of the factors: "how, in grid-group terms, does this factor 

shape the interaction patterns?" This was presented in tables like Table 3-7 above. 

5. All these separate descriptions were added, following the procedure described above, into an 

overall assessment of the relative intensity of the interaction patterns in the three 

organisations. 

6. At the end, two additional statistical analyses of limited importance were performed (see 

Chapter 5). 

3.3.2. Quantitative analysis: testing the propositions (see Chapter 6) 

 

Following the development of scales,
111
 the survey-based analysis is performed in three steps (see 

Chapter 6 for the results). 

 

First, the core proposition developed in Chapter 2 is tested: 

The relative intensity of the interaction types, is proportional  

• to the relative intensity of the respectively related ethical climate types,  

• to the relative intensity of the respectively related ethical standards in ethical decision 

making, 

• and to the relative frequency of occurrence of the respectively related unethical behaviour 

types. 

 

Thus, this core proposition predicts that the relative intensity of the interaction patterns within each 

organisation will be associated with the within-organisational relative intensity of the types of ethical 

climate, decision making and unethical behaviour. This proposition will be tested through a pattern-

matching logic based on the measurement of the interaction patterns and the survey.  

With the actual propositions linking particular types with each other, the basic proposition in fact 

implies a large number of more specific propositions (46), which are tested in each of the three 

organisations, thus amounting to 138 different pattern-matching exercises. The actual method to 

assess the relative intensity of the types is based on a within-organisational comparison of the mean 

and median scores. Chapter 6 will further show how this was done and what the results are. This test 

is called "pattern-matching I." 

 

Second, since a number of conditions are satisfied (see 6.4), it becomes possible to formulate a second 

proposition: 

The between-organisational differences on the interaction patterns will be matched by the same 

between-organisational differences on  

• ethical climate,  

• ethical decision making, and  

• unethical behaviour.  

                                                      
111

 The ethical climate scales are developed by means of factor analyses, while the ethical decision making scales are 

developed by calculating the mean of the two items from the two dilemmas. In order to have an acceptable number of 

respondents, the factor analyses are done with all the respondents pooled together, regardless of organisational membership. 

Thus, this particular part of the analysis goes beyond the multiple case study design as conceived by Yin (1994). 



  

 122 

This proposition thus concerns between-organisational differences and therefore allows using 

statistical techniques to test whether different scores on the survey in the different organisations are 

statistically significant and to test how strong this difference is.
112
 As this test also follows a pattern-

matching logic, it will be labelled "pattern-matching II."
113
  

 

Third, although both pattern-matching exercises provide an interesting test of the predictive value of 

the theory, they do not add much insight to why particular empirical patterns do not match the 

propositions. The reference in the title of this study "towards a theory on..." expresses the idea that 

from the outset of the study, we anticipated that the initially developed theory would not be entirely 

confirmed in empirical study. The idea was to start from a basic set of propositions and, if the pattern-

matching exercise would show that the theory has some minimal predictive value, the aim of the 

following analyses would then be to adapt the theory and add further complexity to it. The latter 

approach follows the iterative explanation-building mode of analysis explained by Yin. Paragraph 

6.5 applies this logic on the survey results. It focuses on those instances where the two pattern-

matching exercises revealed a mismatch between the theoretical and empirical pattern and it attempts 

to provide an alternative explanation, thus in fact proposing modifications and/or expansions of the 

theory. These developments of the theory are then further investigated in the qualitative analysis, thus 

in fact continuing the explanation-building exercise (see below). 

3.3.3. Qualitative analysis: further developing the propositions (see Chapter 7) 

 

The aim of the qualitative analysis is to develop, using an explanation-building logic, a more nuanced 

and empirically grounded version of the theory, in which the variables (and particularly the types that 

operationalise the variables) are better described and the propositions are better developed. It is 

denoted qualitative analysis, as it is based on two important qualitative sources: the interviews in the 

field offices and the answers to the open survey question about unethical behaviour. 

 

The aim of the interview-analysis is threefold. First, it intends to provide some further depth to the 

operationalisation of the variable "ethical decision making" by describing how the theoretically 

hypothesised nine standards of ethical decision making materialise in daily empirical practice. 

Second, the analysis is also explanatory in intent, as the aim is to assess whether the associations with 

ethical decision making standards observed in the quantitative analysis are also causal relations and to 

possibly identify other explanatory factors. Third, the interviews with the inspectors also intend to 

provide additional information about the interaction patterns. 

Again to increase reliability, we briefly discuss how the interview-based data were analysed. 

1. The interview-data were first organised in the large categories of the main variables of the 

framework, using the Nvivo-package. 

2. Information that described interaction patterns was used for two purposes: 

• If it concerned information that was relevant for the organisation as a whole, then 

it was integrated in the analysis of the interaction patterns at organisational level 

(Chapter 5). 

                                                      
112

 This exercise somewhat stretches the basic case study research design as conceived by Yin (1994), since the data are first 

pooled across cases and the between-organisational differences are then tested statistically. Yet, we conceived of it as a useful 

complementary exercise that still fits the basic logic of comparing different cases. 
113

 It should be noted that in addition to this basic pattern-matching II exercise, a number of additional tests are performed 

(using the same statistical techniques) to assess the impact of individual control variables (e.g. gender, tenure, etc.) on ethical 

climate, decision making and unethical behaviour. As these particular tests pool the data accross the organisations, they are 

clearly not case-research, but classical statistical research in which the cases (the organisations) play only a minor role. Yet, 

these tests are only complementary and outside the main line of argument.  
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• If it concerned the specific interaction patterns within the field office, then this 

was used to situate the field office in the larger organisation. Yet, this analysis 

was only of minor relevance (see 7.1.1) 

3. The remaining information essentially concerned instances of the ethical decision making 

standards and explanations for their application by the interviewee. This information was 

organised per standard (or hybrid of standards) and then analysed for each of these separately 

(see 7.3). 

 

Second, the answers to the open survey-question about unethical behaviour were classified into our 

ninefold typology of types of unethical behaviour (see 7.4). 

 

 

3.4. Conclusion 
 

Yin (1994) lists four of the most important criteria for judging the quality of a research design and 

discusses a number of strategies to stimulate those criteria. This conclusion will now summarise how 

and to what extent the research design presented in this chapter will attempt to meet these criteria (see 

also Verhoest 2002: 125). 

 

First, construct validity essentially involves "establishing correct operational measures for the 

concepts being studied" (Yin 1994: 33). At least three tactics are applied to strengthen this criterion.  

First, attempts were made to operationalise the concepts and develop the instruments in a careful way. 

Chapter 1 and the present chapter tried to show that the operationalisation and instrument-

development (particularly of the survey) were based on an extensive literature review and 

consideration of alternative instruments.  

Second, all the core variables are measured through several data sources. This widely known tactic is 

referred to in most textbooks on social science research methods and has been described as using 

multiple sources of evidence (Yin 1994: 34) or applying triangulation by data source or data type 

(Miles and Huberman 1994: 266-267). Table 3-8 below now summarises for each of the core 

variables by which of the four main data sources they will respectively be measured. The sign "x" 

indicates that it is an important source and the sign "±" indicates that some data are collected on the 

variable through this source, but these are only of secondary importance. The first line of Table 3-8 

shows that the description of the interaction patterns is largely based on all kinds of documents (see 

3.1.1) and on interviews with management. Interviews with inspectors are only used to a limited 

extent (see Chapter 5), while a few survey items measure aspects of the interaction patterns, 

particularly autonomy and participation. The second line shows that, consistent with the 

organisational climate tradition, the measurement of ethical climate is based on one source: the 

survey. A particular advantage of the ethical climate construct, in terms of construct validity, is that it 

is about "'perceptions" both in theory and in measurement. Thus, no assumption is necessary that 

perception equates actual characteristics. Ethical decision making is the most extensively measured 

variable. Both the survey and the interviews with inspectors are largely aimed at describing ethical 

decision making and identifying mechanisms to account for the chosen ethical decision making 

standards. The interviews with management can provide some additional background. Finally, 

unethical behaviour is mainly measured through the survey: nine closed questions and one open 

question. Archival data about disciplinary sanctions were asked for in the organisations, but the 

frequency of sanctions tended to be so low that this data source is only of very limited relevance. 
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 Survey Interviews with 

inspectors 

Interviews with 

management 

Documents, 

archival data 

Interaction 

patterns 
± ± X X 

Ethical climate X    

Ethical decision 

making 
X X ±  

Unethical 

behaviour 
X   ± 

Table 3-8: Data sources for the core variables 

 

Third, the informant-feedback on the description of the interaction patterns (Chapter 5) is also aimed 

at strengthening construct validity. Finally, this research had to address one particularly important 

concern related to construct validity: the problem of the social desirability bias. At several points in 

this chapter, it was explained by which tactics we intended to reduce this problem. We briefly 

summarise them here: 

• Anonymity of the survey, strongly emphasised in cover letter; 

• careful wording of the survey items, e.g. to avoid denouncing language about unethical 

behaviour; 

• measuring unethical behaviour by asking for perceived behaviour by colleagues, not for 

the respondents' own unethical behaviour; 

• confidentiality of the interviews, explicitly mentioned to the interviewees; 

• application of a gentle interviewing style, with careful wording of sensitive questions and 

with an emphasis on avoiding any kind of "investigatory atmosphere;" 

• interviews are not tape-recorded, but transcribed on the basis of notes. 

 

Yin's second quality criterion is internal validity: "establishing a causal relationship, whereby certain 

conditions are shown to lead to other conditions, as distinguished from spurious relationships" (Yin 

1994: 33). At the core of the prescription that underlies this criterion is the idea of a persistent critical 

attitude, during the research, towards one's own theory or temporary working hypotheses and a 

constant openness to alternative explanations or to data that might falsify the theory. As for internal 

validity within this study, it is useful to distinguish between two parts of the theory: the conceptual 

framework and the propositions. The "testing" of both parts will be of a different kind and of a 

different rigour.  

 

First, the conceptual framework cannot be extensively and elaborately tested because it is an intrinsic 

source of bias, as it constitutes the theoretical pair of glasses through which the data are observed. 

Thus, our study will rather use these glasses, than test them. This is particularly relevant for two 

elements of the conceptual framework.  

The first element concerns the two typologies that are used to conceptualise the core variables: the 

grid-group typology (interaction patterns) and the Victor and Cullen typology (ethical climate, ethical 

decision making, and unethical behaviour). Since they provide the glasses through which the data are 

observed or the frame into which the data are translated, our study has a bias, by definition, in favour 

of these typologies. Yet, two important nuances should be formulated. First, the ethical climate 
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typology is an exception as this will be explicitly tested
114
 through factor analyses. Second, although 

the analysis of the qualitative data will be biased in favour of confirming the typologies, it will 

nevertheless be possible to formulate, at the end of the research, an overall assessment of the analytic 

value of the typologies. Negative indicators and positive indicators will all be collected during the 

data analysis and contribute to an overall assessment of the typologies at the end of the study. 

Negative indicators would e.g. be: large difficulties to classify empirical findings into the typology, 

extensive degrees of inference by the researcher required to translate the data into the typology, etc. A 

positive indicator would e.g. be the capacity of the typology to summarise complex data or to identify 

contradictions in discourses or practices. 

The second element of the conceptual framework is more relevant in the context of this discussion of 

internal validity, since it explicitly refers to causal claims. Specifically, it concerns the conceptual 

framework's bias in favour of organisational factors (i.e. intra- and extra-organisational interaction 

patterns), as opposed to individual or environmental factors to account for ethical climate, decision 

making and unethical behaviour. This bias has already been repeatedly referred to and justified above. 

It was also shown how "organisational factors" is defined very broadly as "intra- and extra-

organisational interaction patterns." Nevertheless a bias to the disadvantage of the "external 

environment" and "individual variables" does remain. Perhaps more accurate than the metaphor "pair 

of glasses" that was used for the conceptual framework as a whole, this particular bias could be 

described as a "magnifying glass." The latter metaphor helps explaining and nuancing the bias in 

favour of organisational factors. Specifically, it clarifies that, due to this bias, the conclusions of our 

study might perhaps somewhat exaggerate the effect of the organisation, but they will never identify 

effects that do not exist. Moreover, as mentioned in the previous chapters, a considerable number of 

safeguards are put in place to avoid over-emphasising organisational factors: in the overall design 

(e.g. keeping "national culture" constant), in the survey (e.g. controlling for demographic variables), 

and in the interviews (e.g. asking for the impact of individual variables like schooling).  

 

Second, while the criterion of internal validity is thus less emphasised for the two main biases 

intrinsic to the conceptual framework, all attempts are made to ensure internal validity in the 

assessment of the actual causal propositions. Specifically, this research applies two tactics to assess 

the internal validity of the causal propositions that were proposed in Chapter 2. First, as explained 

above, the theory will be tested deductively in two pattern-matching exercises at organisational level. 

These exercises will provide a genuine test of the value of the theory. Second, after this pattern-

matching exercise, the more inductive tactic of explanation-building will be applied, in two phases. 

First, those survey-findings that are not explained by the theory will be analysed and adapted 

propositions will be proposed (see 6.5). Then, these adapted propositions will be compared with the 

interview-based findings (see 7.2 and 7.3) and this analysis will result in the adapted theory at the end 

of the study (see Chapter 8). It is particularly during this iterative process of explanation-building that 

an openness for alternative hypotheses and an awareness for possibly spurious associations will be 

aimed for to ensure internal validity.  

 

External validity implies "establishing the domain to which a study's findings can be generalized" 

(Yin 1994: 33). The kind of generalisation that is aimed for in this study is not statistical 

generalisation from sample to population, but analytic generalisation from case to theory. At the end 

of the study, an adapted version of the public administration theory on street-level bureaucrats' ethics 
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 Since the factor analyses are exploratory and not confirmatory, "testing" should be interpreted in the broader meaning of 

comparing empirical results to theoretical propositions, not in the strict statistical sense of testing the probability of a 

particular null hypothesis.  



  

 126 

that was introduced in Chapter 1 and 2 will be proposed. Further replication in other studies should 

then help to assess the strength and plausibility of the theory.
115
  

 

Finally, reliability is about "demonstrating that the operations of a study – such as the data collection 

procedures can be repeated with the same results" (Yin 1994: 33).  

The steps in the data-collection for the quantitative analysis were explained above, thus theoretically 

allowing for a reproduction of our research. Likewise, the phases in the analysis of the quantitative 

data are made explicit in Chapter 6 and the concomitant appendices, thus allowing to trace the steps in 

the analysis.  

The collection of the qualitative data was also discussed above, but it is particularly the transcription 

of nearly all the interviews that is intended to strengthen reliability. Yet, with over 230 single-spaced 

pages of interview transcripts and about 40 centimetre back-cover length of documents, the 

justification of the conclusions of the qualitative analysis is inevitable limited. Moreover, the 

confidentiality of the interviews precludes to explicitly refer to interviewees as sources. However, 

Chapter 5 (analysis of the interaction patterns) and Chapter 7 (qualitative analysis in the field offices) 

and their concomitant appendices nevertheless provide as much empirical flesh to the bones of the 

analysis as confidentiality and space constraints allow. Moreover, with the Nvivo-package being used 

to code the interview transcripts, this would help to trace the interview excerpts that guided to a 

particular conclusion (e.g. a classification of a finding into a typology). 

 

Together, the two pattern-matching and two explanation-building exercises proposed in this chapter 

amount to a fairly complex research design, but the leading thread that runs through the analysis and 

that should keep the study focussed, is the search for a more plausible and empirically robust version 

of the theory that was presented in Chapter 2. The following chapters now will present the results of 

the data-collection and -analysis as proposed in this chapter. Yet, before that, Chapter 4 first describes 

the process of case-selection and introduces our three case organisations. 

                                                      
115

 Strictly speaking, in this study, no real replication logic was applied in the way it is conceived by Yin (1994: 45-50), since 

the three case-studies were largely performed at the same time and since the three cases are too similar to perform "theoretical 

replications," but still have a sufficient degree of differences making it impossible to consider them "literal replications." In a 

somewhat broader sense, the study of course does use the comparative logic as most of the analysis is based on a comparison 

of the three cases. 
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44..  SSEELLEECCTTIINNGG  AANNDD  IINNTTRROODDUUCCIINNGG  TTHHEE  TTHHRREEEE  

OORRGGAANNIISSAATTIIOONNSS  
 

 

This chapter first describes how the three case-organisations were selected. As will become obvious 

in the first paragraph, this occurred in a long and very difficult search-process. The second paragraph 

then situates the three selected cases by briefly describing the complex Belgian state structure, the 

Belgian social security system and environmental policy in Belgium. The third paragraph introduces 

the three case-organisation, each time by first describing the overall organisation (RVA, RSZ, 

Ministry of the Flemish Community) and then the inspection within it.  

These descriptions are kept to a minimum, in the sense that they only provide the background that is 

really necessary to understand the remainder of the analysis. By no means, they are intended as 

exhaustive descriptions. This proviso also counts for references to legislation and regulation in this 

and in the following chapters. The aim of these descriptions of legal aspects (formal procedures, 

competencies, regulations, etc.) is to describe the legal context of the typical situations in which 

inspectors find themselves. These legal references are thus merely intended as a background for the 

remainder of the analysis. By no means they claim the completeness or strict correctness that is 

required in the legalistic literature. Such an extensive description of the legal context would be too 

tedious and provide too much unnecessary information. 

 

 

4.1. Case selection 
 

It is an understatement to say that the selection of the cases was a difficult process. The search for 

appropriate cases turned out to be immensely difficult and a very time-consuming process. The basic 

method was to consult experts in an informal way, either in person or (mostly) through e-mail. On the 

basis of this, some designs were developed, considered, discussed, redeveloped and (all but one) 

abandoned. Given the time that has been spent on this search process and given the importance of 

“case sampling” (Miles and Huberman 1994: 27-34) overall, we thought it to be important to 

summarise this process in this paragraph. 

 

Essentially, three criteria guided this search process:  

1. Case organisations should be similar in task and environment  

2. Case organisations should, in grid-group terms, vary in their intra-organisational interaction 

patterns 

3. Case organisations should include "street-level bureaucrats"
116
 

As for the second criterion, since the experts can obviously not be expected to be familiar with the 

grid-group distinction and given the fact that it was the question about the impact of New Public 

Management reforms on ethics that sparked the research, we formulated the question in these terms. 

Hence we asked the respondents to identify public sector organisations that were largely similar in all 

respects, expect that the extent to which they have introduced "modern management techniques" or 

"private sector management techniques" differs strongly. 

4.1.1. A preliminary step 

 

The original idea was to compare organisations cross-nationally. In order to avoid language-problems 

(particularly with the survey instrument) the obvious choice was to compare Belgium and the 
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 This third criterion was added during the search process, for reasons explained in the Introduction. 
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Netherlands. The initial plan was notably to compare the finance ministries of the Belgian federal 

government, the Flemish government and the Dutch national government. However, some discussions 

with experts and tentative designs for this comparison revealed a very important problem: the 

difficulty of distinguishing between "interaction patterns" and "environment outside the organisation." 

Hence, if ethical climate, decision making and behaviour would vary across the two cases, then it 

would be very difficult, if not impossible, to assess whether these differences should be attributed to 

the causal impact of the organisation or the causal impact of the broader context (and particularly the 

"national culture"). The only solution to this problem is to hold one of these two factors constant (as 

much as possible). Given the focus of the research questions on interaction patterns, we decided to 

stick to within-country comparisons. 

 

Of course, this does not automatically imply that the research should be done in one country. It would 

be possible, for example, to organise pairwise comparisons of organisations within different countries, 

without any cross-national comparison. This is the design we considered next. We notably considered 

comparing two organisations in Belgium and two organisations in the Netherlands.  

 

A tentative consultation among about ten widely recognised (mainly academic) public administration 

experts in the Netherlands (January-March 2001), revealed that the search for organisations that 

satisfy the conditions above would be no less difficult and complicated than in Belgium. It might be 

easier to find organisations with NPM-reforms in the Netherlands (although the experts tended to be 

sceptical about the actual implementation of all the announced reforms), but it was still very difficult 

to find comparable organisations that have introduced much less NPM-techniques. One path we 

followed, for example, was to compare two municipal organisations that are somewhat similar in size, 

but differ strongly in the extent to which they have introduced NPM-reforms. Some experts suggested 

taking the municipality of Tilburg as the obvious “high NPM” case. Another expert who was more 

informed of recent reforms, warned that most municipalities have followed the “Tilburg model” and 

that not much differences should be expected. 

 

These and similar problems with finding a good comparative design made us quite pessimistic about 

the idea that the case selection would be easier in the Netherlands than in Belgium. This is an obvious 

problem, given the extra costs and problems related to research abroad. When the problems are 

similar in both countries, we might as well do the whole research in Belgium. In addition, it 

meanwhile became obvious that financial constraints and the limited time left (the development of the 

theoretical model proved much more difficult than initially thought) would make a research abroad 

almost impossible. Hence this track was left for an "all Belgian" research (although it remains an 

interesting avenue for future research) and we decided to turn to a more in-depth search for cases 

within Belgium.  

4.1.2. Developing a short-list 

 

Having decided to stay in Belgium and given the limited time and financial resources left, we decided 

to look for three cases that satisfied the conditions mentioned above: highly similar in most respects, 

except for the extent of NPM-reforms.
117
 With this aim, more than 20 experts were consulted in 

several "rounds" in a period of about two years (2001-2002): 

• my supervisors and colleagues in the Public Management Institute of the KULeuven;  

• some experts who work in the public sector and have an overview over the whole public 

sector (from ministerial cabinets, internal consulting, etc.); 

                                                      
117

 The condition that it should concern street-level bureaucrats was not explicitly introduced at this point yet. 
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• public servants attending training programmes at the Public Management Institute 

(particularly in the "Public Management Programme" for high-potential federal employees). 

 

The following organisations were mentioned as having introduced either very little or very much 

NPM-type reforms. It should be emphasised that this classification is nothing more than a list of 

tentative impressions as mentioned by experts or key-witnesses.  

 

1. Organisations that introduced no or very little NPM-reforms: 

• Ministry of Finance (Ministerie van Financiën) 

• Ministry of Employment and Labour (Ministerie van Tewerkstelling en Arbeid) 

• Ministry of Social Affairs (Ministerie van Sociale Zaken) 

• Ministry of the Interior (Ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken) 

• National Office for Pensions (Rijksdienst voor Pensioenen) 

 

2. Organisations that introduced a significant amount of NPM-reforms: 

• National Office for Employment (Rijksdienst voor Arbeidsvoorziening, RVA) 

• National Office for Family Benefits for Salaried Persons (Rijksdienst voor 

Kinderbijslag voor Werknemers, RKW) 

• Crossroads-bank (Kruispuntbank) 

• Flemish Service for Labour Exchange (Vlaamse Dienst voor Arbeidsbemiddeling, 

VDAB)  

• Flemish semi-governmental institution for child and family (Kind en Gezin) 

• Flemish semi-governmental institution for bus transport (De Lijn) 

• Flemish public television (Vlaamse Radio- en Televisie-Omroep, VRT) 

• The Public Flemish institution for Waste (Openbare Vlaamse 

Afvalstoffenmaatschappij, OVAM) 

 

One interesting problem that surfaced during this consultation among experts was the confusion 

between “good management” and “NPM-type management.” There seems to be a widespread 

assumption among the experts that those organisations that perform well are also those that introduced 

NPM-type reforms. Although not based on systematic empirical research, this claim makes intuitive 

sense. Overall, it seems likely that political and managerial interest in internal management issues will 

have a positive impact on the overall work climate in the organisation as well as on its performance. 

Generally, “political and managerial interest” these days, means an interest in NPM-type reforms. 

Although this makes intuitive sense, this confusion also complicates our case search.  

Yet, even more important a problem was the fact that none of the organisations from either category 

in the list above (much and little NPM respectively) seems comparable with an organisation from the 

other. Hence, we chose a different path and looked for groups of organisations that were essentially 

the same, but might differ in the extent to which they introduced NPM-reforms. We notably looked 

into two possibilities, but each of them turned out to have important problems. 

 

First we considered to compare Flemish local government organisations, notably within the 

"regional cities:" the ten or so (depending on the criterion) medium-sized cities that have been put 

together in this category by the Flemish government. Local government specialists were consulted and 

they suggested some examples of extreme cases. However, the overall impression was that there were 

indeed important differences in the rhetoric and overall approach to management, but that these do not 

necessarily bring about important differences in the actual interaction patterns. The main reason for 

this is the stringent framework that is imposed by the overseeing governments. Some have observed 

that the imposed reforms might force the conservative administrations to introduce innovations, but 
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also prevent the more “progressive” local government organisations from introducing more ambitious 

NPM-type reforms (Steen 2000; Maesschalck 1997). Another important problem had to do with the 

size of the organisations. In total, the administrations of the considered municipalities would probably 

be large enough for the statistical procedures we intend to perform. However, a municipal 

organisation encompasses so many different activities, that it would be very difficult to interpret the 

overall ethical climate and ethical decision making survey results. Hence, in practice only parts of the 

organisation can be surveyed, but this would make the sample too small. Moreover, the only two city 

administrations that are large enough to be split up into “surveyable” parts (notably Ghent and 

Antwerp) do not differ enough to allow for a comparison.  

 

The second possible course on this path of comparing two extreme cases in a pool of similar 

organisations was found in the social housing sector, particularly the social housing companies. To 

explore this path, we contacted the Flemish Housing Company (Vlaamse Huisvestingsmaatschappij), 

the overseeing body for these organisations. Yet, the problems that we met for the municipal 

comparisons also turned up here: a serious chance that the differences in actual interaction patterns 

would be modest and a size-problem that was even more serious than in the case of local government 

organisations. An additional problem was that the people working in these social housing companies 

do not have the statute of public servant. 

 

Given these problems, we tried another path. We notably returned to the initial list and decided to 

pick out obvious cases of NPM and look for other organisations that were somewhat similar. One 

interesting scenario seemed a comparison between the collection of Flemish taxes and its Belgian 

federal counterpart. The collection of Flemish taxes is a typically governmental activity that had 

been outsourced by the Flemish government to a private company: the “organisation for 

intermunicipal cooperation” (intercommunale) CIPAL (Centrum voor Informatica Provincies 

Antwerpen en Limburg). The federal ministry of Finance, on the other hand, was perceived by most of 

the consulted experts as a rather traditional, bureaucratic organisation. However, once we pursued this 

path, we met an obstacle that could not be foreseen nor overcome. As part of a larger project of 

institutional reform, the Flemish government announced that it would abolish one of the two taxes 

collected by CIPAL (for television- and radio-use) and that it considered to bring the collection of the 

other tax (as well as other new taxes following institutional reform) back into the administration. This 

lead to an understandable refusal of the management of CIPAL (in the Summer of 2001) to cooperate 

with the study for the time being. 

 

However, this exploratory research into the issue of tax collection and particularly some interesting 

conversations in the federal ministry of Finance, together with some additional expert advise, brought 

us to the sector of inspection (fiscal, social, environmental, etc.). This is a typical governmental 

function with inspectors as typical street-level bureaucrats and considerable scope for ethical issues. 

The idea then was to look for inspectorates that differ in grid-group terms and particularly in the 

extent to which they have introduced NPM-reforms. Following the consultation of some experts, we 

decided to focus on the inspectorates in the social security sector. While all working in the same 

sector, these inspectorates seemed to be rather different in the actual ways their intra-organisational 

interaction patterns were organised. From the eight inspection departments that exist in the Belgian 

social security system, we selected the four most important and largest ones (following Pacolet and 

Marchal 2001). 
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• Inspection of the National Office for Employment (Rijksdienst voor Arbeidsvoorziening, RVA) 

• Inspection of the National Office of the Social Security (Rijksdienst voor Sociale Zekerheid, RSZ)  

• Inspection of Social Laws (Inspectie Sociale Wetten, ISW), within the Federal Ministry of 

Employment and Labour (Federaal Ministerie van Tewerkstelling en Arbeid) 

• Social Inspection (Sociale Inspectie, SI), within the Federal Ministry for Social Affairs, Health 

and the Environment (Federaal Ministerie van Sociale Zaken, Volksgezondheid en Leefmilieu)  

 

The decision was then taken to pick out two of these four organisations and then complement them 

with a third afterwards. Based on a number of exploratory interviews,
118
 the decision was taken to 

definitely include the RVA-inspection, as this had recently introduced an innovative performance 

measurement system (Promes) and as the preliminary interviews suggested considerable scope for 

ethical dilemmas. With the RVA-inspection having introduced some innovations, we decided that the 

other organisation should be the most traditional, hierarchical among the three. The exploratory 

interviews and some experts suggested that this was the RSZ-inspection. It is clearly much more 

centralised than the SI and the ISW, and RSZ-inspectors also tend to have less discretion than their SI- 

and ISW-counterparts. Yet, eventually the differences between the RVA-inspection and the RSZ-

inspection turned out to be less than we expected on the basis of these exploratory interviews. The 

reasons for this will be discussed at the end of Chapter 5 (see 5.5). 

 

A third organisation was necessary for two reasons. First, having all the cases in one sector and at one 

institutional level (the national level) has the advantage of comparability, but also reduces the external 

validity. Hence, with two cases at federal level, we looked for a case in the Flemish administration. It 

had to be somewhat comparable, i.e. an inspectorate of which the inspectors visited the inspectees 

(mainly companies), where they are sometimes confronted with ethical issues. The second reason why 

the social security inspectorates were not sufficient has to do with the degree of NPM-reforms. They 

have introduced some reforms, but these are, for the time being, rather limited. In sum, we looked for 

an additional case that is comparable, has introduced NPM-reforms and is situated at the Flemish 

level. The following organisation satisfied this condition:  

 

• Environmental Inspection (Milieu-inspectie) within the Ministry of the Flemish Community 

 

A few preliminary interviews in the Environmental Inspection confirmed the anticipation that the 

inspectors were indeed confronted with ethical dilemmas and that there were some NPM-type 

reforms. However, (although not entirely to our surprise...) these preliminary interviews suggested 

that the degree of individualism was still fairly modest. Hence, we decided to add one more 

organisation to out shortlist, particularly looking out for individualist interaction patterns. Given that 

we did not find such an organisation in the inspection sector, we decided to look elsewhere and hence 

stretched the condition of comparability somewhat. To ensure a systematic overview we returned to 

our initial shortlist of organisations with many NPM reforms (see above) and reconsidered each of the 

organisations (except the RVA, which was already included), again consulting (or re-consulting) 

some experts. The goal of this final stage of our search was to find an organisation that satisfies the 

triple condition of clearly having some individualist interaction patterns, being somewhat comparable 

to the other three organisations on the short list, and being large enough for survey-research. We now 
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 It should be emphasised that the aim of these exploratory interviews was not to test the hypotheses. This would not only 

be impossible on the basis of two interviews, it would also imply that cases are chosen because they seem to confirm the 

hypotheses. Instead, the only aim of these tentative comparisons was to check whether the cases differ sufficiently on the 

interaction patterns and on ethical climate, decision making and behaviour respectively to increase the chance of having a 

useful and interesting comparison. 
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list the alleged NPM-type organisations, briefly specifying why we felt they did not satisfy one or 

more of the conditions. 

• National Office for Family Benefits for Salaried Persons (Rijksdienst voor Kinderbijslag voor Werknemers) 

• Pro:  

o Has introduced a considerable amount of quality management techniques, a project of business 

reengineering, as well as courses in participatory management. 

• Contra:  

o The inspection department has only about 15 inspectors. 

o The tasks of the payment department are mainly administrative, and there seems to be little 

scope for ethical dilemmas. 

• Crossroads-bank (Kruispuntbank) 

• Pro: 

o Has introduced quite some NPM-reforms, particularly with regard to HR. 

• Contra: 

o The potential ethical dilemmas with which the 70 or so people working in this organisation are 

confronted are, again, substantially different from those working in inspectorates. 

• Flemish semi-governmental institution for child and family (Kind en Gezin) 

• Pro: 

o Did introduce quite some reforms  

o Has an inspection department, which applies some modern management techniques. 

• Contra: 

o The reforms tend to have an egalitarian accent, rather than an individualist one. 

o The inspection department, with its 33 inspectors, is too small to perform statistical techniques. 

o Most of the other “street-level bureaucrats” are nurses. It is quite likely that they are confronted 

with ethical dilemmas, but we can expect that these are quite specific to their medical 

profession, and not necessarily relevant for the ethics of typical public servants more generally 

(and particularly for inspectors). 

• Flemish semi-governmental institution for bus transport (De Lijn) 

• Pro: 

o Works in a somewhat competitive environment and has introduced some reforms,  

o Has a number of inspectors 

• Contra: 

o The reforms tend to have an egalitarian accent, rather than an individualist one. 

o The inspectors' work is largely operational and aimed at managing bus-traffic. Controlling 

passengers' tickets is only a small part of their task. 

o Most of the other “street-level bureaucrats” are bus-drivers or employees working in ticket 

offices. Ethical problems might be possible in this environment, but these tend to be of a 

substantially different nature, compared to those of inspectors. 

• Flemish public television (Vlaamse Radio- en Televisie-Omroep, VRT) 

• Pro: 

o Works in a competitive environment and has introduced NPM-type reforms. 

• Contra: 

o Again, the ethical problems that arise in this environment, are expected to be very specific to 

the profession (i.c. journalism or media more generally).  

• The Public Flemish Institution for Waste (Openbare Vlaamse Afvalstoffenmaatschappij) 

• Pro: 

o Has introduced some reforms 

• Contra: 

o The collection of environmental taxes is spread all over the organisation and not identifiable 

(anymore) as a single case 

o The other activity that most resembles inspection (identification, investigation and remediation 

of contaminated soil as well as handling permit applications) is highly technical  

 

This left us with one organisation that partly satisfies the three conditions: 
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• "Trajectory managers" (trajectbegeleiders) in the Flemish Service for Labour Exchange (Vlaamse 

Dienst voor Arbeidsbemiddeling, VDAB)  

 

These trajectory managers are typical street-level bureaucrats; the organisation introduced a 

considerable degree of NPM-reforms; and other research in the same organisation suggests some 

ethical dilemmas as a consequence of those reforms (Verhoest 2002). Although the condition of 

comparability with the other organisations (inspections) would have been stretched, this would have 

made an interesting case. Yet, it could not be. The management of the VDAB did not agree with the 

study as the “trajectory management” as well as the entire organisation were in full transition. Thus, a 

genuine NPM-case that was researchable was not found, but we tend to presume that, by now, the 

reader will understand that the researcher gave up looking for new organisations and decided to 

continue with the obtained short list.  

4.1.3. Conclusion 

 

The final result of this long and tedious process now is the choice of an embedded multiple case study 

of three inspectorates, with an in-depth research in two field offices of each of the respective 

inspectorates. The investigated inspections are: 

• Inspection of the National Office for Employment (Rijksdienst voor Arbeidsvoorziening, RVA) 

• Inspection of the National Office of the Social Security (Rijksdienst voor Sociale Zekerheid, RSZ)  

• Environmental Inspection (Milieu-inspectie) within the Ministry of the Flemish Community 

 

They essentially satisfy the three conditions: they are somewhat similar in task and environment and 

they focus on a specific category of street-level bureaucrats. The condition that the case organisations 

should vary, in grid-group terms, in their intra-organisational interaction patterns was not ideally 

satisfied, but the indications were that some significant differences would occur. Eventually it will 

turn out that these differences are smaller than initially expected. This will be described and explained 

in Chapter 5 (see 5.5). The following paragraphs will now situate and introduce the three 

organisations. 

 

 

4.2. Situating the three case-organisations 
 

Two features of the Belgian society are crucial to understand the functioning of the country and of the 

case organisations: the linguistic divide between two major language groups (the Dutch- and the 

French-speaking) and the important and formalised role played by trade unions and other interest 

groups in many areas of policy making, including social and environmental policy. The linguistic 

divide accounts for the complicated Belgian state structure which is briefly discussed in the first 

subparagraph and the formalised role of the interest groups will be relevant in the second and third 

subparagraph where respectively social and environmental policy will be discussed.  

4.2.1. The context: the Belgian state structure 

 

“Belgium is made up of two major language groups, the Flemish, who speak Dutch, and the 

francophones, who are dominant in Wallonia and Brussels; there is also a small German minority. The 

differences between francophones and Flemings have led to completely separate party systems for 

each of the two main groups. The wealthier Flemings have sought greater independence, and over 
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recent decades this has led to a gradual devolution of powers. The most recent such move took effect 

from the start of 2002.”
119
 

 

Belgium gained independence in 1830. It was established as a constitutional monarchy with a two-

chamber parliament, of which the members are directly elected by a system of proportional 

representation. Since 1970, the state structure has undergone far-reaching changes turning Belgium 

into a genuine federal state. It is a complex structure, comprising three communities (the Flemish 

Community, the French Community and the German-speaking Community), three regions (the 

Flemish Region, the Brussels-Capital Region and the Walloon Region), ten provinces (Antwerp, 

Flemish Brabant, Walloon Brabant, West Flanders, East Flanders, Hainaut, Liège, Limburg, 

Luxembourg, Namur) and 589 municipalities. The federal government, the three communities and the 

three regions all have a government, controlled by a legislative chamber (the federal government still 

has a bicameral system) with exclusive competencies. There is no hierarchy between the laws of these 

different legislatures. The federal government and parliament are still responsible for areas such as 

foreign affairs, national defence, justice, finance, social security and a major share of public health 

and domestic affairs. It is also the federal government that assumes all the responsibilities that 

Belgium and its federated entities have vis-à-vis the European Union and NATO. Communities are 

based on the concept of language and are responsible for areas that are, like language, dependent upon 

the individual. Specifically, these are culture (theatre, libraries, audiovisual media, etc.), education, 

the use of languages and matters relating to the individual which concern some aspects of health 

policy (curative and preventive medicine) and assistance to individuals (protection of youth, social 

welfare, aid to families, immigrant assistance services, etc.). They also have powers in the field of 

scientific research in relation to their powers and international relations associated with their powers. 

Regions have powers in fields that are connected with their region or territory in the widest meaning 

of the term. Thus, the Flemish Region, the Brussels-Capital Region and the Walloon Region have 

powers relating to economy, employment, agriculture, water policy, housing, public works, energy, 

transport (except Belgian Railways), the environment, regional planning, modernisation of 

agriculture, nature conservation, credit, foreign trade, supervision of the provinces, municipalities and 

intercommunal utility companies. They also have powers relating to scientific research and 

international relations in those fields.
120
  

In Flanders, the Flemish Region and the Flemish Community have in effect been merged. The Flemish 

government and its Ministry of the Flemish Community are thus responsible for policy making 

concerning a large area of both people-related and territorial matters, including environmental policy 

(see below). In the execution of this task, they are controlled by the Flemish Parliament. Social policy, 

on the other hand, is still largely a federal responsibility. 

                                                      
119

 Quote from The Economist’s country briefings: http://www.economist.com/countries/Belgium/profile.cfm?folder=Profile-

FactSheet  
120

 This summary is adapted from the website of the Belgian Ministry of Foreign Affairs: 

http://diplobel.fgov.be/en/belgium/belgiumdetail.asp?TEXTID=1586 and from the website of the federal government 

(Belgium.be). 
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4.2.2. The social security system and social inspection in Belgium 

 

4.2.2.1. The social security system 

 

In a recently published booklet (Tercken 2001: 5),
121
 the Belgian government presents the basic 

characteristics of its social security system as follows: 
 

"The basic concept underlying our social security system is solidarity. This solidarity operates between: 

• the employed and the jobless; 

• the young and the old; 

• the healthy and the ill; 

• people with an income and people without; 

• families without children and those with children; 

• etc. 

 

This solidarity is guaranteed because: 

• working people have to pay social security contributions based on their salary; 

• the social security system is largely financed by the community, i.e. all the citizens as a whole; 

• the trade unions, the health insurance funds (or “mutual insurance funds”) and the employers’ 

organisations co-decide about the various aspects of the system. 

 

Concretely, social security intervenes in three events: 

1. in case of wage loss (unemployment, retirement, incapacity for work) you will obtain a substitution 

income 

2. If you are to bear specific ‘social charges’, such as raising children or sickness costs, you will receive a 

supplement to your income 

3. if, independent of your own will, you do not have a professional income, you will receive assistance 

allowances.”
122
 

 

The Belgian social security consists of three systems: 

1. The system for salaried persons (working under a labour contract for an employer) 

2. The system for self-employed persons 

3. The system for public servants 

The remainder of this description only concerns the system for salaried persons, the largest of the 

three, as both the RSZ and the RVA are located within this system.  

 

The Belgian social security system is very complex with a wide array of private organisations (trade 

unions, mutualités, etc.) at the bottom that pay the benefits, overseen by a number of semi-

governmental organisations and ministries. Its foundations were already laid in the 19th century, but 

the present structure was established immediately after the Second World War.
123
 During the war, 

representatives of trade unions, employers' organisations and some high officials had concluded on a 

"draft agreement for social solidarity." Following the liberation in 1944, they signed the "social pact," 

comprising two major pillars: the social peace between trade unions and employers' organisations and 

the concept of solidarity. Thus, they coordinated and structured diverse developments that had already 

taken place in previous decades. The pact made all social insurances (including unemployment, 

sickness and invalidity) mandatory for all workers (not for the self-employed) and it established the 
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 See also http://socialsecurity.fgov.be/allaboutsocialsecurity/allyouwa2001_uk_new.pdf  
122

 Usually, “social assistance allowances” are not considered part of the social security sensu stricto, as they depend on 

income, are managed by other institutions than social security institutions, and are financed through taxes and not through 

social security contributions. 
123

 This brief summary is based on Tercken (2001). 
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National Office for Social Security (the RSZ) as the central body to collect the social contributions. 

The pact also implied that bodies with equal representation of the trade unions and the employee 

organisations would manage the social security system. This should be understood in the context of 

Belgium’s tradition of neo-corporatism
124
 (see e.g. Dewachter 2001) and is justified on the grounds 

that it is the employees and the employers who, through their contributions, finance the social security 

system. 

 

In the years since, the social security system grew enormously, by including new categories (e.g. the 

self-employed) and by increasing the amounts and types of benefits. The mid-seventies marked the 

beginning of fierce economic crisis, followed by a drastic growth in unemployment rates and 

important financial strains on the social security system. Since 1982, Belgium pursued a crisis policy, 

reforming both public finance and benefit systems. Unemployment benefits were significantly cut 

down, particularly of "couples living together, singles living alone and the young during their 'waiting 

period' (the period before you can receive unemployment benefits)" (Tercken 2001: 7). The 

classification into these categories thus became crucial for the beneficiary and an important issue to 

be controlled by the RVA-inspection (see below). 

 

As for the actual structure of the system, the implementation of the social security policy occurs at 

four levels (Pacolet and Marchal 2001: 12-14).  

1. The ministries: The Ministry for Employment and Labour and the Ministry for Social 

Affairs
125
  

2. The collection institution (the RSZ: the National Office for Social Security): 

The RSZ collects the social security contributions of both the employers and the employees 

and redistributes them over the different branches of the social security system 

3. The managing institutions  

Each of the seven branches of the social security system has a specific institution, which 

oversees the implementation organisations (see 4) and is itself managed by a management 

committee with equal representation of employee- and employer- organisations. 

a. National Office for Family Benefits for Salaried Persons (Rijksdienst voor 

Kinderbijslag voor Werknemers, RKW) 

b. National Office for Employment (Rijksdienst voor Arbeidsvoorziening, RVA) 

c. National Office for Pensions (Rijksdienst voor Pensioenen, RVP) 

d. National Institute for Sickness and Invalidity Insurance (Rijksinstituut voor Ziekte- en 

Invaliditeitsverzekering, RIZIV) 

e. Fund for Accidents at Work (Fonds voor Arbeidsongevallen, FAO) 

f. Fund for Professional Diseases (Fonds voor Beroepsziekten, FBZ) 

g. National Office for Annual Vacation (Rijksdienst voor Jaarlijkse Vakantie, RJV) 

4. The implementation organisations 

These are private organisations, such as unemployment funds or mutualités, which are in 

charge of file management and the administrative settling and payment of allowances. Many 

of these are embedded in a "pillar" and are thus associated with other social organisations and 

a political party, all founded in the same ideological tradition. 

 

                                                      
124

 This also refers to the concept of “pillarisation,” which implies that a few strong “pillars,” consisting of trade unions, 

mutualités (health insurance funds), and other organisations that share the same basic political ideology, are strongly tied 

with a political party and exert important influence over political decision making. 
125

 Here and elsewhere, the ministries (now "federal public services" or "federale overheidsdiensten") are described by their 

name predating the government-wide Copernicus reform. For the reform was still in its fairly initial stages at the time of the 

research, and the respondents still used the names described here. 
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Although this basic structure remained unchanged since 1945, there were some significant changes in 

the power balance and in the role of the private implementation organisations. The autonomy of the 

latter diminished gradually, with their task being more and more reduced to mere payment of benefits. 

Likewise, the significance of the equal representation of the representatives of employees and 

employers in the managing institutions also diminished considerably. The actual management of the 

revenues and expenditure is now in the hands of the government and Parliament (Pacolet and Marchal 

2001: 11). The social security system is in effect managed by annual program-laws and a long series 

of royal decrees.
126
 Van Langendonck indicates that cases where a management committee of a 

"managing institution" (level 3) takes an important policy decision are increasingly rare (quoted in 

Pacolet and Marchal 2001: 11). Nevertheless, the equal representation of employees and employers in 

the management committees still allows them to directly influence the implementation of sanction 

policies. The management committee of the RSZ, for example, has the possibility to grant complete or 

partial exemption of sanctions in certain cases or it can arrange settlements with companies 

concerning overdue payments. 

 

The last decade of the previous century saw two additional changes to the social security system. First 

and most importantly, in 1991 the "Crossroads-bank" (Kruispuntbank) was launched: a network for 

electronic data-exchange between the more than 2,000 institutions within the Belgian social security 

system. Since then, almost all institutions have joined the network. Each institution can, by means of 

the social security identification number, request information from other institutions. The second 

change has a less important impact upon the social inspectors' daily life, but is still worth mentioning. 

Since January 1
st
, 1997 a new law, called "the Charter of the Socially Insured," has come into force. It 

enshrines a number of important principles concerning the rights and obligations of the socially 

insured (i.e. the citizens) in their contacts with social security institutions. The main purpose of the 

law "is to protect the population through a whole of rules to be respected by all social security 

institutions" (Tercken 2001: 9), including both the semi-governmental and the private institutions. 

These rules include the duty of the organisations to inform the citizens (about their rights on benefits, 

about their opportunities to appeal against decisions, etc.) and to answer benefit applications as 

quickly as possible.  

 

The first case to be researched in this project is the RVA, one of the seven managing institutions at 

the third level and the second case is the RSZ, the collection institution that resides at the core of the 

social security system for salaried persons (the second level). Like all institutions at the first and the 

second level, they are semi-governmental public organisations (“parastatales”) with public law 

incorporation that enjoy a considerable degree of autonomy. This autonomy increased following the 

Law to Modernise the Social Security System (July 26, 1996) and the subsequent Royal Decree with 

Measures to Make the Social Security Public Institutions More Responsible (April 3, 1997). These 

introduced the opportunity for these semi-governmental social security institutions to negotiate a 

management agreement with the state (the federal government) concerning their means and the ways 

to use them. Such an agreement only concerns management aspects and not the contents of the 

policies. The main innovations implied by this instrument are: explicit description of products and 

services (output) and the associated means (input); the granting of larger autonomy in HR and 

financial management; and agreements about mechanisms for accountability and the monitoring of 

progression. It thus builds on the typical NPM-idea to let the managers manage while holding them 

accountable for their results. Together with eight other social security institutions, the RVA and the 

RSZ reached such an agreement in April 2002.
127
  

                                                      
126

 These are executive orders, proposed by one or more ministers and approved by the government (formally the king, as 

head of the executive power). Such a decree contains executive measures in implementation of one or more laws. 
127

 Royal Decree of April 8, 2002 (RSZ) and the Royal Decree of April 29, 2002 (RVA). 
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4.2.2.2. Social inspection 

 

Before discussing the organisation of the social inspection in Belgium, it is useful to briefly 

circumscribe a number of concepts that will be used in the remainder of the analysis. The first three 

cannot be translated into English and therefore the French word will be used.
128
  

 

• Procès-verbal (PV): An official document, in which an inspector describes objectively the 

facts concerning a breach of rules, and which is sent to the auditeur du travail, who then 

decides whether or not to prosecute before the penal courts.
129
 

• Mutualité: health insurance fund (or “mutual insurance fund”), often associated with trade 

unions and other social organisations founded within the same ideological tradition in a 

"pillar."  

• Auditeur du travail: A member of the public prosecution with two tasks: (1) public prosecutor 

before the penal courts in matters related to social law, (2) a formal advisory task in civil 

cases before the labour court. 

• Labour court: A civil court specialised in issues related to social law. 

 

Although the regular police forces also have competencies in the enforcement of social law and social 

security law, most of the work is done by social inspectors: public servants working under the 

supervision of their minister, but with some specific competencies and a certain degree of discretion. 

Belgium has many such social inspections. Two of these are located in the two ministries that are 

situated at the top of the social security structure: the "Inspection of Social Laws" (Inspectie Sociale 

Wetten, ISW) is situated in the Ministry of Employment and Labour, and "the Social Inspection" 

(Sociale Inspectie, SI) is part of the Ministry for Social Affairs. The other social inspections are part 

of semi-governmental institutions, such as the RVA or the RSZ.  

 

In 1957, Belgium approved the Labour inspection Convention
130
 that was accepted by the 

International Labour Organisation in 1947 in Geneva. It took until 1972 before the Convention was 

implemented in Belgian legislation. The Labour Inspection Law of 1972
131
 had two purposes: to adapt 

the existing legislation to the Convention and to establish a cooperation between the different 

inspections by legalising the exchange of information that is gathered during an inspection (Pacolet 

and Marchal 2001: 22). While the Convention only concerned labour inspection in a narrow sense, 

this Belgian law applied to inspectors that are responsible for social security as well. Among other 

things the law grants specific powers as well as a formal degree of discretion to social inspectors.  

 

Although the social inspectors have an important preventive task and play an important role in giving 

information, their actions can lead to different types of sanctions. These four types of sanctions are 

discussed below (based on Pacolet and Marchal 2001), particularly emphasising those that occur most 

frequently as a consequence of actions of inspectors in the RVA and the RSZ.  

 

                                                      
128

 Elsewhere, the usual practice of writing the English word, followed by a Dutch translation between brackets will be 

followed. 
129

 The concept will henceforth not be used in the broader meaning in which it is sometimes used in the case-organisations 

(the RVA e.g. refers to PV's of interrogation or PV's of warning). 
130

 ILO Convention no 81: http://www.ilo.org/ilolex/cgi-lex/convde.pl?C081  
131

 The Law of November 16, 1972 (BS (Belgisch Staatsblad, Moniteur Belge) December 8, 1972), modified by the Royal 

Decree of October 23, 1978 (BS November 28, 1978) and completely replaced by art. 190 Program law December 22, 1989 

(BS December 30, 1989, err. BS April 4 1990). 
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1. Administrative sanctions 

An administrative sanction is a repressive measure, by or in implementation of the law, imposed 

by an administrative body, as a reaction against a breach of a legal norm (Put 1998: 35). For the 

socially insured, such a sanction implies an exclusion from the right to social benefits, while 

employers or third parties (e.g. a mutualité) will have to pay fines. Comparative research in the 

different institutions shows that the RVA and the RSZ impose the most and the heaviest 

sanctions. In the RSZ these mainly constitute extra contributions or interests for overdue 

payments, while in the RVA these constitute all kinds of sanctions (Put 1998).  

There is a debate, which also emerged in some of the interviews, that the co-existence of 

administrative and penal sanctions (see below) breaches the non bis in idem principle: the 

principle that people should not be punished twice for the same felony. 

 

2. Penal sanctions 

Penal sanctions are defined in the relevant laws and are imposed by criminal courts, not by the 

specialised labour courts. Public prosecution, in matters of social law, is done by the auditeur du 

travail. Figures from two regions (Kortrijk and Ghent) indicate that the following breaches of 

social (security) law are most frequently prosecuted: breaches of the regulations concerning social 

documents (e.g. people at work but not registered in the personnel register, no personal account 

being kept for an individual employee), of the employment regulations, of the legislation 

concerning employment of foreign workers and of the legislation concerning part-time work 

(Pacolet and Marchal 2001: 36).  

 

3. The regime of administrative fines 

In 1971,
132
 the legislature introduced a new system of administrative fines, to complement the 

penal sanctions that were infrequently applied. If the auditeur du travail decides not to prosecute 

in a particular case, then an administrative fine can be imposed.
133
 This is done, not by a court, but 

by a public servant: the director-general of the research unit (studiedienst) of the Ministry of 

Employment and Labour, assisted by a team of legal advisers. This public servant acts 

independently from the public prosecution, from the minister and from the inspections. This fine 

works as a sanction, but it does keep the criminal record of the rule-breaker clean. Administrative 

fines can only be imposed on employers, not on employees or socially insured. The fine is mainly 

imposed for breaches of the labour code, but also for breaches of the unemployment regulation. 

Thus, a number of the cases that the RVA referred to the auditeur du travail, but were dismissed 

by him, can lead to an administrative fine. 

 

4. Decisions by the civil court, particularly the labour court 

These are in fact not sanctions, but the consequence of law suits before a civil court, where one 

party (particularly the RSZ) demands compensation from another party (e.g. an employer who 

refuses to pay due contributions) for the money it argues it is entitled to. The auditeur du travail 

also plays a role in these suits, not as public prosecutor, but as an advisor to the labour court. 

These law suits of the RSZ before the labour court act as the second phase (the judicial phase), 

which is entered when the administrative phase (where the RSZ sends several letters to demand 

the contribution and imposes administrative sanctions such as extra contributions or interests for 

overdue payments) was not successful.  

 

                                                      
132

 Law concerning de adminstratieve geldboeten toepasselijk in geval van inbreuk op sommige sociale wetten, (BS July 13, 

1971) 
133

 If the auditeur does decide to prosecute, then no administrative fine can be imposed, even in the case of an acquittal by 

the court. 
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Finally, to complete the background of the remainder of the analysis, it is important to refer to the 

"Protocol of Cooperation" (Samenwerkingsprotocol), signed on July 30, 1993, by a number of 

ministers responsible for the relevant inspections. The Protocol was intended to create a structured 

and institutionalised coordination between the different inspections. It established a number of bodies. 

The management committee is composed of representatives of the four largest social inspections 

(including RVA and RSZ) and is in charge of the daily management of the tasks that have been 

assigned to the steering group, a larger body consisting of representatives of all departments that are 

involved in the Protocol. Particularly important is that this structure also works at the local level. Each 

district has a district board (arrondissementele cel) with representatives of all the organisations 

engaged in the Protocol: the ISW (inspection in the Ministry of Labour and Employment), the SI 

(Inspection in the Ministry for Social Affairs), the RVA, the RSZ, the tax administration, the federal 

police and the auditeur du travail. This can be expanded with representatives of other governmental 

organisations, depending upon the needs. The aim of these local district boards is to increase 

cooperation with regards to competencies that are shared by the different inspections, such as the 

control on social documents, part-time employment, and the employment of foreign workers. The 

board organises, at least twice a month, joint controls. This cooperation has an important impact upon 

the functioning of the two studied inspections and contributes towards a convergence, in many 

respects, of the different inspections involved in it, as the following chapters will show.  

4.2.3. Environmental policy and environmental inspection in Belgium  

 

4.2.3.1. Environmental policy 

 

As explained above (4.2.1), environmental policy in Belgium is largely a regional competency. The 

federal government is left with only limited responsibilities like those for product standards, nuclear 

waste, and the negotiation and implementation of international agreements. The Belgian government 

also oversees the implementation of directives from the EU, which is an important source of Flemish 

environmental regulation.  

 

Environmental policy in Flanders is an institutionally complex area with many different actors. At the 

core of it is the Flemish government, and particularly the Flemish minister of the environment 

together with his ministerial cabinet of political advisors. The minister heads the Administration of 

Environment-, Nature-, Land- and Water-management ("AMINAL"), which is responsible for 

preparing and implementing the government's decisions in environmental policy. (The Environmental 

Inspection is part of AMINAL, see below).  

 

In addition to this core, there are a number of semi-governmental public institutions, which have a 

legal statute that is somewhat similar to the federal semi-governmental institutions in social policy 

(see above). They are entrusted with rather technical tasks in specific environmental sectors.  

a. The Public Flemish institution for Waste (Openbare Vlaamse Afvalstoffenmaatschappij, 

OVAM): prevention and recycling of waste 

b. The Flemish Land Institution (Vlaamse Landmaatschappij, VLM): land-planning and the 

manure bank 

c. The Flemish Environmental Institution (Vlaamse Milieumaatschappij, VMM): 

formulation and implementation of policies concerning water and air pollution, 

environmental reporting 

d. The Flemish Institution for Water Distribution (Vlaamse Maatschappij voor 

Watervoorziening, VMW). 
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Flemish environmental policy is also supported by a number of scientific institutions:  

a. The Institute for Nature Preservation (Instituut voor Natuurbehoud) 

b. The Institute for Forestry and Management of Wildlife (Instituut voor Bosbouw en 

Wildbeheer) 

c. The Flemish Institute for Technological Research (Vlaams Instituut voor Technologisch 

Onderzoek, VITO). 

 

A fourth pillar of the Flemish environmental policy is the Flemish Environmental Holding (Vlaamse 

Milieuholding, VMH). This is a daughter organisation of the Regional Investment Institution for 

Flanders (Gewestelijke Inversteringsmaatschappij Vlaanderen, GIMV). Its task is to develop 

economic activities that are important for the environmental development of Flanders. The VMH 

participates in companies that are active in the environmental sector, including the following: 

a. Aquafin NV: the construction and management of water purification infrastructure 

b. The Flemish Institution for Waste Recuperation (Vlaamse Maatschappij voor 

Afvalrecuperatie, VLAR) 

c. Industrial Waste Processing (Industriële Afvalverwerking). 

 

Finally, two other main institutions are the MINA (MIlieu en NAtuur, environment and nature)-

council and the MINA-fund. The MINA-council is composed of representatives of environmental 

movements and of social and economic organisations (e.g. trade unions, employers) and provides the 

Flemish government with advise concerning environmental policy.
134
 The MINA-fund is an important 

source of funding for the environmental policy and is financed by means of a number of 

environmental charges and administrative fines that are paid for environmental felonies. 

 

Although regulatory measures concerning environmental issues have been taken as early as 1810 (De 

Clercq, Baeke, Seyad, and Armeels 2000: 11), the first steps towards a genuine environmental policy 

were taken in the 1960's and 1970's, in the form of a number of national Belgian laws, addressing 

various environmental concerns "including air and water pollution, nature conservation, noise and 

hazardous waste" (Ibid.). In 1980, environmental policy became a regional competency and in 1985 a 

decree concerning environmental permits was enacted, and an executive order in implementation of 

this decree (1991) established the Environmental Inspection. Since then, environmental policy (and 

particularly environmental legislation) has undergone important changes, including a severe 

tightening of the control and sanctioning system (Ibid.). A crucial step in this evolution was the 

adoption of a basic environmental law in 1995, which included "the principle of preventive action, the 

preference for measures aimed at the source of pollution and the (...) polluter-pays principle" (ibid.). 

In addition, a system of integrated environmental permitting was adopted, in line with EU directives.  

 

4.2.3.2. Environmental Inspection 

 

Although the Environmental Inspection plays the central role in the enforcement of environmental 

regulation in Flanders, there are other actors as well. Public servants of two other divisions of the 

Ministry of the Flemish Community also have competencies related to environmental legislation.
135
 In 

addition, some of the semi-governmental organisations mentioned above (such as OVAM and the 

VLM) also have enforcement tasks.
136
 Particularly relevant for this study is the fact that the mayor, 

                                                      
134

 Thus, like social policy, environmental policy is also strongly influenced by pressure groups. 
135

 The division (afdeling) Peventieve en Ambulante Gezondheidszorg en the division Natuurlijke Rijkdommen en Energie 

(Bronselaer 1999: 25). 
136

 In fact, it is these tasks that are considered to be transferred to the Environmental Inspection as part of the large 

administrative reform plan of the Flemish administration (see 4.3.3.1 below). 
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the local police and the relevant public servant within the local administration also have a role in the 

enforcement of the environmental regulation. Yet, the EI reports (Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2002: 99) 

that these local actors are rather reluctant to take up this role, either because of the lack of competent 

staff or because they do not want to take action against their own citizens. 

 

4.3. Introducing the three case-organisation 

4.3.1. Social inspection of the National Office for Employment (RVA) 

 

4.3.1.1. The “Rijksdienst Voor Arbeidsvoorziening" (RVA) 

 

The RVA is one of the seven semi-public organisations of the social security system for salaried 

persons and is in charge of the sector "employment." It was set up in 1935,
137
 but employees’ 

insurance against the risk of turning unemployed was only made mandatory in 1945. 

Its most important tasks are: 

• Administration of the distribution of unemployment benefits (including benefits for those on 

early retirement) 

• Administration of the system of temporary retreat from work (since recently dubbed "time 

credit" (tijdskrediet)), which allows employees to retreat from work and receive a 

compensation from government 

• Administration of the compensations, guaranteed by the “Fund for Closure of Companies,” 

for those sacked employees that were not compensated by their former employer or by the 

trustee 

• Administration of measures to activate the unemployed:  

o Administration of job-plans, systems of subsidised employees, etc.  

o Administration of the Local Employment Agencies (Plaatselijke 

Werkgelegenheidsagentschappen), located in each of Belgium's 589 municipalities 

and staffed by personnel seconded by the RVA. 

The budget for these tasks is about 7,4 billion €, or 17% of the total social security expenditure. 

About one million individuals every month receive an allowance that is paid by the RVA. That is 1,6 

million different individuals a year, which is roughly one third of the active population.
138
 The RVA 

has about 3,900 employees (RVA 2003: 277) to perform these tasks.  

 

The RVA is managed by a management committee consisting of representatives of the employer- and 

employee-organisations, both represented on equal footing. The government is represented in this 

committee by two government commissioners, who watch over the compliance with the legislation, 

public interest, and the management agreement. This committee is competent for the financial and 

administrative management of the RVA and has an advisory competency concerning regulation. The 

daily management is in the hands of an administrator-general (Karel Baeck), assisted by an assistant-

adminstrator-general (Jean-Marie Delrue). Apart from a head office in Brussels, the organisation 

consists of 30 "unemployment offices," spread over the country. These are responsible for the 

implementation of the right on unemployment benefits. Each of these are managed by a director who, 

apart from his management duties, also has formal and autonomous competencies for the granting of 

allowances, the verification of payments, the granting of exemptions, the decisions about sanctions, 

reclamations, etc.  

 

                                                      
137

 See e.g. http://socialsecurity.fgov.be/jongeren/youth-hie-nl.htm  
138

 RVA-website: 

http://www.rva.be/D_RVA/default.asp?MainDir=D_RVA&Language=NL&IndexDir=Basics&Button=1&newSelect2=Intro  
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The typical procedure through which an application for an unemployment benefit is processed is as 

follows. The unemployment office receives the applications for unemployment benefits from the 

implementation institutions (e.g. a trade union). The office’s subunit “Allowability” (toelaatbaarheid) 

will assess whether the conditions for an unemployment benefit are satisfied. If that is the case, then 

an individual benefit-card is printed and sent to the implementation institution. If the conditions are 

not satisfied, then the subunit Allowability will inform the applicant of this decision by certified mail. 

The subunit will send those files where a breach of regulations seems to have been made to the 

subunit “Disputed affairs” (Betwiste Zaken).  

 

In recent years, the RVA has developed itself into a modern semi-governmental organisation, 

innovated with a number of NPM-type management techniques, thus earning the administrator-

general Karel Baeck the title of Public Manager of the Year in 2001. Core elements are a complex 

information system with 160 indicators as well as a cycle of strategic management with bi-annual 

strategic seminars and a system of regular "improvement projects."  

 

4.3.1.2. The RVA-inspection 

 

1. Organisational structure 

 

Each of the 30 unemployment offices has a subunit “Inspection” (Controle), where the RVA-

inspectors are situated. This subunit has a head, but his or her task is in many unemployment offices 

reduced to coordination of the work of the inspectors, rather than hierarchical supervision. The real 

hierarchical supervision is mostly done by the director of the unemployment office. This structure of 

the RVA-inspection significantly differs from the structure of the two other inspections, where the 

inspectors have their own hierarchy and are managed by seniors who are formally inspectors 

themselves. Nevertheless, although there is no separate hierarchy for the RVA-inspectors, there are a 

few units in the RVA's head office that are not staffed by inspectors, but that do provide guidance to 

the inspectors and thus intend to create some uniformity. 

  

The RVA has 319 social inspectors spread over its 30 unemployment offices, 174 of whom are Dutch-

speaking (either working in one of the 18 unemployment offices in Flanders or as Dutch-speaking 

inspectors working in the Brussels unemployment office). Of the Dutch-speaking inspectors, 70% 

(122) is male and 30% (52) female. The inspector population of the RVA is fairly old, with only 15% 

(26) of the inspectors between 30 and 40 years old, 63% (109) of the inspectors between 40 and 50, 

and 22% (39) older than 50.  

 

Besides its regular inspectors, the RVA also has three inspectors in the “Federal Anti-Fraud unit” 

(Federale Anti-Fraudecel). These coordinate the work of the local inspectors in important 

investigations, where organised fraud is alleged to have occurred (13 investigations in 2002 (RVA 

2003: 62)). The inspectors of the anti-fraud unit are not included in the remainder of the analysis 

(unless they have an impact upon the ethical decision making of the RVA-inspectors). 
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2. Main activities 

 

A descriptive overview of the main activities of the social inspectors of the RVA is provided by the 

“products” that are central to the recently developed performance management system for the RVA-

inspection, called “Promes” (Productivity Measurement and Enhancement System). The system plays 

a very important part in the organisation and will be further discussed below. The following are the 

main products, in order of the relative importance they have in the productive working time of the 

inspectors (RVA 2003: 60-61):  

1. Organised inspections to prevent fraud: 

o Planned inspections in sensitive sectors, particularly the hotel and catering industry, 

building industry, retail trade, markets and horticulture. 

o The bi-monthly investigations in cooperation with other inspections in 

implementation of the Protocol of Cooperation (see above). 

o The fight against organised fraud. 

2. Focussed inspections, following the request of another subunit of the unemployment office or 

of the director of the unemployment office (e.g. to check whether subsidised labour satisfies 

the conditions). 

3. Inspecting the correctness of declarations and controlling whether the beneficiary of 

employment benefits sticks to the conditions (e.g. not working). 

4. Inspecting the family situation of the inspectees (For, whether somebody lives alone, or with a 

partner, or with children makes an important difference for the height of the unemployment 

benefit). 

5. Spontaneous inspections, following the individual initiative of the inspector. 

The number one place of the fight against fraud clearly reflects an explicit policy of the RVA’s 

management (see below), as exemplified by the emphasis that the mission statement of the RVA puts 

on “the prevention and fight against illegitimate use and fraud, particularly organised fraud.”  

 

Another interesting classification of the RVA-inspection's tasks is the following: 

• A-investigations: Investigations concerning cases that are still being processed. These 

investigations are requested by other subunits within the unemployment office to ask for 

additional information or documents. As these documents are necessary for the further 

processing of the case, answering these requests should be a priority and should be done 

quickly. 

• B-investigations: Investigations concerning cases that are completed, to check whether they 

comply with the law. 

• C-investigations: Special investigations in fraud-sensitive sectors and spontaneous 

inspections, implemented upon request of the head office, the director or external 

organisations. 

This classification is particularly useful, as it has been used in previous years and therefore allows for 

a comparison over time (unlike the recent Promes-classification). The most significant observation is 

that where initially the B-investigations were most important, they are now surpassed by the C-

investigations.
139
 Again, this exemplifies the RVA’s increasing emphasis on the fight against fraud. 

 

Sometimes, the RVA-inspectors perform inspections by order of the prosecutor (usually the auditeur 

du travail). In those cases, they have no particular discretion and they have to follow procedural rules 

that are even stricter than those for administrative procedures. 

                                                      
139

 1998: 12,764 A-investigations, 86,734 B-investigations, 61, 992 C-investigations; 

2002: 13,805 A-investigations, 58,001 B-investigations, 79,543 C-investigations (Rijksdienst voor Arbeidsvoorziening 2003: 

61). 
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3. Consequences of the inspectors' actions 

 

When the RVA-inspector is confronted with a felony that is punished by penal sanctions,
140
 then he 

will write a PV and send it to the auditeur du travail (Pacolet and Marchal 2001179-180). The latter 

will then, after a pre-investigation, decide to either dismiss the case, to subpoena the individual before 

court, or to propose a settlement. If the felony is committed by an employer and the auditeur du 

travail dismisses the case, then a copy will be forwarded to the director-general of the research unit 

(studiedienst) of the Ministry of Employment, who can impose an administrative fine. The more 

common case, however, is that the felony is committed by an unemployed person. In such a case a 

copy of the PV will be sent to the subunit “Disputed affairs” (officially to the director) within the 

unemployment office. They will study the case and in some cases they will invite those involved for 

an interrogation (possibly assisted by a lawyer or a delegate of the trade union) and then prepare a 

recommendation for the director, who will take the decision. The director can decide to dismiss the 

case without consequences or to impose a sanction (an administrative sanction, an exclusion from 

benefits or a suspension of benefits due to long-lasting unemployment). The person who is affected by 

a sanction of the director can file an appeal against the director's administrative decision before the 

labour court (a civil court).  

 

4. Some additional legal information 

 

Finally, as a background for the remainder of the analysis, it is useful to summarise the main 

conditions that need to be satisfied before somebody can receive unemployment benefits (Tercken 

2001: 23): 

The applicant must have worked a certain number of days (e.g. 312 for those younger than 36). The 

applicant must also 

• not receive any salary, 

• be unemployed independent of his will (he should not have resigned himself), 

• be full-time unemployed (unless in special circumstances), 

• not do any labour providing a salary or any other material reward (including, e.g., building his 

own house), 

• be capable to work (otherwise he would receive sickness or disability allowances), 

• be available for the labour market, 

• submit to the bimonthly control duty, 

• reside in Belgium, 

• not have reached the legal pension age. 

4.3.2. Social inspection of the National Office for Social Security (RSZ) 

 

4.3.2.1. The “Rijksdienst Voor Sociale Zekerheid" (RSZ) 

 

As described above, the RSZ resides at the core of the social security system for salaried persons, as it 

is responsible for the collection of the social security contributions (the "RSZ-contributions") from 

employers and employees (In June 2001, the total RSZ-contributions for an employee were 37,94% of 

his gross salary (Tercken 2001: 11)). The RSZ was established as a consequence of the social pact 

that was signed in 1944 and the law that resulted from the pact. In its “Declaration of Identity,”
141
 that 

                                                      
140

 In less serious cases, the inspector can decide to give an oral or written warning, rather than starting an administrative or 

penal procedure. This discretion will be discussed in Chapter 5 (5.2.1). 
141

 Declaration of identity of the RSZ, see http://www.onssrszlss.fgov.be/onssrsz/uk/Corporate/corporate_home.htm  
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was approved upon the 50
th
 Anniversary of its establishment in December 1994, the management 

committee of the RSZ identified three principal tasks: the collection of the employers' and the 

workers' social contributions, the financial management of the social security system and the support 

of a data exchange network. The RSZ performs these tasks with approximately 1,300 public servants 

(Pacolet and Marchal 2001: 157). 

 

Like the RVA, the RSZ is managed by a management committee consisting of representatives of the 

employer- and employee-organisations, represented on equal footing. The government is represented 

by two government commissioners. One particular (and contested (see e.g. Van Langendonck 1997: 

186)) competence of the management committee is its power to grant complete or partial exemption 

from sanctions in certain cases or to arrange settlements with companies concerning overdue 

payments. The daily management of the RSZ is in the hands of an administrator-general (P. 

Vandervorst), assisted by an assistant-administrator-general (K. Snyders). Unlike in the RVA, most of 

the activities of the RSZ are done at the head office in Brussels. Apart from a Department General 

Management, there are six general departments, whose tasks give a descriptive insight into the main 

activities of the RSZ (RSZ 1999: 7):
142
 

• the Department of Supporting Services 

o Manages HR, training, IT, translation, documentation, etc. 

• the Department of Registration and Collection 

o Registration: provides each employer with an "RSZ-identification-number," thus 

categorising him into a particular payment-system. 

o Collection: administers and oversees the accounts of all employers, and sends warnings 

and calculates due-increases and interests for those employers with outstanding bills. 

• the Department of Control of the Declarations 

o Controls the declarations made by the employers. These declarations are sent to the 

registered employers every three months. The latter are required to fill out, on the form, 

all the amounts (i.e. salaries) upon which RSZ-contributions are due. 

o Oversees "silent employers:" employers who are registered, but do not submit their 

declarations. 

o Manages some special applications, such as the electronic declaration. 

• the Legal Department 

o Is charged with initiating procedures to recollect money that has not been payed. This is 

done in cooperation with external trial lawyers, who represent the RSZ in court cases. 

o Investigates juridical problems concerning the duties of employers. 

o communicates all kinds of legal advice within the organisation and to the employers and 

employees. 

• the Department of Statistics and Finance 

o Manages accounting and budgeting of the RSZ. 

o Manages the whole social security system by distributing the collected money among the 

other social security institutions. 

• the Department of Inspection 

o Supports the other departments by implementing inspection-assignments, received from 

other departments. Inspectors do the observations needed by the other departments to 

complete their case. If there is time left, they combine this with a more general inspection 

of the employers they visit or with spontaneous or focussed inspections (see 4.3.2.2). 

 

One very important innovation (“the most important change since the second world war” according to 

one RSZ-interviewee) is expected to drastically affect the functioning of the RSZ: the universal 
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introduction of "DIMONA," i.e. the immediate declaration of employment (Déclaration IMmédiate-

ONmiddellijke Aangifte). This immediate declaration (which can only be done electronically) was 

mandatory for all employers in the building sector, the sector of person-transport and the interim 

sector since January 1999. It was to be expanded to all sectors in the beginning of 2003, which is at 

the end of the empirical research for this project. The introduction of this immediate declaration will 

have an important effect upon the work of the RSZ-inspectors, as it makes their argumentation that 

somebody is working unofficially much easier: “If there is no Dimona, then there is moonlighting; 

period.” as one senior RSZ member of staff pointed out. These effects are beyond the time-scope of 

this research project, however. 

 

4.3.2.2. The RSZ-inspection 

 

1. Organisational structure 

 

The Department of Inspection is an autonomous department since September 1999, before which it 

was a unit within the Department of Control. The Department of Inspection is managed by a director-

general (R. De Mil, a former inspector) and split up in an internal and an external section.  

 

The "external section" groups the social inspectors. It is subdivided in a French- and a Dutch-speaking 

division, each managed by a social inspector-director and working fairly independently from each 

other. The Dutch-speaking division will be the one researched and henceforth "RSZ-inspection" 

actually refers to this division. It is managed by social inspector-director Guido Dierickx, a former 

inspector, and subdivided in 13 "districts," each with on average five inspectors and managed by a 

chief-inspector (henceforth supervisor or head of field office). These districts are grouped in 6 mega-

districts, and sometimes (e.g. in Portcity) one chief-inspector manages the two districts within one 

mega-district. Since the mid-nineties, the inspectors of these mega-districts dispose of a base (a 

"regional antenna") in each of Flanders' five provinces. These are daily accessible for the public 

(alternately staffed by the inspectors) and are equipped with computers, fax, copier, etc. There is no 

local secretary or other administrative assistance, however.
143
 The Dutch-speaking division of the 

inspection has 62 inspectors (63% (39) male and 37% (23) female) and 12 chief inspectors (58% (7) 

male and 42% (5) female). 

 

The internal section (the "Secretariat") has about 20 employees, who provide administrative support 

for the inspectors: they distribute the inspection-assignments (which come from other RSZ 

departments), forward documents from the inspectors to the courts or the employers, administer the 

IT-applications (e.g. datawarehouse), etc. This internal section does not provide contentwise guidance 

to the inspectors. The actual assignments and guidelines come from the hierarchy (particularly the 

social inspector-director) and from other RSZ departments, such as the Departments of Control and of 

Law.  

 

2. Main activities 

 

Most of the activities of the RSZ-inspectors are done in implementation of assignments from other 

departments, who cannot go out to check things themselves. The RSZ-inspection activities concern 

the following areas (Algemene Directie van de Inspectiediensten: 4-6): 

1. The obligation of each employer to register with the RSZ (e.g. checking whether all 

employers indeed did this and whether the registration was correct) 
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2. The obligation of each employer to submit a declaration, justifying the owed contributions 

(e.g. investigating employers who are registered but did not submit a declaration ("silent 

employers"), monitoring declarations of large companies) 

3. The collection, by the RSZ, of contributions (e.g. investigations upon request of the public 

prosecutor) 

4. Detection of fraud in the building industry (e.g. investigating the main building contractor, 

both on the building site and in his head office) 

5. The RSZ's task to monitor the social secretariats (e.g. providing the management committee 

with advise about whether a social secretariat should be recognised, technically controlling 

the work of recognised social secretariats) 

The fifth task is done by the ten inspectors in two of the 13 "field offices," located in Brussels and 

specialised in this area. The other tasks are performed by all other social inspectors, spread over the 

field offices. Most of the investigations (40%) concern "silent employers" who did not submit their 

declaration (see 2). 13% of the investigations are about other assignments from the Department of 

Control concerning the correct completion of the declarations (Algemene Directie van de 

Inspectiediensten: 18).
144
 Another important part of the inspectors' time is used for investigations on 

building sites, usually done in cooperation with other inspections (such as the RVA). In sum, most of 

the work of the RSZ-inspectors is done for other departments or organisations. Combined with the 

relatively small number of inspectors in comparison with the number of employers to be investigated 

(Pacolet and Marchal 2001: 169), this leaves little scope for spontaneous inspections or for an explicit 

inspection policy (with focussed inspections in particular areas) by the management of the RSZ-

inspection. This is an important difference with the two other inspections in this study, which have an 

explicit and elaborately developed inspection policy.  

 

Like the RVA-inspectors, RSZ-inspectors also sometimes have to do inspections by order of the 

prosecutor, taking a significant part of their time (Algemene Directie van de Inspectiediensten: 30). 

 

3. Consequences of the inspectors' actions 

 

A third issue concerns the consequences of the inspectors' actions (Pacolet and Marchal 2001: 163-

168; Rijksdienst voor Sociale Zekerheid 1999: 21). When an inspector observes in a particular case 

that the declaration is incorrect and that the due amount of the RSZ-contribution is not being paid, he 

can propose the inspectee to regularise the situation. He will then propose a term and will check, at 

the end of the term, whether the inspectee followed the inspector’s order and indeed paid the due 

amounts and regularised the relevant documents. If that has been done, the RSZ will usually not 

impose contribution increases or extra interests. When the inspectee has not done this (or when the 

breaches are so heavy that a regularisation is not deemed sufficient), the inspector will fill out a 

declaration himself in his official capacity (ambtshalve aangifte), based on his observations. The RSZ 

will then start its administrative procedure and impose contribution increases and extra interests. If 

this is not successful, the RSZ will take to the labour court,
145
 where it will initiate a civil lawsuit to 

claim its contributions. The reports that the inspector wrote in the earlier steps of the procedure will 

often play an important role in this lawsuit.  

Finally, one alternative path should be noted, but this is taken only very rarely. Rather than proposing 

a regularisation or initiating the RSZ’s administrative procedure by filling in a declaration, the RSZ-

inspector can also decide to write a PV and send it to the auditeur du travail in the latter’s capacity as 

public prosecutor, thus proposing him to initiate a penal procedure before the criminal court. This 
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path is taken exceptionally because, as a supervisor of a field office notes, it is financially much less 

efficient for the RSZ than the other procedures: a penal procedure suspends all the other procedures, 

takes much longer, and is often dismissed by the auditeur du travail anyway. “Civil procedures on the 

other hand are much more effective," says the supervisor. "They allow to immediately send a bailiff. 

This immediately raises money. (…) That is why I do not stimulate the inspectors to write PV’s.” Yet, 

the same supervisor also notes that this basic pattern is somewhat changing recently. RSZ-inspectors 

tend to write somewhat more PV's as a consequence of the introduction of DIMONA (see above)
146
 

and increased cooperation with colleagues from other inspections that write more PV's. Yet, this 

remains still very limited. 

 

4. Some additional legal information 

 

The legislation the RSZ-inspectors deal with is very complex and several of the most crucial concepts 

are ill-defined. Thus, inspectors are very regularly confronted with grey areas and complex 

discussions. This is exemplified by the vague interpretation of two crucial concepts: "employee" and 

"salary."  

First, the RSZ only manages the social security of "employees" or "salaried persons." Self-employed 

people are part of another social security system where they enjoy less protection, but where they also 

have to pay much lower contributions. That is why employers are sometimes tempted to report that 

the persons working for them are in fact not employees, but self-employed persons. They then take all 

the formal steps to make it look like the person is self-employed (e.g. by not signing an employment 

agreement, by requesting a TAV-number to the tax administration, etc.). The labour law prescribes, 

however, that these formal measures do not automatically imply that somebody is not an employee. 

Whether or not somebody works as an employee depends on the real-life circumstances. Specifically, 

the law lists a number of conditions (e.g. working under supervision or earning a salary), which when 

they are satisfied imply that the person is not self-employed but an employee and therefore owes 

(together with his employer) RSZ-contributions. However, those conditions are vaguely formulated 

and leave much space for interpretation, making it difficult for both the inspectees and the inspector.  

Second, social security contributions are calculated upon the "gross salary." However, there are often 

uncertainties about what a salary is. Employers sometimes try to avoid the contributions, e.g. by 

providing their employees with a fee "for expenses made in execution of their job." In principle this 

can be allowed, but the RSZ has to be convinced that it really is a fee for professional expenses, not 

an implicit salary. Again, this leaves considerable scope for grey areas and difficult interpretations. 

4.3.3. Environmental inspection (EI) within the Ministry of the Flemish 

Community 

 

4.3.3.1. Ministry of the Flemish Community and its Department "LIN" 

 

The Ministry of the Flemish Community is the administration of the Flemish government, fusing the 

tasks that were devolved to the Flemish Community and the Flemish Region. It has about 11,000 

public servants. It was developed in several steps, paralleling the steps in Belgium's state reform 

(since 1970, see above), and acquired its present structure in 1990. It is one ministry, consisting of 

seven departments, related to each other in what is called a "matrix structure." The matrix consists of 

four vertical and three horizontal departments. The vertical departments are responsible for direct 

service delivery to citizens and the horizontal departments have a coordinating and supporting role 
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towards the vertical departments. The matrix-structure is replicated within the departments, where a 

service delivery-focussed infrastructure is supported by a supporting and coordinating superstructure.  

 

Since 1990, the Ministry has been constantly subjected to administrative reform, intending to 

introduce "a culture of customer orientation, cooperation and permanent improvement" (Ministerie 

van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap 1995: 13). June 1993 marked the launch of the project "HOOP" 

(homogeneous organisational development plans, Homogene Organisatie-Ontwikkelingsplannen), an 

ambitious project of administrative reform. Starting from an analysis of the Ministry's goals and a 

mission statement, the service delivery packages of the different departments were defined by the 

administration and then amended and approved by the Flemish government. Processes were studied 

and "re-engineered" and the division of tasks between the horizontal and the vertical departments and 

units were discussed and decided upon. In the first half of 1995, the middle-management was 

appointed, on the basis of modern assessments. These managers then developed and implemented 

plans for their IT- and HR-policies. Meanwhile the personnel statute was reformed, intending to 

reduce bureaucratic rigidity in personnel management, introduce a right on as well as a duty to follow 

training, and allowing pay for performance systems. In implementation of the latter, a system of 

performance management was introduced, consisting of a four-step cycle ("PLOEG", see 5.3.5.2). 

 

One of the four vertical departments within the Ministry is the Department of the Environment and 

Infrastructure (Leefmilieu en Infrastructuur, "LIN"). It is the largest department (with roughly 6,000 

members of staff) and is headed by secretary-general Desmyter. The Department itself has six 

administrations, of which one is the Administration of Environment-, Nature-, Land- and Water-

management (Administratie Milieu-, Natuur, Land- en watermanagement "AMINAL"), headed by 

director-general Heirman. This administration, in turn, has eight divisions, one of them being the 

division Environmental Inspection and another the division Environmental Permits. The latter grants 

the permits that the environmental inspectors have to control.  

 

However, plans are now being developed to drastically reform the ministry into a structure of 13 

separate ministries in a project called "better administrative policy" ("Beter Bestuurlijk Beleid"). The 

impact of this project on the EI-inspectors was nevertheless very limited at the time of the research 

(see 5.4.3).  

 

4.3.3.2. Environmental Inspection 

 

1. Organisational structure 

 

Before 1991, the enforcement of environmental regulation was spread over three organisations 

(Bronselaer 1999: 28). One part of the task was done by inspectors of the semi-governmental Public 

Flemish Institution for Waste (Openbare Vlaamse Afvalstoffenmaatschappij, OVAM). The "technical 

public servants" of the Administration for Regional Planning and the Environment (Administratie 

Ruimtelijke Ordening en Leefmilieu) and the inspectors of the semi-governmental Flemish Institution 

for Water Treatment (Vlaamse Maatschappij voor Waterzuivering)
147
 were responsible for inspection, 

but also for providing recommendations concerning environmental permits. In 1991, the inspection 

tasks of these three organisations were united in one division: the Environmental Inspection 

(originally a "bestuur" (administration) and since 1995 an "afdeling" (division)).  

 

The EI has an essentially vertical structure with 76 inspectors in 5 field offices in the 5 provinces of 

Flanders, each headed by a supervisor or head of field office (diensthoofd): 4 male and 1 female. 70% 
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(53) of the inspectors are male and 30% (23) female. Each field office also has 4 to 5 administrative 

members of staff. Besides the field offices, there is also a head office, managed by a "head of head 

office" (Paul Bernaert), and populated by 9 inspectors (5 male, 4 female)
148
 who are formally at the 

same level as the inspectors in field offices. At the top of the EI is the inspector-general, Robert Baert. 

In addition to this vertical structure there is also a horizontal structure, consisting of 6 working 

groups, for each environmental section: waste, soil and soil water, sound, air, safety and water. Each 

working group consists of representatives of the 5 field offices and is managed by a "working group-

coach" (werkgroepgangmaker), who is an inspector from the head-office. The working groups initiate 

and guide the planned and coordinated inspections of the EI. Given their role as coach of these 

working groups, the inspectors at the head inspection, although they are formally equal with the 

inspectors in the field office, have in practice a significant influence over their colleagues in the field 

offices. They informally admit this, although the approach of the coaches seems to differ, with some 

coaches being more hierarchist in their interaction patterns with inspectors than others. 

 

2. Main activities 

 

The EI is responsible for the inspection of 1
st
 class "bothersome" establishments (hinderlijke 

inrichtingen), these are those companies that can cause the most important damage and nuisance to 

human beings and to the environment. There are several tens of thousands of these establishments in 

Flanders. The EI is also responsible for the supervision of the municipalities and the local police in 

their inspection of 2
nd
 and 3

d 
class establishments. The latter task is only of minor importance, since, 

according to the EI (Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2002: 99), most municipalities do not actually make 

use of this competency. As the EI does not have the means to systematically inspect the 2
nd
 and 3

d
 

class establishments itself, it limits itself to those cases where there is an obvious environmental 

problem and the municipality is manifestly unwilling to act against the company owner. EI-inspectors 

performed 19 such inspections in 2001 (Ibid.). The core task thus is the inspection of class 1 

establishments. Specifically, this implies the following activities (the number of inspections provide 

some rough indicator of the relative importance of each of the tasks, they are all based on the annual 

report of 2001 (Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2002: 39-110)): 

1. Specific enforcement campaigns, coordinated by the working groups  

2. Routine inspections, coordinated by the field offices 

o Routine sample-taking of samples of soil, waste, soil-water and water (2,594 samples 

in 2001 (Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2002: 71) 

o Routine measuring of air and sound (183 measurements in 2001) 

o Routine controls of "bothersome" establishments in general, e.g. inspections 

following the rejection of a permit (574 in 2001), and inspections to assess whether 

specific permit conditions are respected (1,252 in 2001) 

3. Reactive inspections 

o Inspections following complaints (2,782 in 2001) 

o Inspections following incidents in "bothersome" establishments (77 in 2001) 

o Evaluations of temporary permits (144 in 2001) 

Together, all these inspection tasks amount to 11,351 inspections in 4,505 companies in 2001. Besides 

these inspection tasks, the EI (in practice the head office) also has the task to provide policy advice to 

the minister and to contribute to international networks.  

 

Unlike the RVA- and the RSZ-inspectors, the EI-inspectors never work in order of the public 

prosecutor. In penal investigations, they can only act as technical advisers, and the public prosecutor 

can only request their advice, he cannot command it (Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2000c: 3-4).   
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3. Consequences of the inspectors' actions 

 

When an EI-inspector observes a breach of environmental law, then he can write a PV (this occurs in 

about 10% of the inspections (Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2002: 35)), in which he will describe the 

facts and also indicate the degree of priority of the case, based on a classification system that has been 

developed in 2000. The PV is sent to the public prosecutor (Procureur des Konings), and is typically 

followed by additional PV's written by the inspector, either upon request of the prosecutor or on the 

initiative of the EI. The prosecutor then decides to dismiss the case (284 in 2001), or to go to court, 

thus obtaining an acquittal (1 in 2001) or a conviction (17 in 2001). A settlement with the owner is 

also possible (84 in 2001). 

 

The most important activity of an EI-inspector, however, is to take measures as part of the 

administrative procedure. Specifically, an EI-inspector can take the following measures, each with 

their specific consequences: 

• When the EI-inspector observes something during an inspection that is not a breach of rules, 

but might turn into one (e.g. because the legislation is about to change), then he can send a 

recommendation.  

• When the EI-inspector observes a breach of rules, then he will send an exhortation, calling 

upon the operator to conform to all relevant rules and laws. Often, such an exhortation will be 

written together with a PV, but sometimes only an exhortation will be written. 

• When a 1
st
 class company is operating without a permit (or partly without a permit), then the 

EI-inspector can advise the mayor to impose enforcement measures (e.g. order cessation of 

the activities, seal machines or close the establishment). If the mayor does not act upon this 

advice, then the EI-inspector can impose an enforcement measure himself. Such measures are 

taken infrequently: in 2001, 15 enforcement measures were imposed by the mayor and 12 by 

the EI. 

• If an operator breaches the environmental regulations, then the EI-inspector can request the 

body that issues the permit (e.g. the municipality (college of mayor and aldermen), the 

province (bestendige deputatie) or the minister (i.e. the division Environmental Permits 

within the Ministry of the Flemish Community)) to impose an administrative sanction, 

specifically to suspend or withdraw (part of) the permit or to modify the permit conditions. In 

2001, the EI filed 12 such requests, which were acted upon in 7 cases.
149
  

 

4.4. Conclusion 
 

Since the structure of the three organisations differs significantly, Table 4-1 summarises and 

compares the three organisations’ structures. It also indicates how the Dutch terms and titles will be 

translated into English in the remainder of the analysis.  

 

The columns refer to the three organisations and the rows to the level within the organisation. 

The two bottom row indicate that, although the inspectors and the heads of the field offices have 

different names in Dutch, they will all be referred to with the same terms in English. The RVA is 

somewhat difficult to squeeze in the same structure as the other two, as the inspection is decentralised 

and the inspectors work within an unemployment office under the supervision of a head of subunit 

and the director of the unemployment office. The RVA has no separate hierarchy for the inspection. 

The actual subunit for the RVA-inspectors is their “inspection subunit” within the unemployment 
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office, rather than the unemployment office itself. That is why the unemployment office has a hybrid 

place in Table 4-1. 

The following rows refer to the head office of the inspection: the supporting units in the RSZ (only 

administrative support) and the EI (strong content-focussed guidance, through working group 

management) and the heads of the inspection in the RSZ (the head of the inspection (director-general) 

and the head of the Flemish inspection (social inspector-director)) and of the EI.  

The organisational level is the level of the RVA, the RSZ and the Department within which the EI is 

situated (which is in turn part of the Ministry of the Flemish Community). In all three cases, there are 

subunits at this level that affect the inspectors. In the RVA, there are a number of supporting units that 

fairly strongly guide the work of the inspectors. The RSZ has supporting units (which for example 

developed the datawarehouse system), but more important for the RSZ-inspectors is the fact that there 

are several departments that give inspection-assignments to the inspectors. Finally, the Department of 

Environment and Infrastructure (LIN) as well as the Ministry of the Flemish Community provide the 

classic horizontal services, such as HR and finance.  
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Ministry of the Flemish 

Community 

Ministerie van de Vlaamse 

Gemeenschap 

 

  

Supporting units of the 

ministry  

(Departement Coördinatie en 

Departement Algemene Zaken 

en Financiën) 

 Organisation 

name 

National Office for 

Employment 

 

Rijksdienst voor 

Arbeidsvoorziening (RVA)  

National Office for Social 

Security 

 

Rijksdienst voor Sociale 

Zekerheid 

Department of the 

Environment and 

Infrastructure 

Departement Leefmilieu en 

infrastructuur 

 Organisation 

management 

Administrator-general 

Administrateur-generaal 

Administrator-general 

Administrateur-generaal 

Director-general 

Directeur-generaal 

Supporting units of the RVA 

(internal audit and guidance, 

unemployment disputes,…) 

Supporting units of the RSZ 

(within the Dept. of 

Supporting Services) 

Supporting units of the 

Department (personnel, legal 

advice,…) 

O
rg
a
n
is
a
ti
o
n
 

 Other units of 

the 

organisation 

 Other departments of the RSZ 

(control, law, etc.) 

 

 Inspection 

name 
RSZ-inspection 

RSZ-inspectie 
Environmental Inspection 

Milieu-Inspectie 

Director-general  

Directeur-generaal 

Inspection 

management 

social inspector-director 

soc. Inspecteur-directeur 

Inspector-general  

Inspecteur-generaal 

In
sp
ec
ti
o
n
 

Head 

office 

inspec-

tion 

Other units of 

the inspection 

 

The secretariat of the RSZ-

inspection 

(Het secretariaat van de RSZ-

inspectie) 

The head inspection 

(consisting of working group-

coaches) 

De hoofdinspectie (bestaande 

uit   

werkgroepgangmakers) 

Unemployment Office 

Werkloosheidsbureau 

Director of the unemployment 

office 

Directeur van het 

werkloosheidsbureau 

 

Other subunits of the 

unemployment office (Disputed 

Affairs, Allowability,...) 

(Betwiste Zaken, 

Toelaatbaarheid,...) 

  

Field office 

name 

The subunit “inspection” 

within the unemployment 

office 

De dienst controle binnen het 

werkloosheidsbureau 

Field office 

District 

Field office 

Buitendienst 

Supervisor Head of subunit  

Hoofd van de dienst controle 

Head of field office  

Sociaal inspecteur 

Head of field office  

Diensthoofd 

In
sp
ec
ti
o
n
 

Field 

office 

Inspector Inspector  

Sociaal controleur 

Inspector  

Sociaal controleur 

Inspector  

Toezichthoudend ambtenaar  

Table 4-1: The organisational structure of the three organisations summarised 
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55..  TTHHEE  IINNTTEERRAACCTTIIOONN  PPAATTTTEERRNNSS  IINN  TTHHEE  TTHHRREEEE  

OORRGGAANNIISSAATTIIOONNSS  
 

"Het is ook een heel speciale job, controleur zijn."
150
 

Senior interviewee of the RSZ  
 

 

This chapter summarises and analyses the interaction patterns in the three case organisations. 

Specifically, it runs through the factors that were hypothesised to shape the interaction patterns (see 

1.2.1.1) and describes their impact on the interaction patterns in the three organisations. The 

descriptive parts are kept to a minimum and the emphasis is on analysing the empirical findings from 

the perspective of grid-group typology. More elaborate descriptions are provided in Appendix A. In 

fact, the descriptive parts in this chapter are summaries of the descriptions in Appendix A, which has 

exactly the same paragraph structure as this chapter. More importantly, the descriptions in Appendix 

A also provide further justifications for classifying particular interactions in the grid-group typology. 

 

The findings presented in this chapter are based on two main sources: documents (laws and 

regulations, guidelines, codes, annual reports, studies of consultants and academics, etc.) and 

interviews
151
 with management (top-management, senior staff at the head office and local 

supervisors). Three other sources were also used, but were of lesser importance. First, the interviews 

with the inspectors themselves (further analysed in Chapter 7) are also used to describe this variable, 

but only to check whether there is sufficient inter-rater agreement about the fact that the 

organisational factors indeed effectively shape the interaction patterns, and are not simply 

unimplemented plans. Second, somewhat unexpectedly, answers to the open question in the survey 

about "unethical behaviour of colleagues" also provided some information about the interaction 

patterns. Specifically, some respondents used this open question as an opportunity to describe aspects 

of the interaction patterns (e.g. systematic unethical behaviour by management) and to explain how 

this affects their own ethical decision making and behaviour. These data provide an interesting 

additional source to corroborate the findings acquired through interviews and documents. Third, a few 

items in the survey measure “autonomy” and “participation,” which are both descriptors of the 

interaction patterns. 

 

Two preliminary specifications about the presentation of the analysis are necessary. First, this chapter 

only distinguishes between intra- and extra-organisational interaction patterns and restricts the latter 

to interactions with inspectees. Many other loci of extra-organisational interaction patterns of the 

inspectors could of course be distinguished: with the courts, with policy makers, with trade union 

representatives, etc. Yet, the most important extra-organisational locus of interaction is with 

inspectees and it is on that locus that the discussion will focus. Second, this chapter's (and Appendix 

A's) aim is not to exhaustively describe all relevant factors, but to describe those that have an 

important impact upon the inspectors' interaction patterns, and thus possibly upon their ethical 

climate, decision making and behaviour. 

 

The structure of the chapter is as follows.  

A first paragraph presents a theoretical digression. As the analysis revealed some problems with 

identifying interaction patterns as fatalist, this first paragraph provides some additional theoretical 
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background to deepen the understanding of which interaction patterns should be identified as 

"fatalist."  

The subsequent paragraphs then turn to the empirical research and attempt to describe the interaction 

patterns in the three organisations. The checklist of factors that shape the interaction patterns (see 

1.2.1.1) provides the structure of the discussion: the job-related factors (5.2), the intra-organisational 

factors (5.3) and the extra-organisational factors (5.4). It should be emphasised that this list is 

considered merely as a checklist to ensure that all relevant factors are addressed. The distinction 

between the factors is not crucial to the theory and sometimes somewhat artificial. Moreover, the 

distinction is typically made by the researcher. The inspectors themselves often experience a global 

impression, without clearly distinguishing between factors like HRM, ethics management or "staff at 

head office as referents." The discussion of each factor concludes with a table, wherein both the 

relative intensity of the grid-group interaction types and the relative weight of the factor are presented. 

This coding system was explained in Chapter 3 (see 3.3.1) and will be clarified again in the discussion 

of Table 5-1 below. 

The fifth paragraph summarises all these analyses by presenting a global overview of the relative 

intensity of the interaction patterns in the three organisations. It also presents the predictions that will 

be tested quantitatively in Chapter 6 and further developed qualitatively in the subsequent chapters. 

The sixth paragraph adds some further information about the interaction patterns that was acquired 

through the survey: information provided in the answers to the open question about unethical 

behaviour (5.6.1) and the findings about the survey-based measurement of "autonomy" and 

"participation" (5.6.2). 

 

 

5.1. A theoretical digression: defining “fatalism” 
 

During the analysis upon which this chapter is based, some problems emerged in identifying 

particular interaction patterns as fatalist. An exploration of the literature on workplace motivation 

delivered some clarification and the result of this is summarised in this paragraph, which can be 

considered a complement to the description of fatalism in Chapter 1 (see 1.2.1.2) Two specifications 

are given. First, it is clarified what it means for fatalist interaction patterns to be low-group in this 

context where inspectors are by definition members of a group (i.e. the organisation). Second, one 

particular manifestation of fatalism that was recurrently found in the empirical research, is 

theoretically analysed. 

 

First, the empirical research revealed some problems with distinguishing between fatalism and 

hierarchy. Fatalism, like hierarchy, is high-grid: people are strongly constrained by rules, roles and 

procedures. The difference with hierarchy is that fatalism is low-group and we contend that this 

specifically means that these constraints go beyond the constraints that could be reasonably expected 

to go with the membership of the group. This occurs when the organisational management imposes 

more constraints than was initially agreed. This is identified as “low-group,” since this weakens the 

social bond between management and employees (i.c. inspectors) and thus creates fatalist interaction 

patterns for the latter. Management in a sense disrupts the initially agreed contract and thus the social 

bond and trust on which it was based, while the employees feel distanced and alienated from a 

management that is merely reduced to an anonymous constraint-generating power. From the point of 

view of the employee, the kind of security and social embeddedness that goes with being a member of 

a group is then weakened and is replaced by a feeling of being merely the passive objects of 

constraints over which they have no impact and which guarantee them no predictability or security.
152
 

                                                      
152

 Workers will only stay in such an organisation when they perceive to have no alternative, which only adds to the fatalist 

picture. 
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This is how the low-group dimension of fatalism will be identified. Of course, this is an ideal-typical 

description. In practice, we will find tendencies towards this, rather than this pure form.  

 

Second, one particular instance of fatalism regularly returns in the empirical research and deserves 

some further conceptualisation. The interviewees repeatedly reported feelings of perceived inequity, 

of deprivation relative to some standard. The general operationalisation of fatalism as "high-grid, low-

group" was somewhat insufficient to get conceptual grip on this phenomenon. Thus, attention was 

turned to a research tradition in which this problem has received considerable attention: motivation 

research, and particularly Adams’ “equity theory” (1965). According to Adams, individuals compare 

their input-output ratio with that of others. Inputs then are those things a person contributes to the 

exchange, which in a professional context can include efforts on the job, skills, training, previous 

work experience, etc. Outcomes are rewards that the individual receives from performing his job: pay, 

status, supervisory treatment, job assignments, fringe benefits, etc. Inequity for a particular individual 

exists whenever he perceives that the ratio of his outcomes to inputs is different from the outcome-

input ratio of another person (see e.g. Mowday 1987: 91). This perceived inequity creates tension in 

the individual, who will then be motivated to reduce this tension, e.g. by altering inputs or outcomes, 

by aiming to alter inputs or outcomes of the other or by leaving the field. Rather than being motivated 

towards a particular organisational objective, the individual will then focus on reducing the inequity 

(Jurkiewicz and Massey 1997). Predictions about work motivation can easily be deduced from this 

theory and have been elaborately tested through experiments and other types of empirical research, 

particularly into the effects of relative over- and underpayment.  

Being a "social exchange theory," Adams' equity theory builds on a number of assumptions that make 

the theory considerably more restrictive and formal than our theoretical framework.
153
 It nevertheless 

provides a useful conceptualisation of the feelings of deprivation that are sometimes experienced by 

the inspectors in our research. Particularly useful is the further development of the theory by 

Goodman (1977). He specified that "the other" in the comparison should not necessarily be an 

individual, but could also be a group, a personal standard of the individual or a “system referent.”
154
 

Each of these three types of referents deserves some further clarification as examples of each of them 

are found in the empirical research.  

 

First, individuals might compare their situation with that of another person or another group.  

The comparison of one's own input-output ratio with that of another person is the archetypical 

example of Adams' equity theory. Yet, this can be broadened to a comparison “that the individual 

conducts between his or her position, contributions and retributions on the one hand and those of a 

larger number of his or her peers, who make up his or her reference group on the other” (Cherkaoui 

2001: 3523). When conceptualised in such a way, "inequity" is in fact similar to "relative 

deprivation." The latter is a central concept in sociology, that has been used to account for all kinds of 

paradoxical observations (Ibid.) and essentially describes the same phenomenon that equity theory 

describes. 

Second, individuals can also compare their situation with their own standards.
155
 Such individual 

standards or "wants" can be innate, but can also be developed through education or previous job 
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 Mowday (1987: 90) cites two assumptions: (1) “an assumed similarity between the process through which individuals 

evaluate their social relationships and economic transactions in the market” and (2) the emphasis on social comparison 

processes: “information gained through interaction with others is used to determine whether an exchange has been 

advantageous.” 
154

 It is this conceptually very useful threefold distinction that made us decide to use “equity theory” as the conceptual 

framework to describe this form of fatalism, and not the theory of “relative deprivation” (see e.g. Cherkaoui 2001), which 

essentially conceptualises the same phenomenon. 
155

 "Own standards" are here considered as individual needs and as givens, rather than as social constructs. (This is consistent 

with how they are conceived of in the "need" vs. "want" research mentioned in the text). In contrast, the other two potential 

standards (others and “system referents”) are socially defined.  
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experiences. The disparity or congruence between what individuals get from their jobs (their 

situation) and what they want from their jobs (i.e. their standards), has been considered an important 

factor impacting motivation and ultimately performance and productivity (Jurkiewicz and Massey 

1997; Jurkiewicz 2000). The optimal point is thought to be when what an individual wants matches 

with what he gets and "[t]he greater the collective disparity between an employee's 'wants' and 'gets,' 

the greater the possibility for unwarranted absenteeism, turnover, performance problems, 

insubordination, and suppressed productivity" (Jurkiewicz and Massey 1997: 368). The latter are all 

types of behaviour we tend to associate (depending on the concrete circumstances, of course) with 

fatalism.  

Finally, individuals can compare their situation with system referents, i.e. “implicit or explicit 

contractual expectations between an employer and employee” (Mowday 1987: 103). This is of course 

the archetypical example of what was described as fatalism above: constraints that go beyond the 

constraints that could be reasonably expected to go with the membership of the group, i.e. the 

contract. 

 

Consistent with recent developments in research into equity theory, we assume that these standards 

might not only refer to distributive justice (equity in outcomes like pay or satisfaction) but also to 

“procedural justice (fairness of procedures used in an exchange) and interactional justice (whether the 

person is treated with concern and consideration during the exchange)” (Ambrose and Kulik 1999: 

242). Although this seriously expands the original conceptualisation of equity theory, we do keep its 

core assumption that individuals evaluate their own situation by comparing it with one or a 

combination of the three kinds of standards specified above. 

 

Two further clarifications are necessary before we can turn to the empirical research. First, not all 

states of perceived inequity should be considered fatalist. Consistent with the above specification, the 

inequity perceived by a group will be identified as fatalist on three conditions: that they perceive it to 

be fairly strong, that they have the feeling that they cannot do much to reduce the inequity (high-grid) 

and that they feel that it goes beyond the normal constraints they could have expected when they 

entered the organisation (low-group, see above). Second, such a state of inequity should be considered 

as only one particular mechanism shaping the interaction patterns as fatalist. As will be obvious from 

the analysis, there are of course other situations in which inspectors experience high-grid without 

much group.  

 

 

5.2. Job-related factors that shape the interaction patterns 
 

Street-level bureaucrats have very peculiar job-characteristics that distinguish them from the 

archetypical Weberian bureaucrat, and this is definitely the case for the inspectors studied here. In all 

three organisations, the inspectors have some formal discretion, but at least as important is the 

autonomy they have in the daily execution of their jobs. Traditional bureaucratic supervision is 

impossible, as they are most of the time on the road and as they have much freedom in organising and 

planning their work. Equally defining is the fact that the inspectors interact directly with citizens, 

often at the workplace (and sometimes even at the home) of the inspectees. This creates a very 

peculiar context for ethical decision making that "could hardly be farther from the bureaucratic ideal 

of impersonal detachment in decision making" (Lipsky 1980: 9). These three job characteristics 

(discretion, autonomy and interactions with citizens) will be discussed in this paragraph.  
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5.2.1. Degree of formal discretion 

 

This subparagraph is explicitly limited to a discussion of the degree of formal discretion, i.e. the 

discretion to take decisions with an impact upon others that is granted to the inspectors in rules, laws 

or regulations. The actual discretion is a much broader topic that will be further developed below. 

First, many of the other factors also affect the actual discretion of inspectors (e.g. IT-systems, 

management policies, political demands, etc.) and these will be discussed in paragraphs 5.3 and 5.4. 

Second, in some respects the actual discretion of inspectors is often broader than their formal 

discretion because they find ways to expand their discretion in practice. When inspectors do this, this 

is in fact the result of ethical decision making (specifically: applying the Personal Morality standard 

of cell 7) and will be discussed as such in Chapter 7 (see 7.3), where the results of the interviews with 

the inspectors are reported.  

 

Inspectors of all three organisations share a number of basic powers that give them a degree of 

discretion (and autonomy, see below) that is significantly higher than that of most other public 

servants: the competency to enter all relevant premises (with some constitutional restrictions), to do 

all investigations necessary, to demand police assistance, etc. In addition, the inspectors of the RVA 

and the RSZ also share the legally granted formal discretion to judge, in a particular case and based 

on proper reasons, whether they should write a procès-verbal (PV). If they do so, then this is 

automatically sent to the public prosecutor and thus initiates a penal procedure. This discretion is not 

legally granted to the EI-inspectors, but on account of some flexible interpretation of the law by the 

EI-head office, they in effect also have this formal discretion (see Appendix A). Interestingly, this 

formal competency shared by the inspectors in all three organisations means very different things, 

depending upon the organisation. It is almost irrelevant in the RSZ, since RSZ-inspectors almost 

never write PV's and are not stimulated to do so by their management (see 4.3.2.2).
156
 It could be more 

relevant in the RVA where the inspectors write PV's on a regular basis, but there the discretion to 

choose not to write a PV is seriously reduced by all kinds of intra-organisational guidelines. 

Ironically, the EI-inspectors in practice have most discretion to decide not to write a PV, although it 

has a weaker legal basis than in the RVA and the RSZ.  

 

In addition to this discretion in the penal procedure, the inspectors in all three organisations also have 

some degree of discretion in the administrative procedures against inspectees. Again, this discretion is 

by far strongest in the EI, since the EI-inspectors have the formal discretion to take final decisions. 

They can choose among a wide range of administrative instruments (recommendations, exhortations, 

enforcement measures, etc.) when the inspectee (the operator) does not comply with the regulations. 

The RVA-inspector, on the other hand, does not take any final decisions, but he does have the 

competency to suggest a decision in the recommendation he is required to provide to the director of 

the employment office, who takes the final decision. The RSZ-inspectors do not take any final 

decisions and neither are they allowed to give explicit recommendations in the reports they write. 

They are only expected to describe the situation "objectively." Yet, their formal discretion is rather 

situated in the choice they have when they are confronted with transgressions of rules (most 

commonly incorrect declarations and/or incorrect amounts of the RSZ-contributions). They can 

choose to allow the inspectee to regularise his situation within a specified term (fixed by the 

inspector) or they can immediately write a declaration in their official capacity (ambtshalve aangifte), 

thus forcing the inspectee to pay the due amount (added with benefit increases and interests) 

immediately. 

                                                      
156

 Recently, RSZ-inspectors tend to write a bit more PV's than they used to (see Chapter 4), but this still remains very 

limited and drastically less than in the RVA. 
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All three organisations have internal documents and guidelines that specify how this discretion should 

be used. This is done to strengthen uniformity among the inspectors, and of course reduces their 

effective degree of discretion. These documents are least developed in the RSZ and clearly most 

developed and detailed in the EI. Nevertheless, in spite of these documents, the formal discretion of 

the EI-inspectors is still by far the largest among the three organisations.  

 

In grid-group terms, the three organisations can be clearly classified in two groups: RSZ-inspection 

and RVA-inspection on the one hand the EI on the other. 

 

The discretion of the RSZ- and the RVA-inspectors is drastically lower than the discretion of the EI-

inspectors. This low degree of discretion has two dimensions. First, in most cases the RVA- and RSZ-

inspectors' formal discretion is limited to giving a recommendation (in the RSZ even only a 

description), they do not take actual decisions. Second, because they merely provide 

recommendations, there is always a next step in the decision making process; hence there is always 

someone who can control the inspectors' work.  

Thus, the RVA and the RSZ score significantly higher on the grid dimension. Specifically, the intra-

organisational interactions are shaped in a hierarchist direction (high-group), although some scope 

remains for fatalism (low-group). The discretion arrangements are largely hierarchist in the sense 

that they constrain discretion by imposing rules and regulations, but at the same time they do provide 

the assurance that, if the inspectors follow the rules, they will get support (high-group), or at least not 

get into trouble. Nevertheless, there is also an element that has the potential to shape the interaction 

patterns in a fatalist way. This is the fact that the inspectors of both the RVA and the RSZ have no 

control over the final decisions being made about the cases they work on. This is only potentially 

fatalist, however, since it all depends upon how the other factors shape the interaction patterns. If 

there is a good communication between the inspectors and those who take the decisions, where the 

latter clearly take the advice (either the formal recommendation or informal suggestions) of the 

inspectors serious, then the interaction patterns between them are obviously high-group and there is 

not much chance for fatalism. If there is little contact between both sides and the inspectors have the 

feeling that the decisions are taken almost at random, then this bears an importantly fatalist element. 

Not surprisingly, this feeling of fatalism increases with distance. Complaints from the inspectors 

about "random" decision making are lowest in the RVA (where inspector and decision maker are in 

the same unemployment office) and higher in the RSZ (where the decision makers are at the head 

office in Brussels). Complaints in both organisations are highest, however, about the decision making 

in the courts, which are physically and institutionally most distant (see 5.4.5 below).  

The discussion until now only concerned intra-organisational interaction patterns. Yet, the formal 

discretion also affects the extra-organisational interaction patterns, as it defines the scope of 

instruments the inspectors have at their disposal to deal with inspectees. In the RVA and the RSZ, the 

discretion they have largely concerns the use of high-grid instruments: PV's, enforced RSZ-

declarations, etc. As there are no indications that this formal discretion by itself shapes the extra-

organisational interaction patterns in a fatalist direction, this will be identified as hierarchist. In both 

organisations, there is some scope for low-grid interactions with inspectees (issuing warnings or 

allowing the inspectee a term to regularise his situation), but this is very limited. It is lowest in the 

RVA, and a bit stronger in the RSZ, where the hierarchist measure to write PV's is used only very 

rarely and where the scope for the inspector to allow the inspectee some time to regularise his 

situation is somewhat larger than in the RVA.  

 

In comparison with the RVA and the RSZ, the EI is clearly low-grid in its internal interaction patterns 

(as far as discretion is concerned), as the EI-inspectors' discretion is importantly higher. As there are 
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of course still are legal limits on the EI-inspectors discretion, Table 5-1 also still indicates a bit of 

hierarchy. Yet, the emphasis is on the low-grid impact and these data do not allow to specify whether 

this low-grid takes the form of individualism or egalitarianism. Finally, there are also two additional 

elements that push the inspectors somewhat towards fatalism as they increase grid, while being low 

on the group dimension.  

First, the EI-inspectors carry a personal liability for their actions. If their actions would prove 

unlawful or disproportionate (or if they failed to act when it was necessary), they run the risk of being 

held legally responsible and of being ordered to compensate the damage, which can of course come to 

a very high amount, e.g. in the case of an unnecessary company closure. This is particularly 

problematic since there is not a single jurist within the EI and, as several senior interviewees point 

out, there is no proper legal support by the ministry. The inspectors are thus confronted with the threat 

of being under personal legal attack by specialised lawyers without having proper legal support 

themselves. Moreover, the EI-inspectors cannot take an insurance against this risk. The EI-

management has tried to reduce this uncertainty by developing explicit procedures, but not all 

interviewed inspectors were confident that these sufficiently protect against personal subpoenas.
157
 In 

any case, it is obvious that the personal liability (together with the lack of proper legal support) acts as 

an important "brake" on the execution of the discretion (high-grid), while being focussed on the 

individual and not guaranteeing organisational support (low-group).  

Second, the EI head office has a well-developed policy to guide EI-inspectors' actions, thus 

significantly limiting their discretion. Particularly the working groups (which develop the specific 

inspection campaigns) and the elaborate codes and decision trees work to reduce the inspectors' 

discretion. The fatalist aspect to this (see also Appendix A) is that there are some indications that this 

reduction in discretion (high-grid), is not joined by the explicit assurance that full support is 

guaranteed when something goes wrong (low-group).  

The interaction patterns between inspectors and inspectees, the far right column in Table 5-1, are also 

fairly low on grid, as the inspectors have a wide scope of instruments at their disposal, including very 

conciliatory, low-grid ones. Yet, the extra-organisational interaction patterns do still keep a 

considerably hierarchist scope as the EI-inspectors are formally obliged to apply further hierarchist 

instruments if the exhortation was not effective (or if the threat to the environment is immediate).  

 

As explained in Chapter 3 (see 3.3.1), tables like Table 5-1 below provide two pieces of information. 

First, the "+" signs indicate the relative intensity of each interaction type in relation to the other types 

within the same cell. Maximum 5 "+"-signs can be distributed over the interaction types. Second, the 

figure between brackets in the bottom-right corner indicates the relative importance of a factor (i.c. 

"degree of discretion"). This figure can vary from 1 to 5. Because the formal specifications of the 

degree of discretion have an important impact upon the inspectors' interaction patterns, they here 

receive a high relative weight (4). 

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

 Intra-organ.  

 

Extra-organ. Intra-organ.  Extra-organ. Intra-organ.  Extra-organ. 

Discretion Hierarch:++++ 

Fatalism: + 

 

(4) 

Hierarch.:++++ 

Egal/ind:+ 

 

(4) 

Hierarch: +++ 

Fatalism: ++ 

 

(4) 

Hierarch.:+++ 

Egal/ind:++ 

 

(4) 

Egal/ind:++ 

Fat: ++ 

Hierarch:+ 

(4) 

Egal/ind:+++ 

Hierarch: ++ 

 

(4) 

Table 5-1: The impact of the degree of discretion on the interaction patterns of the inspectors 
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 The EI's senior management is nevertheless convinced about the security these procedures provide and notes that the 

personal liability is sometimes used by inspectors as an excuse for not acting. 
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5.2.2. Degree of autonomy 

 

Autonomy refers to independence from direct supervision in the daily execution of the job. It only 

shapes the intra-organisational interaction patterns.  

 

The inspectors in the three organisations share a number of characteristics that provide them with 

considerable autonomy. Most importantly, they are most of the time on the road, thus drastically 

limiting the scope for direct managerial supervision, which is thus in effect limited to infrequent 

meetings at the field office and contentwise control of the files that are completed by the inspector. 

This element of autonomy creates considerable information asymmetry between management and 

inspectors about the daily working life of the latter. A related element is the fact that the inspectors 

have much freedom in organising and planning their work. In practice on an average inspection day, 

they depend more upon the inspectees, with whom they make appointments, than upon their 

management as it concerns their daily work. All these elements shape the intra-organisational 

interaction patterns in a low-grid, low-group direction, thus working towards individualism within 

the organisation.  

 

The way this is actually organised differs from field office to field office in all three organisations. 

Yet, there are some overall differences at organisational level that are worth mentioning here. The 

RVA (Promes, guidelines,...) and the EI (inspection campaigns, codes,...) have a control-system that 

rather steers on the contents of the work and thus mainly limits the inspectors' discretion, while also 

somewhat reducing autonomy. The RSZ-inspection, as it receives most of its work from others, has a 

less-developed system of contentwise guidance but rather emphasises limits on the inspectors' 

autonomy, particularly through a fairly rigid IT-based activity registration system ("Pastin"). The 

emphasis on reducing autonomy is probably also larger in the RSZ because the RSZ-inspectors 

typically work more at home than their RVA- and EI-counterparts. However, in practice, several RSZ-

supervisors allow for more flexibility than the formal activity registration system allows and even if 

they do not, it is not so difficult for the inspectors to "be flexible with rules" and grant themselves 

some flexibility in the organisation of their activities. In sum, although all three organisations succeed 

in limiting the inspectors' autonomy a bit through some hierarchy, the degree of autonomy, which is 

so intrinsic to the job, remains sufficient enough, to shape the interaction patterns in a largely 

individualist way in all three organisations (see Table 5-2). Like the formal degree of discretion, the 

degree of autonomy also has an important impact upon the interaction patterns, hence the high weight-

factor 4. 

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

 Intra-organ.  

 

Extra-organ. Intra-organ.  Extra-organ. Intra-organ.  Extra-organ. 

Autonomy Individualism: 

+++ 

Hierarchy: ++ 

(4) 

 

- 

Individualism: 

+++ 

Hierarchy: ++ 

(4) 

 

- 

Individualism: 

+++ 

Hierarchy: ++ 

(4) 

 

- 

Table 5-2: The impact of the degree of autonomy on the interaction patterns of the inspectors 
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5.2.3. Degree of direct interaction with citizens 

 

In all three organisations, the inspectors frequently interact with citizens, often in the latter's 

workplace and sometimes in their homes. There are some differences between the organisations as to 

the types of inspectees they meet (see Appendix A). The fact that inspectors frequently interact with 

citizens is an important job characteristic but it does not, by itself, shape the interaction in grid-group 

terms. The type of interaction depends upon all other factors, particularly the organisation's demands, 

the regulatory task environment and the inspectees' behaviour (see 5.3 and 5.4).  

 

 RVA RSZ  EI 

Degree of direct 

interaction with 

citizens 

 

- 

5.2.4. Conclusion 

 

The job characteristics (and particularly the degree of autonomy) clearly push the interaction patterns 

lower on the grid dimension, while keeping the degree of group mostly depending upon other factors. 

This low level of grid strongly contrasts with the intrinsically high-grid character of the demands put 

on enforcement officers like our inspectors, both in intra- and extra-organisational interaction 

patterns. Within the organisation, the demands are essentially high-grid, given the fundamental 

democratic requirement that the inspectors be constrained in order to avoid arbitrariness and 

capriciousness and to ensure legality, equity and justice. Interactions between inspectors and 

inspectees are also essentially high-grid as the basic aim of their interaction is the enforcement of 

rules and laws.  

One HR-specialist from the RSZ head office summarises what this tension between low-grid job 

characteristics and high-grid intra- and extra-organisational demands means at the micro-level of the 

individual inspector: “In fact the inspectors are required to combine two opposite skills. On the one 

hand they should be autonomous, take much initiative and be strong, and on the other hand they 

should be strict in the application of rules and procedures.” At macro-level, this tension takes the form 

of an opposition between the job characteristics on the one hand and the other intra- and extra-

organisational factors on the other. The latter, which will be discussed below, can be seen as attempts 

by all kinds of actors (supervisor, management, head office, legislator, politicians, courts, prosecutor, 

the general public,...) to reduce the autonomy and discretion that are inherent in the inspectors' jobs; 

and thus to push the inspectors' interaction patterns higher up on the grid dimension.  
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5.3. Intra-organisational factors that shape the interaction 

patterns 

5.3.1. The context: groups and cleavages 

 

As the following paragraphs will indicate, the intra-organisational interaction patterns in all three 

organisations are to a large extent of the "high-group" type: hierarchist and egalitarian. A crucial first 

step, therefore, is to identify those perceived groups, i.e. to identify their boundaries. This exercise 

was not anticipated in the theoretical framework, but the empirical research revealed that such a 

description is crucial as a background to the description of all the other organisational factors.  

 

If the boundaries between the groups satisfy a number of conditions, they will be considered as 

"organisational cleavages." We introduce this concept as a counterpart for the concept “cleavage” 

(Lipset and Rokkan 1967) as used in political science. Political cleavages “are political divisions 

among citizens rooted in the structure of a given social system” (Fabbrini 2001: 1987). The 

organisational cleavages we consider are of course less deeply rooted in history and society and less 

fundamental to the individual’s identity than their political counterparts. Yet, like their political 

counterparts, we consider organisational cleavages also as structural in nature and as “permanent and 

noncontingent” (Ibid.). Specifically, our definition of “organisational cleavages” is strongly inspired 

by the three-dimensional definition Bartolini and Mair provided of political cleavages (1990): An 

organisational cleavage is (1) empirical in the sense that it has a structural basis in particular group 

boundaries; (2) it is normative in the sense that it provides some kind of collective identity to a group 

within the organisation; and (3) it is behavioural in the sense that it is manifest in the interaction 

patterns within the organisation. In sum, cleavages are seen as group boundaries (see 1) that shape and 

organise both the thoughts (see 2) and the interactions (see 3) of the organisational members. If 

conflict in the organisation arises, it will tend to be around these cleavages. This does not mean, 

however, that the existence of a cleavage in an organisation automatically implies that the 

organisation is torn apart by conflict.
158
 As the following paragraphs will indicate, organisations with 

clear cleavages can still function fairly smoothly. This definition of “organisational cleavage” also 

excludes a number of divisions. Specifically, divisions between individuals (e.g. supervisor vs. 

inspector) or weak divisions that are not important in shaping identities or organising the interactions 

are not considered cleavages. 

 

The analysis in the three organisations exposed some communalities with regard to the structural 

dimension of the cleavages (i.e. the group boundaries). With the exception of one cleavage among the 

EI-inspectors, all cleavages in the three organisations are defined by one or more of the following 

three group boundaries: 

1. The group boundary of physical distance. 

2. The group boundary of street-level bureaucrats (specifically inspectors) vs. management. 

(Lipsky 1980: 18-25). 

3. The group boundary of a separate identity as inspector (vs. non-inspectors). 

 

Specifically, the subparagraphs show how each of the three organisations has the classic "field office 

vs. head office" cleavage that is a combination of the first and the second group boundary: physical 

distance and the street-level bureaucrat vs. management boundary. The typical area of tension then is 

that management (from its head office) aims to control the inspectors. In the following subparagraphs, 
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 Likewise, Page e.g. notes "To explore the degree of differentiation within a bureaucratic system on its own is not to 

suggest that it has an uncontrollable administration, that any form of internal differentiation leads to the sapratic conflicts 

discussed by Weber in the context of Germany and Russia" (Page 1992: 56). 
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this typical cleavage is each time described first, followed by the description of an additional cleavage 

that is more peculiar to the organisation. The discussion of the RVA will be fairly extensive as this 

organisation demonstrates a particular cleavage that focuses on the definition of the inspectors' 

identity itself. Overall, the paragraphs below will merely describe the cleavages. If they have an 

impact, in grid group terms, upon the interaction patterns, then they will be further discussed in the 

subsequent paragraphs.  

 

5.3.1.1. Groups and cleavages in the RVA-inspection 

 

1. Inspectors in the unemployment office vs. staff in the head office 

 

"Head office" here refers to both top management of the RVA and the staff of the units whose task it 

is to guide the inspectors in the field offices: Internal Audit and Guidance, HR, the unit "Disputes", 

etc. (see below). In the RVA, the cleavage between staff in the head office and the inspectors in the 

field offices is not only based on the first
159
 and the second group boundary, but also on the identity-

based boundary "inspector vs. non-inspector." In fact, the tension between the two sides takes the 

form of a conflict over the definition of what the dominant identity (and thus boundary) should be. 

Staff in the head office argue that the inspectors are an integral part of the RVA and that they should 

identify with the RVA, while the inspectors themselves have a tendency to identify themselves as a 

separate group. Many factors affect this identity of the inspectors, pushing them in opposite 

directions.  

 

On the one hand, a number of factors hinder the development of a separate identity for the inspectors. 

Most importantly, the inspectors do not have their own separate hierarchy within the RVA, unlike the 

two other organisations in this study. The inspection is just one of the many field offices within a 

local unemployment office and like the other staff of the unemployment office, the inspectors work 

under the responsibility of the director, who is not an inspector her/himself. Nor are there any 

inspectors in the head office that have hierarchical power over the inspectors. The head office only 

has a number of units that support and guide the inspectors and the directors in their management of 

the inspectors. In addition, as these central units are fairly distinct from each other (see Appendix A), 

they do not act as something like a unified command over the inspectors of the RVA, thus also 

working against a separate identity. These structural constraints help the RVA-management in its 

policy to contest the inspectors' claims to a separate identity with specific prerogatives. Many of the 

largely hierarchist policies from the head office towards the inspectors that will be discussed below 

(most obviously Promes), have this integration of the inspectors as one of their aims. 

 

At the same time, however, an important number of factors stimulate the inspectors to identify 

themselves as a separate group. First and foremost, this identity is based on the job characteristics. 

While all the other staff work inside the office, inspectors are often on the road, where they enjoy 

considerable degrees of autonomy (see above). A number of developments in recent decades 

reinforced this claim of the RVA-inspectors to a separate identity. First, the Labour Law of 1972 (see 

4.2.2.2) provided specific powers to all social inspectors, including those of the RVA, thus 

strengthening their distinctiveness from other staff of the RVA (including their supervisor and 

management at the head office). Similarly, the upgrade of all RVA-inspectors to a higher grade 2+ in 

the mid-nineties also worked to reinforce their claims to a separate and higher status. However, 

probably most influential in strengthening these claims was the Protocol for Cooperation, which was 

signed in 1993 and implied a more intense cooperation with inspectors from other organisations (see 
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 One senior RVA-respondent said to be "fairly fatalistic" in respect to this first boundary: "This goes with the workplace. 

Something that is further away, that one does not know very well, remains strange." 
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4.2.2.2). The members of those other (mainly social) inspectorates became a point of comparison for 

the RVA-inspectors, particularly on many of their material job conditions (mobile phones, laptop 

computers, mileage allowances, etc).
160
 Finally, in 1998, the so-called "monograph" (monografie) was 

introduced. This guideline delineates the tasks of the inspectors from those of administrative staff 

within the unemployment offices and thus reinforces the group boundaries between the inspectors and 

the other staff.
161
 This is somewhat peculiar as those same people who issued this document (i.e. staff 

at head office) also have an explicit policy against a separate identity for the inspectors.  

 

The cleavage between inspectors and staff in the head office recently crystallised in an industrial 

conflict over material support for the inspectors. Specifically, the inspectors demanded the resources 

and compensations that inspectors from other social inspectorates (RSZ, ISW, etc.) receive, e.g. a 

laptop computer, better compensation for work outside the office hours, a wage increase, etc.
162
 The 

rebel-inspectors submitted a package of demands to the minister and threatened with industrial 

action.
163
 At the time of the research, they were waiting for the minister's reaction. Interestingly, these 

demands are explicitly made by the inspectors, and are only partly supported by the trade unions, who 

show much more understanding for the position of the RVA-management (Fedra 2002). Moreover, 

interviews with inspectors reveal that not all inspectors agree with the fairly combative approach of 

the protesters. The RVA-management responded to the protests by referring to changes that have 

already been made and to the financial constraints of the organisation (Fedra 2002). More generally, 

management emphasises that the RVA-inspectors should not compare themselves with social 

inspectors of other organisations, but with the colleagues of their own organisation, the RVA. In sum, 

the rhetoric on the side of the RVA head office is very much that of contestation of "inspection" as the 

dominant group identity of the inspectors, while the inspectors emphasise the distinctive 

characteristics of their job and the comparability with other social inspectors to justify special 

treatment, thus reinforcing their group boundary.  

 

2. Inspectors vs. other staff in the unemployment office 

 

"Other staff" here mainly refers to the administrative staff of the inspection unit as well as the staff of 

other units within the unemployment office, like "Disputed Affairs," who often work on cases 

prepared by the inspectors. This is the local-level counterpart of the above discussed identity-based 

cleavage between inspectors and other RVA-employees. Because of the nature of their work, the 

inspectors clearly have a separate status within the unemployment office. While the other members of 

staff have fixed office hours, the inspectors have much more freedom in the organisation of their job. 

They do meet at the office a few times a week, but most of the time they are on the road. Many 

respondents pointed out how this makes them a separate group from the point of view of both 

themselves and the other staff of the unemployment office. Like on national level, the (interviewed) 

local directors also all have an explicit policy to integrate the inspectors more into the unemployment 

office. For, they argue, the inspectors work on files that are prepared by other units and will be further 

processed by yet other units within the unemployment office. Thus, for a good processing of these 
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 This is not to say however, that the group-boundary moved from the RVA-inspection to "social inspection" in general. 

The other inspectorates act as a point of reference, but the RVA-inspectors still clearly identify themselves as a group, 

distinct from the others. Some of the interviewees criticised the approach of the other inspectors, and interviewees from 

management indicated that the inspectors like to compare themselves with the other inspectorates when it is to their 

advantage, but not when it is to their disadvantage. 
161

 The monograph is currently under review, since inspectors will be required to work more “inside” (rather than on the 

field) to use newly created opportunities to inspect on computerised databases. This makes the classic distinction (inspectors 

do the field work and administrative staff the office work) somewhat obsolete. 
162

 Following the research period, a number of improvements were made to these material conditions. 
163

 A rather senior respondent noted that the protester’s action was “against the routines of the house,” as they went public 

with their demands, rather then first presenting them to the organisation’s management.  
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cases, it is necessary that staff from these different units cooperate closely. Overall, interviews in two 

unemployment offices give the impression that, although this is indeed a mental cleavage, the degree 

of actual tension and conflict around the cleavage in the researched unemployment offices is low.  

The impact these peers of other units have upon the interaction patterns of the inspectors will be 

discussed below under the heading "peers as referents" (5.3.8). 

 

5.3.1.2. Groups and cleavages in the RSZ-inspection 

 

Although this was not extensively researched, a number of interviews revealed that the RSZ as a 

whole is a fairly divisionalised organisation, with little central steering. One interviewee from a 

central unit explained this by referring to the small size of the technostructure (Mintzberg 1983) as 

well as to the leadership-style of the top manager of the RSZ, who is careful not to provoke the heads 

of department. In addition, the interviewee reports, although the inspectors have a somewhat 

particular profile (“they are somewhat like the sales representatives of a commercial organisation”), 

“in fact all departments of the RSZ are somewhat separate, which makes it less obvious that the RSZ-

inspection is a somewhat separate group.” Thus the kind of identity-based tension between inspectors 

and non-inspectors is much less prevalent in the RSZ than in the RVA. 

We now focus on two cleavages within the RSZ-inspection. 

 

1. Inspectors in the field office vs. top-management of the RSZ-inspection 

 

"Top-management" here refers to two persons: the inspector-general (head of the RSZ-inspection as a 

whole) and the inspector-director (head of the Dutch-speaking division). They are supported by a 

number of administrative staff. The heads of the field offices are somewhat halfway the cleavage, 

although, being part of management, they lean towards the head office.  

The cleavage is based on the classic combination of the boundary of physical distance and the 

boundary street-level bureaucrat vs. management. Equally traditionally, the main tension in the 

conflict concerns the attempts by management to control the inspectors. The impact management has 

upon the interaction patterns of the inspectors will be discussed below, under the heading "head office 

and top management as referents" (5.3.3.3). 

 

2. Inspectors in the field offices of the inspection vs. staff of other departments of 

the RSZ (at the head office) 

 

This cleavage is the RSZ-counterpart of the cleavage in the RVA (see above) between the inspection 

unit and the other units within the unemployment office, which prepare and continue on the work 

done by the inspectors. The difference is that, in the RSZ, this tension occurs at national level. The 

other units are in fact other departments, located in Brussels, and structurally standing next to the 

Department of Inspection. Thus, in addition to the inspector vs. non-inspector boundary, there is also 

a physical boundary.
164
 

The impact the members of staff of these other RSZ departments have upon the interaction patterns of 

the RSZ-inspectors will be discussed below under the heading "peers as referents" (5.3.3.3). 
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 Moreover, most of the inspections are done upon request of these other departments, which also further process the cases 

and take the final decisions. Thus, although there is no hierarchical association between the other departments and the 

inspectors, there is also something similar to a street-level bureaucrat vs. management boundary, as the inspectors work in 

order of the other departments. This is more explicit in the RSZ than in the RVA, where the distinction between the decision 

maker (the director) and the other units is clearer. The combination of both thus presents itself less as a monolithic block that 

can exert power over the inspectors than in the RSZ. 
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5.3.1.3. Groups and cleavages in the Environmental Inspection 

 

1. Inspectors in the field office vs. staff in the head office 

 

"Head office" here refers to the inspector-general, his assistant-inspector, the head of the head 

inspection and the eight working group coaches. Again, the heads of the field offices do not 

unambiguously belong to one side, although they lean towards the head office. 

Like in the RVA and the RSZ, this cleavage combines the two classic boundaries: physical distance 

and the street-level bureaucrat vs. management distinction. As above, tensions take the shape of 

management trying to control the inspectors, while the inspectors react that local circumstances are 

very difficult to squeeze in the formats imposed by the head office and the working groups. The 

impact the EI head office has upon the inspectors will be discussed below (5.3.3.3).  

 

2. Cleavage among the EI-inspectors 

 

In contrast with the other inspections, the EI also has a source of conflict within the group of 

inspectors, which is largely a consequence of the inspectors’ different backgrounds. The strength of 

this division seems to differ strongly depending upon field offices. In one researched field office it 

clearly amounted to a defining cleavage, while in the other it remained merely a potential source of 

conflict rather than an actual cleavage. This issue will be further discussed when assessing the impact 

of inspectors upon their own interaction patterns (see 5.3.8.2).  

5.3.2. Formal organisational structure  

 

Most elements of the formal organisational structure were discussed in Chapter 4 and in the 

paragraphs describing the groups and cleavages above. Some additional elements are discussed in 

Appendix A. This paragraph merely summarises all this information and translates it into the grid-

group typology. 

 

In the RVA, the organisational structure shapes the intra-organisational interaction patterns of the 

inspectors in a strongly hierarchist way. Although the overall structure is fairly decentralised, with 

the directors of the unemployment offices having considerable independence, it nevertheless remains 

strongly hierarchist for the inspectors, as there is compelling steering from the head office, while at 

local level, the inspectors work under supervision of the director of the unemployment office and the 

head of the inspection unit.  

 

Although the RSZ decentralised somewhat with the setting up of "regional antennas" it also still is 

very centrally organised and clearly the most centralised of the three inspections studied. A core 

centralising mechanism of the structure are the regular meetings that take place at all levels (see 

Appendix A). Moreover, each supervisor works at the head office in Brussels one day every two 

weeks. There she provides contentwise support to the inspector-director (as there is only 

administrative and contentwise support in Brussels) and, more importantly, checks the assignments 

for her inspectors that come from other departments of the RSZ and distributes them among the 

inspectors. The supervisor then also checks the working files of each inspector (containing the result 

of their previous work), superficially evaluating their performance, and sending a copy of this to the 

inspector and to the inspector-director. Hence, as the inspector-director says: "the RSZ-inspection is 

strongly centralised, thus allowing me to have a fairly objective judgement about all inspectors." In 

sum, the structure of the RSZ is strongly hierarchist. An illustration of this is the fact that one 
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supervisor explicitly mentions (and welcomes) that all communication passes the supervisor-level and 

that there is no direct communication between top management and the inspector.  

 

The EI itself has at its core a traditional hierarchical structure. The inspectors are spread over five 

field offices, each managed by a supervisor or head of field office (diensthoofd), with the whole being 

coordinated from a head office consisting of the inspector-general and a head inspection with a 

supervisor and nine inspectors. This vertical structure is complemented with horizontal "working 

groups" consisting of inspectors from all field offices and managed by "working group coaches" from 

the head office. The fact that the inspectors of the field offices are through these working groups 

structurally involved in decision making adds an egalitarian element to the overall hierarchist 

structure. Yet, this egalitarianism only refers to the structural element and it will be qualified by the 

other factors (particularly “head office and top management as referents”) below.  

One particular characteristic of the EI's formal structure deserves some specific attention here. 

Although all the inspectors in the field offices
165
 largely perform the same tasks, they are formally 

subdivided into two main categories: those with a university degree (or a degree at university level) 

who are grade A public servants (64% or 49), and those with a polytechnic degree (3 years post-

secondary education) who are grade B public servants (36% or 27). In some field offices the latter 

sometimes get to do less complicated inspections,
166
 but that is often not the case and in practice there 

is little difference between the tasks of both categories. The major difference is in the wages, as grade 

A public servants
167
 traditionally earn significantly more than grade B public servants.

168
 This 

situation of "different pay for the same work" regularly returned in the interviews and seems to create 

uneasiness in the organisation, at all levels, including at the top, which does not have the powers to 

change anything about this situation.
169
 There were some indications that this structural element 

shapes the intra-organisational interaction patterns (particularly, of course, of the grade B-inspectors) 

in a fatalist direction. This then is an example of the kind of fatalism-causing inequity that was 

discussed at the outset of this chapter (see 5.1). 

 

Table 5-3 now summarises all this information in grid-group terms. Although the RVA and the RSZ 

differ significantly in their actual structure, in grid-group terms the structure shapes the intra-

organisational interaction patterns of the inspectors in the same way. The EI is also strongly 

hierarchist, but has an egalitarian accent as many inspectors from the field offices are formally 

involved in decision making as participants in the working groups. The "different pay for the same 

work" problem adds a fatalist element to the interaction patterns. 

 

The relative importance of the organisational structure is of course not small, but neither should it be 

exaggerated since it is counterbalanced by the way the other factors and actors actually embody the 

structure; hence a weight factor of 3. 
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 All inspectors at the head office are grade A civil servants. 
166

 Likewise, there is a general principle that only grade A inspectors participate in working groups, but this is not always the 

case either. 
167

 There is also a difference in wage between two categories within grade A, depending on whether the inspectors are 

engineers or not. Yet, this difference is smaller and was less noted. 
168

 Yet, the survey indicated no difference between grade A and grade B inspectors (measured by degree) on any of the 

relevant ethical variables. 
169

 Some grade B inspectors have been promoted to grade A inspectors through exams, and this has solved part of the 

problem. 
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 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

 Intra-organ.  

 

Extra-organ. Intra-organ.  Extra-organ. Intra-organ.  Extra-organ. 

Organisational 

structure 

Hierarchy: 

+++++ 

 

(3) 

 

- 

Hierarchy: 

+++++ 

 

(3) 

 

- 

Hierarch.: +++ 

Egalitarian.: + 

Fatalism: + 

(3) 

 

- 

Table 5-3: The impact of the organisational structure on the interaction patterns of the inspectors 

5.3.3. Staff at the head office and top management as referents 

 

This paragraph assesses the impact of the policies, instruments and behaviour of those at the head 

office who have significant degrees of power over the inspectors. Specifically, this paragraph focuses 

on the main, generic management instruments and on those that do not fit in the other categories 

below (human resources management, ethics management and stress management). 

 

5.3.3.1. RVA-inspection 

 

1. Main actors 

 

• The unit "Internal Audit and Guidance": 

Many policy instruments aimed at the inspectors are developed in this unit (Promes, quality 

control, declaration of intention, etc.). It also organises management audits in the control units of 

the unemployment offices. Although these audits are intended to be done in a positive approach, 

interviews suggest that they are not always experienced as such in the field offices. 

• The unit "Disputes": 

This unit develops most of the codes and guidelines for the inspectors 

• The Social Unit: 

This unit provides collective (e.g. subsidies for meals, insurances, etc.), as well as individual (e.g. 

psychological) support. It also plays a central role in the RVA's aggression policy (see below). 

• Top management: 

The RVA' top manager, Karel Baeck, his adjunct and the change management team clearly 

embody the important reforms in the RVA since the mid-nineties. Baeck is particularly perceived 

to emphasise measurement instruments as the crucial means to manage the organisation in a well-

informed way: "to measure is to know" ("meten is weten"). As for the inspectors, top management 

explicitly endorses the RVA's policy towards more egalitarianism in the interaction patterns 

between inspectors and outsiders (see below). 

 

2. Main projects and instruments 

 

• The RVA's strategic management cycle: 

The RVA has a well-developed strategic management cycle that includes regularly launched 

"central improvement projects." These are projects of change that are typically managed by a 

project group consisting of directors of the unemployment offices together with staff from head 

office. Many of the instruments presented below were initially launched as such projects. In 

addition to these organisation-wide projects, there are also more local "yearly action plans" 

around specific local problems. 

• "Promes" as part of the RVA's overall management information system: 
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The RVA developed, since 1993, a substantial management information system, containing 160 

indicators, specifying terms, volumes and the correct application of the regulations. For most of 

these indicators, norms and objectives are formulated and these are all monitored through a 

system of regular reports. The data are used by management in a "Management Cockpit," a high-

tech board room where all kinds of indicators and data are projected on the walls.  

Originally, there were some output indicators for the RVA-inspection as well, but these turned out 

to have perverse effects, e.g. motivating inspectors to write more PV's. To avoid these, a new 

system was proposed that would not focus on output, but on efforts, thus developing indicators 

that provide an answer to the questions: where was which effort made and what were the quality 

and the volume? Specifically, a choice was made to adopt the measurement system "Promes" 

(Productivity Measurement and Enhancement System), developed by R. Pritchard at Texas 

University. The development and implementation of Promes reflects what can be identified as a 

policy of the RVA-management towards the implementation of new instruments: a fairly high 

degree of involvement from the inspectors (hence egalitarianism) in the development of the 

instrument,
170
 followed by a largely hierarchist, top-down implementation (see Appendix A). 

Since January 2001, all unemployment offices work with Promes, which was at cruising speed at 

the time of the research. Still, the system was one of the most prominent themes in the interviews, 

both with management and with inspectors. For example, when asked about their expectations 

from the inspectors most senior staff explicitly referred to Promes.  

• Quality control: 

As Promes had only one rough indicator of quality, a new quality control system was developed 

in 2002 and launched around the time of the research. The system implies that each month a 

random sample is drawn from the finished files from the previous month. The file is evaluated by 

the director or a head of a unit other than the inspection on the basis of a list of eight indicators, 

mostly focussing on formal aspects (see Appendix A), which are scored on a five-point scale from 

"very bad" to "very good." Every month, each inspector receives an individual, confidential report 

with feedback about his results. 

• Bouillon
171
 project: 

The Bouillon project is intended to signal observations from the field to the policy makers: 

undesirable side-effects or other problems with certain policy measures and proposals to improve 

documents. This is an innovative instrument with a significant egalitarian bias. 

• Company magazine: 

The RVA has two well-designed “company magazines.” “Dixit kader” is a newsletter published 

monthly and is aimed at management, while "Dixit magazine” is aimed at all RVA-staff and 

appears every three months.  

 

3. Overall policy 

 

a)   Towards more external egalitarianism 

 

The policy of the RVA's management is very clearly one of changing the interaction patterns between 

inspectors and inspectees from hierarchy to a hybrid of hierarchy and egalitarianism. The 

interviewees of the head office (top management and management of the units that guide and support 

the inspectors) and the directors typically contrast this evolution towards external egalitarianism with 

                                                      
170

 Management explicitly followed an egalitarian road in the development process to thus strengthen the intended 

motivating effect of the Promes instrument. 
171

 The project is called "Bouillon," since this was the Wallonian municipality where the then Minister of Civil Service Luc 

Van den Bossche gathered his top civil servants and asked them for feedback and suggestions about his reform policy. The 

Bouillon project in the RVA is intended to be equally egalitarian. 
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a gloomy picture of the past where rigid inspectors were hierarchist and mainly "out to get them." 

Some interviewees explicitly acknowledged that this was behaviour stimulated by the then RVA-

management. The new policy now is to shape the interactions between inspectors and citizens in such 

a way that the former apply the laws and the rules strictly, but not excessively and with consideration 

of the consequences. Given the strongly hierarchist history, this implies more emphasis on 

egalitarianism in the interaction with citizens, particularly in three ways.  

First, it implies more emphasis on prevention and on giving information, as exemplified by a 

director's advice to his inspectors “you didn’t lose a working day, if you did not write a PV.” Another 

indicator is the fact that "giving information" is one of the seven products in the newly developed 

performance measurement system Promes. 

Second, the head office has an explicit policy to emphasise the battle against "organised fraud."
172
 

This policy has an external egalitarian bias in the sense that it implies a move away from the RVA-

inspection's traditional focus on catching "the common man" (particularly unemployment 

beneficiaries who break the rules) towards an emphasis on catching serious offenders. Examples of 

this policy are the mentioning of "organised fraud" in the mission statement of the RVA and of the 

RVA-inspectors, the setting up of an anti-fraud unit (antifraudecel), and the relative importance 

attached to fraud in the Promes-indicators. 

The third intended evolution has to do with the form of the message. Through several channels, the 

head office and the directors urge the inspectors to be "client-friendly." One particular indicator of 

this is the fact that Promes gives priority to procedures and activities that are to the advantage of 

unemployed. 

 

b)  Towards more internal egalitarianism? 

 

The management's discourse about the intra-organisational interaction patterns is, at first sight, similar 

to the discourse about the interaction patterns between organisational members and inspectees: an 

espoused evolution from hierarchy to a hybrid of hierarchy and egalitarianism. The main 

difference, however, is that this discourse has much less impact upon the actual interaction patterns, 

as exemplified by the fact that RVA-inspectors report that they either do not perceive such an 

evolution towards internal egalitarianism or perceive it to be only limited. At least two reasons 

account for this limited effect of the "internal egalitarianism policy" on the actual intra-organisational 

interaction patterns. 

First, the group boundaries and mechanisms that constituted and reinforced the cleavage between staff 

in the head office and the inspectors in the field offices are also at work here. Physical distance, a 

separate identity and the traditional tension between street-level bureaucrats and management 

reinforce mutual misunderstanding and make it difficult for management to communicate the message 

that they genuinely intend more egalitarianism.  

This is only part of the explanation however. The actual instruments to increase internal 

egalitarianism, such as the Bouillon-system for reporting flaws in forms or in the regulations, are 

much more modest in ambition than the instruments to stimulate egalitarianism in the interactions 

with inspectees. More generally, the RVA's management seems to be more engaged in its policy 

towards external egalitarianism than its policy towards internal egalitarianism. Although management 

typically allows for a considerable degree of participation in the development process of management 

instruments and although they tend to be used in an egalitarian rhetoric, in reality they often 

strengthen the grid dimension for the inspectors, by adding more prescriptions and constraints. In fact, 

the overall tendency seems to be that management introduces external egalitarianism, through 

internally high-grid instruments. Often this high-grid will take form of hierarchist intra-
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 “Organised fraud” is defined by four elements: an intent to deceive, several parties involved, a structure is put in place, 

and the fraud has a recurring character (RVA 1999). 
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organisational interaction patterns, but it is not unlikely that the push towards more grid ends up in 

fatalist interaction patterns. In terms of the equity theory conceptualisation of fatalism developed 

above, the RVA-inspectors then perceive inequity between their own degree of discretion and some 

"standard(s)" (e.g. their own expectations, the system referents (e.g. shaped by the egalitarian rhetoric 

of management), or perhaps the discretion of inspectors from other organisations).
173
 Ultimately, 

whether the increased high-grid will take the form of hierarchy or fatalism, will to a significant degree 

depend upon local circumstances. If the communication about the quality control system, for example, 

is done openly and if the evaluator shows understanding for the reasons for a low score on a criterion, 

then the instrument will clearly be hierarchist. If however, the system is used in a very rigid fashion, 

without any understanding for specific circumstances or for the fatalist aspects of an ad random 

selection of small samples, then the instrument will work towards fatalism.  

 

A final note is in place about Promes and (the absence of) its individualist effects. Although it might 

look like a performance measurement system, it is definitely different from the archetypical NPM-

type system that is focussed on outputs. It significantly increases constraints upon the inspectors, thus 

shaping the internal interaction patterns towards higher grid. Promes also has a high-group element, 

as the measurement occurs at group-level (the level of the inspection unit within an unemployment 

office).
174
 It is explicitly not intended to be used at individual level, to allow for a flexible task 

division within a local inspection unit. Yet, measurement at the individual level is possible for a 

number of indicators, and there is some evidence that the indicators are sometimes used to compare 

performance. But this is only done to a limited extent and does definitely not amount to the kind of 

individualism one would expect with an NPM-type performance management system. In sum, rather 

than an NPM-type instrument, Promes is another, be it in a modern version, internal hierarchist 

instrument, causing only a very limited degree of individualism. 

 

5.3.3.2. RSZ-inspection 

 

1. Main actors 

 

• Management of the inspection: 

The management of inspection (the inspector-general for the whole inspection and the inspector-

director for the Dutch-speaking division) are hierarchically responsible for the inspectors. There 

are a number of indications about tensions between inspectors and the inspection management 

(see Appendix A). There seems to be a perception among the inspectors that the inspection-

management is very focussed on keeping any problems and grievances within the inspection and 

not revealing them to other senior staff in the RSZ, including the head of the RSZ. 

• Supporting units of the RSZ: 

The RSZ has a number of supporting units that develop policies that are also relevant for the 

inspectors: HR, organisation, etc. 

• Top management of the RSZ: 

Given the size of the organisation, the top management is fairly distant from the inspection, 

although sometimes direct assignments are given. 
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 One senior staff member in an unemployment office reports that all the measurement and control mechanisms 

significantly increased stress among the inspectors and among the other RVA-staff more generally: “These days everything 

has to be correct. Whomever you will interview, everywhere you will note that the stress has increased.” We consider this 

stress as mainly a consequence of fatalism. 
174

 An interviewee from the head office reports that even competition between the field offices is not stimulated by 

management. Although there are reports of some competition at this level. 
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2. Main projects and instruments 

 

• Activity registration system: 

The RSZ-inspectors are required to plan and register their activities in the electronic activity 

registration system "Pastin." All these data can be checked by the supervisor and the inspector-

director. Moreover, the RSZ-inspection management appears to have a strict policy over the way 

in which these activities should be spread over the working days. Unless they have formal 

permission, the inspectors cannot depart from regular office hours. The activity registration 

system allows management to monitor these guidelines. This high-grid aspect should not be 

exaggerated in the practice of daily reality, however. There is, of course, the information 

asymmetry about the whereabouts of inspectors who are often on the road and some of the 

supervisors tend to condone such flexibility. Moreover, this seems to be condoned by some 

supervisors. 

• Management information system: "Orestes" and datawarehouse: 

Partly as a consequence of the upcoming management agreement between the RSZ and the 

government, partly as a consequence of pressure from central units, some new, more centralised 

instruments have been developed in recent years. Two are particularly relevant, and together they 

amount to what can be called a management information system. First, in 1999, a system 

("Orestes") was developed that included standards and measures about particular “products” of 

the RSZ (in the inspection these products were types of investigations). These data are used to 

calculate how much financial and human resources are necessary to implement the management 

plan. Second, the RSZ also introduced a datawarehouse-system, which includes much information 

about the performance of staff and departments. Interestingly, there is a clear agreement at the 

level of the RSZ as a whole that the observations from these systems will not be used to evaluate 

individual RSZ-staff. 

• Checklists and templates: 

The RSZ-inspection has developed a number of templates for hearings and checklists for 

frequently recurring inspections, containing the items that should typically be mentioned in a 

report.  

 

3. Overall policy  

 

The management of the RSZ-inspection does not have the kind of developed and planned inspection 

policy, the RVA-inspection-and the EI have. Two reasons can account for this. First, unlike the RVA 

and the EI, the RSZ inspection management does not have any contentwise supporting staff at the 

head office, but only a team of administrative staff and some support from the supervisors. Second, 

there is less need for this kind of guidance, since the vast majority of the work of the RSZ-inspectors 

is done in implementation of assignments from other departments of the RSZ's head office (or in 

implementation of the Protocol of Cooperation with other inspections). These tasks simply need to be 

done, whatever the policy of the RSZ-inspection would be. The RSZ-inspection's policy is thus 

limited to providing checklists to make sure that the necessary information is provided to the other 

units.  

Yet, albeit not through an explicit policy, the head office shapes the inspectors' interaction patterns in 

a high-grid way. At the core is a typically bureaucratic way of interacting with extensive 

procedures,
175
 e.g. with the assignments for the inspectors passing via the administrative staff of the 

inspection, and being distributed by the supervisor. In addition to this bureaucratic core, there are two 

other ways in which the head office shapes the inspectors' interaction patterns. 
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 For example, in a stress survey, a large majority of the RSZ-inspectors identified as a stress-causing factor: "too much 

bureaucracy, too much documents and procedures to bring a file to an end" (Aerts 1996). 
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First, there are the three above-mentioned instruments through which the inspection management can 

control the inspectors: Pastin, Orestes and the datawarehouse system. As control instruments, they 

essentially take a hierarchist form, but there are some indications that they might also tend to shape 

the interaction patterns towards fatalism. In addition to their other informative purposes, these three 

instruments also provide information about individual inspectors (e.g. how many of their files still are 

outstanding), which can be retrieved by supervisors and the inspection's top management. Together 

with the data from the activity registration system, this amounts to an impressive amount of 

information, which allows management to extensively monitor the progress of the work of individual 

inspectors. An important difference with the RVA and the EI is that management is less clear to its 

inspectors about how this electronic information is used. The official policy (shared by the head of the 

inspection and the interviewed supervisors) is that it is not used for individual appraisal, unless people 

are really underperforming. About the activity registration system, e.g., the inspector-director says: "If 

an inspector for example only completed a small amount of files or produces files of low quality, then 

it is logical to have a look at his activity sheet."
176
 Yet, there are indications that some supervisors use 

these and other data systematically to monitor the performance of their inspectors. This, of course, is 

an ambiguous policy and that creates some uneasiness among some inspectors.
177
 Hence, applying a 

measurement system without explicitly using it as a performance measurement system, and thus being 

obscure about how it is used, carries a potentially fatalist element. Whether it will be experienced as 

such, depends upon individual characteristics, as several inspectors report that they are indifferent to 

what management does with these figures. 

 

The second way is related to the RSZ's core task: to collect RSZ-contributions and redistribute them 

over the social security institutions. This basic aim guides all the actors in the RSZ's head office 

towards an emphasis on collecting the money. The management's message towards the inspectors 

seems to be twofold. The core of the message is, like in the RVA and the EI, that the inspectors 

should interact with the inspectees in a hierarchist way: they should prevent and punish breaches of 

the law. In addition to this, however, it is emphasised that inspectors should aim at collecting the 

amount that is due by the inspectee.
178
 There is evidence that this message shapes the interaction 

patterns between inspectors and inspectees somewhat in a low-grid direction: inspectors get some 

discretion (see above) to grant the inspectee a term within which he should regularise the situation. 

This low-grid is a hybrid of individualism and egalitarianism, but the emphasis seems to be on 

individualism. The inspectors are expected to use their discretion in a pragmatic way that is mainly 

aimed at obtaining the due amount of money, rather than at strictly hierarchically punishing the 

inspectee, as is the (perceived) case in the RVA. This is also exemplified by the fact that the RSZ 

management prefers the civil over the penal procedure, as the former is financially much more 

effective. Likewise, the emphasis on the preventive task of the inspectors also has this somewhat 

pragmatic, individualist undertone. An interviewee from the head office e.g. notes, when contrasting 

RSZ-inspectors with RVA-inspectors (underscore added):  
"We think that inspectors do a very good job when they help the employer with completing documents 

and the like, in order for them to pay their contributions. Note that I did not say that we are never 

repressive. But we do emphasise the rectification of wrong decisions, advice, etc. People who work at the 

RVA sometimes ask to be transferred to the RSZ, exactly for this reason." 
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 The main basis for evaluation is said to be the quality of the inspectors' work. This is assessed every fortnight by the 

supervisor when he controls his inspectors' personal file at the head office. 
177

 One inspector even indicated this uncertainty as an element that contributed to the paranoia of his/her colleague, which 

eventually lead that colleague into long-term sick leave and psychiatric treatment. Yet, a senior respondent notes that the 

ambiguous performance management policy is only one among many factors (e.g. serious consequences of decisions for 

inspectees, aggression, needed self-discipline) that make the job psychologically sometimes very difficult. 
178

 Some inspectors note that this pressure to collect money has somewhat increased in recent years as a consequence of the 

management agreement between the RSZ and government. 
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5.3.3.3. Environmental Inspection 

 

1. Main actors 

 

• Inspectors of the head inspection: 

As working group coaches and as authors of many other instruments (e.g. the codes and 

guidelines) the inspectors of the head inspection have a very important impact upon the work of 

the EI-inspectors, although they are formally at the same level.  

• Head of the head inspection: 

As supervisor of the working group coaches, the head of the head inspection is one of the main 

initiators and supporters of the policies described below. He is also perceived in this way and 

interviewees tend to take the head of the head inspection and his supervisor, the head of the EI, 

together as the main representatives of this policy. 

• Head of the EI (inspector-general): 

A recurrent discourse among a fairly large group of inspectors (also confirmed by more senior 

staff) is that the head of the EI is very ambitious and that all management instruments ultimately 

serve his ambitions and interests. 

• Other units of the Department (LIN) and of the Ministry of the Flemish Community: 

Other units of the Department and of the Ministry provide support to the EI in matters like HR, 

financial management, etc. Particularly interesting is the fact that yet other units within the 

Department or Ministry are sometimes inspectees themselves. Sometimes EI-inspectors e.g. need 

to write a PV against colleagues from the same department who are responsible for infrastructure 

or dredging. Not unsurprisingly, this causes tensions with those other units. 

 

2. Main projects and instruments 

 

• The "descriptive map" (Staalkaart): 

This "map" is intended as an identity card of the EI. As a "picture" of the present situation, the 

map delivers information to improve the functioning of the EI. 

• EFQM-self evaluation: 

The EI used the EFQM (European Foundation for Quality Management)-model of quality 

management to organise a self-evaluation in November 2000, under the guidance of an external 

consultant. The EI then developed an improvement project, which mainly consisted of developing 

a quality handbook for the process "inspecting and taking measures." 

• The quality handbook for the process "inspecting and taking measures": 

This handbook consists of decision trees (first developed in 1994, and later adapted) that describe 

the steps to be taken and the enforcement instruments to be applied in a booklet "enforcement 

instruments" (Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2000c), as well as two "codes of good practice" with 

guidelines about how the main instruments (the PV and the administrative enforcement 

instruments) should be used (Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2000b; Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2000a). 

• Working group system: 

This structural element also deserves a place among the instruments, as it is crucial to the head 

office’s policy to impose external hierarchy. The working groups have a clearly internal 

egalitarian aspect, as they allow inspectors to call attention to problems with environmental 

regulation and ask for advice and support from colleagues. This is taken into account above (see 

5.3.2). Yet, the interviews with inspectors as well as a survey (Bronselaer 1999: 110, see 

Appendix) indicate that the working groups are in reality often experienced as shaping the 

interaction patterns in a high-grid way. 
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• Environmental Inspection Plan: 

The EI-plan was developed for the first time in 1997. Initially, it only contained the specific 

enforcement campaigns that are coordinated by the working groups, but since the plan of 2001, it 

also contains the intentions for routine-inspections. Time measurement for all these plans is based 

on a time registration that was done in 1998. Both the outline of the plans and the rationale for it 

are clearly hierarchist (see Appendix A), although in recent years a slightly egalitarian touch is 

given to the process by not only involving management, but also a limited number of inspectors in 

the development of the plan.  

• File monitoring system (Dosieropvolgingssysteem, DOS): 

This database, introduced in the beginning of 1998 contains the data of inspected companies as 

well as much information about the inspections and the subsequent administrative steps 

(warnings, exhortations, enforcement measures, etc.). Its data are an important input for the 

annual Environmental Inspection Plan (see above). The system is also used at micro-level, to 

monitor the activities of individual inspectors. In this capacity, it has both a high-grid and an 

individualist impact upon the inspectors’ interaction patterns (see Appendix A). Yet, the 

individualist impact of the fact that management knows these data will be considered when 

discussing instruments of HRM (see 5.3.5).  

  

3. Overall policy: imposing external hierarchy through internal hierarchy 

 

The "head office" in the EI consists of the nine inspectors of the head inspection, their supervisor, and 

the inspector-general. Most obvious is their policy towards more hierarchy in the interactions between 

inspectors and inspectees.
179
 This causes an important degree of tension with the inspectors, as the 

latter tend to have a more egalitarian approach towards the inspectees. The working group coaches 

note for example that, with very few exceptions, they are usually more strict than the inspectors: “You 

could see it as a Gauss-curve: our mean is somewhat closer to the strict side. Perhaps you could say 

we somewhat exaggerate to pull them more towards the strict side.” Although all parties report that 

this policy is still very prevalent at the time of the research, there is some evolution in recent years. 

For example, while in the first 7, 8 years of the EI, the policy was that all breaches of rules should be 

followed by a PV; this policy has been relaxed recently. Similarly, the working group coaches note 

that top management’s attention used to be focused on quantity (of PV’s e.g.) and now it is more 

focussed on quality.  

This external hierarchist policy is imposed by means of a host of internally hierarchist instruments, of 

which most are developed by inspectors at the head office and by the working groups as part of the 

larger planning process.
180
 Thus, the system of working groups that has an egalitarian aspect from a 

purely structural point of view (see 5.3.2) has in actual fact a constraining and high-grid effect upon 

the inspectors' interactions. The interviews, as well as a survey among 46 inspectors (Bronselaer 

1999: 110-112), indicate that the working groups are indeed often experienced as high-grid. The File 
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 An alternative position could be that the EI’s management’s position is in fact egalitarian, as their policy is strongly 

focussed on protecting the environment and is thus based on an image of the environment as a very fragile place (“nature 

ephemeral”), which is the image grid-group theorists associate with egalitarianism (see e.g.Schwarz and Thompson 1990). 

This position is not taken for two reasons. First, although the “theory of value” of the EI’s management might be egalitarian, 

their “theory of agency” (Goodin 1995) clearly is hierarchist: the way in which the EI’s management intends to achieve its 

goals is strongly guided by rules and procedures and is thus understood by the inspectors. Second, the present 

operationalisation of the grid-group typology focuses on the “micro-level” interactions between inspectors and the 

inspectees, rather than on macro-level worldviews of nature, and the EI management clearly steers the former in the direction 

of more hierarchy. 
180

 Although this policy is obvious, it would be too simplistic to see the head office as a monolithic block. There are 

indications that not all working group coaches are equally hierarchist in their interactions with inspectors. Similarly, a focus 

group discussion with the working group coaches gives the impression (albeit not explicitly acknowledged) that the EI’s top 

management (the inspector-general and the head of the head inspection) is more hierarchist than themselves. 
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Monitoring System also has an important hierarchist impact in the sense that it significantly increases 

management’s scope for monitoring and thus controlling the inspectors’ activities. The heads of the 

field offices can check all kinds of data at the level of the individual inspector (number of 

exhortations, number of inspections, etc.); the head of the EI assesses the same data, but at the level of 

the field offices; and the working group coaches report that they also “make an outprint of the results 

now and then, as part of the monitoring of a project.” 

 

At least four (categories of) reasons can account for the head office’s policy to impose external 

hierarchy, by means of internal hierarchist instruments. First, members of staff from the head office 

motivate this hierarchist policy on grounds of fairness and uniformity. As the EI consists of a number 

of inspectors coming from different organisations, there was not much uniformity when the EI was 

first set up in 1991. Members of staff at the head office still perceive lack of uniformity on the field, 

consider this as unfair, and propose their hierarchist approach as the solution. A working group coach 

notes, for example, that checklists help to avoid “issue-blindness” by the inspectors: if it is on the 

checklist, then it is difficult for the inspector to argue that he overlooked it. Also to increase 

uniformity are the coordinated inspections. These intend to cover all companies within one sector in 

order to avoid unfair competition. The working group coaches note that the advantages of such an 

approach are easier to see from the macro-perspective in Brussels than from the micro-perspective of 

the individual inspector.
181
 Second, the complexity of environmental legislation, an issue that returned 

in many interviews also necessitates guidance: “Sometimes, inspectors only see one case of a 

particular type.” A third, more implicit reason is in fact a consequence of two facts. On the one hand, 

members of staff at the head office (and particularly top management) are very ambitious and strongly 

focussed on making the EI into a prestigious organisation, thus aiming to avoid any possible negative 

publicity. On the other hand, the EI operates in a context full of risk where, at any moment, an 

accident (e.g. a food scandal) might happen, for which the EI could be held responsible. The 

combination of this strong sensitivity to bad publicity and a volatile, risky environment stimulates a 

low-risk hierarchist attitude towards inspectees. By writing a PV “the umbrella is opened,” the 

problem is on someone else’s desk and the inspector (and together with him the whole EI) is covered 

against potential accusations that he did not do anything. The interviewed field office supervisors also 

explicitly referred to this as the reason for a hierarchist policy towards inspectees (see below). Finally, 

the working group coaches themselves note that their hierarchist bias might perhaps be due to the fact 

that they deal with all the heavy cases, which are forwarded to them. By daily dealing with serious 

offences with serious implications, they might tend more towards hierarchy then the inspector on the 

field who meets all kinds of people and all kinds of breaches of rules.  

 

This overall hierarchist bias is complemented with two additional biases.  

 

First, the high-grid internal policy does not always take the form of internal hierarchy. It sometimes 

has a tendency to shape the intra-organisational interaction patterns of the inspectors in a fatalist 

direction. One rather senior respondent, for example, noted that more freedom for the inspectors 

would also give them some more job satisfaction. The inspectors, he argues, not always see the 

coordinated actions as useful and it is important for them to still have some discretionary space left. 

"This is particularly so, because several inspectors really work here with particular interest in and 

enthusiasm about the environment, as exemplified by their educational background."  
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 A working group coach provides another example of this macro vs. micro difference. One of the coordinated actions 

concerned the inspection of products that can harm the ozone layer (particularly CFK’s). It turned out difficult to motivate 

the individual inspectors to actually do these inspections that often concern very small quantities, “while in developing 

countries, the CFK’s are, in a manner of speaking, directly blown into the air in large quantities.” “But, of course, this is the 

law of the numbers: many a little makes a mickle. (…) The crucial question is how to make a global problem important at the 

level of the individual EI-inspector.”  



  

 179 

 

Second, the head office explicitly combines the hierarchist instruments with egalitarian instruments, 

albeit to a limited extent. This is most explicit for intra-organisational interaction patterns. Apart from 

the fact that the working groups are composed of street-level inspectors (an egalitarian element that 

was already taken into account when discussing the structure), the inspectors are also involved in the 

development of the strategic plan. The head of the head inspection explicitly mentions that the 

communication channels within the EI are very short and that every inspector can immediately contact 

him or the inspector-general for any concerns about a particular case or about more general issues. He 

complains that the inspectors do not sufficiently use these channels.
182
 Inspectors and management of 

the head office also go out on the road themselves to do inspections. The head of the head inspection 

presents this as an egalitarian instrument, but some interviewees rather see this as hierarchist, as a 

way for management to control the work of the street-level inspectors. Finally, the head of the head 

inspection notes that inspectors are allowed to depart from the guidelines imposed by the working 

groups, when they have proper reasons for it and when they do this in consultation with the head 

office. Yet, the interviews with the inspectors suggest that this is done very infrequently.  

 

Finally, it is useful to note that the EI's head office is not focussed on budgetary constraints, rather the 

opposite. The most prominent example of this is the policy that the assigned budget for sample-taking 

and -testing should be finished every year. Senior management uses the amount of budget spent as a 

measure to monitor progress in the implementation of its inspection plan.  

 

5.3.3.4. Summary 

 

The policy of the RVA’s head office shapes the intra-organisational interaction patterns largely in a 

high-grid way. This is mostly hierarchist, but there is some evidence that all the constraints and 

controls also shape the interaction patterns towards some fatalism. As the inspectors are involved in 

the preparation of some instruments and as a few egalitarian instruments have been introduced, Table 

5-4 also reports some egalitarianism. The head office’s policy with respect to the interaction patterns 

with citizens has a strongly egalitarian accent, while still keeping a fair degree of hierarchy, which is 

unavoidable in an enforcement agency. 

The intra-organisational interaction patterns within the RSZ are largely hierarchist, both in daily 

practice and due to a number of specific instruments, such as the activity registration. This is 

complemented with some internal fatalism: the fact that measurement systems are in use, while it is 

not clear to what extent and in which way the data are used to evaluate staff. The extra-organisational 

interaction patterns are hierarchist, but there is a significant degree of low-grid (and particularly 

individualism), as a consequence of the fact that RSZ-management is mainly focussed on acquiring 

the due amounts, rather than on simply punishing the inspectees. 

In the EI, staff at the head office and top management shape the intra-organisational interaction 

patterns in a clearly high-grid way. Most of the time this takes the hierarchist form, but there are some 

indications that this sometimes ends up in some fatalist interaction patterns for the inspectors. There 

are also a few modest attempts at internal egalitarianism. The EI’s policy towards interactions 

between inspectors and inspectees is unambiguously hierarchist. 
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 The inspectors, he says, complain about inapplicable regulations without constructively proposing alternatives "although 

the ministerial cabinet really takes our advice into consideration." Neither do they use the opportunity to formulate proposals 

about the kinds of inspection campaigns that could be done in the coming period. "The inspectors' reaction seems to be: you 

can ask what you want; if only it is associated with inspection. In a sense, I can understand them. It is not a habit for them 

and they have a tight time schedule. The conceptual way of thinking we have here in Brussels does not seem to be their cup 

of tea. We do see that reflex among those inspectors who are members of the working groups. We have reached them. We 

have not sufficiently reached the other inspectors." Interestingly, the survey analysis (see Chapter 6) does not confirm this 

assumed difference between working group members and other inspectors. 
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Head office and top management's role as referents are crucial and hence their impact upon the 

interaction patterns receives the highest weight-factor (5).  

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

 Intra-org. 

int. patterns 

Extra-org 

int. patterns 

Intra-org. int. 

Patterns 

Extra-org 

int. patterns 

Intra-org. 

int. patterns 

Extra-org int. 

patterns 

Head office 

and top 

management 

Hierarch.+++ 

Fat.: + 

Egal.: + 

 (5) 

Hierarch.:+++ 

Egal.: ++ 

 

(5) 

Hierarch.:++++ 

Fatal.: + 

 

(5) 

Hierarch.:++ 

Ind: ++ 

Egal.:+ 

(5) 

Hierarch.+++ 

Fat.: + 

Egal.: + 

(5) 

Hierarch.:+++++ 

 

 

(5) 

Table 5-4: The impact of staff of the head office and top management upon the interaction patterns of the 

inspectors 

5.3.4. Supervisors as referents 

 

Interviews in all organisations suggested significant differences among the field offices and among 

the management styles of the individual supervisors, particularly in the RSZ and the EI. That is why 

this discussion is limited to a "rough average" at organisational level of how, according to the 

interviewees, supervisors shape the inspectors' interaction patterns. Some more attention to the 

differences between the supervisors will be given in Chapter 7 (see 7.1.1). 

 

RVA-inspectors in fact have two supervisors.  

First, the director of the unemployment office clearly is the hierarchical supervisor of the inspectors. 

The directors have a fairly high degree of formal discretion in their sanctioning policy and most of 

them also use this. As for their impact upon the inspectors' interaction patterns, the indications are that 

they shape the intra-organisational interactions in a largely hierarchist way. There were also a few 

indications (albeit not in the studied field offices) of some fatalist impact by the director. Some 

interviewees referred to other offices where this would be the case, and a survey among the 

inspectors
183
 indicated that the latter experienced problems in communicating with their direct 

supervisor. As for the interaction patterns between inspectors and inspectees, the three interviewed 

directors all followed the line of the RVA's head office: they expect the interactions to be essentially 

hierarchist, but with much more egalitarianism than in the past. 

Second, in most unemployment offices, the inspection also has a head. Yet, in the three researched 

offices his position was more to coordinate and support the work of inspectors than to supervise in a 

hierarchical way. This system of "supporting heads of unit" adds some egalitarianism to the internal 

interaction patterns. Interestingly, one senior respondent notes that these egalitarian interactions at 

local level are in fact a consequence of Promes and the well-developed policy at central level. The 

fact that the head office explicitly (and in a rather high-grid way) formulates what it desires, allows 

the local head of the inspection to limit his role to coordinating and ensuring that these goals (as 

communicated and measured through Promes) are accomplished, rather than having to develop and 

enforce his own explicit inspection policy. In sum, the high-grid aspects of head office's central policy 

enable a fairly high degree of egalitarianism at local level. 

 

Supervisors in the RSZ have the competencies of an inspector themselves and manage about 5 to 10 

inspectors. A survey among the inspectors in the RSZ (Aerts 1996) did not indicate much 
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 This was a satisfaction survey (“CAF7”) among all RVA staff, organised by the RVA in cooperation with the private 

consulting firm ICMA International. This particular result (about the relationship between inspectors and their supervisors) 

was not published, but was reported in an interview. 
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discontentment among the inspectors about interactions with their immediate supervisors and 

management more generally. Although not excellent, the fairly positive evaluations in this survey 

clearly differ from the results of (albeit different) surveys in the RVA and the EI. The impact of the 

supervisors on the inspectors’ interaction patterns differs, depending upon the field office. There are 

some reports of a few supervisors that are very high-grid, but the two supervisors in the studied field 

offices seemed to combine an essentially hierarchist interaction pattern with a considerable degree of 

egalitarianism towards the inspectors. Their policy towards interaction patterns with inspectees was 

consistent with the policy of the head office: hierarchy with a considerable degree of individualism 

(see above). 

 

Supervisors in the EI manage a field office, consisting of administrative staff and inspectors. Their 

impact upon the inspectors' interaction patterns tends to be in line with the impact of the head office: 

they tend to shape both intra- and extra-organisational interaction patterns in a high-grid way, often 

taking the form of hierarchy. Both interviewed supervisors explicitly motivate their policy towards 

external hierarchy on the grounds of risk-avoidance. Particularly, they say they want to avoid 

reprimands of EI's top management as well as potential criticism from the press that the EI has done 

nothing to prevent some undesirable situation: “If the press asks for an explanation and you already 

wrote a PV, then you opened your umbrella.” Yet, there are several indicators that the relationship 

between inspectors and their supervisor is problematic and sometimes tends towards fatalism. This is 

suggested by the responses in two surveys among the EI inspectors (see Appendix A), which suggest 

that supervisors tend to create a low-group environment for their inspectors. An additional fatalist 

element is the fact that several supervisors do not tend to co-sign exhortations and sanctions imposed 

by their own inspectors, in spite of the fact that an internal code prescribe them to do so. This is 

particularly relevant given the personal liability of EI-inspectors for their decisions.  

 

It is somewhat difficult to determine the relative weight-factor of "supervisors as referents" at this 

organisational level. Supervisors clearly are among the most important factors shaping the inspectors' 

interaction patterns, but given the differences among the supervisors within an organisation, the 

supervisors' impact in different field offices sometimes offset each other at organisational level, thus 

reducing the overall organisation-level impact of "supervisors as referents." Moreover, as it is only 

measured in a limited number of field offices, we simply do not get a complete picture of this factor at 

organisational level and the description of it should therefore be treated with caution. For these two 

reasons, the relative weight of this factor is assessed relatively low (3).  

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

 Intra-org. int. 

patterns 

Extra-org int. 

patterns 

Intra-org. int. 

patterns 

Extra-org int. 

patterns 

Intra-org. int. 

patterns 

Extra-org 

int. patterns 

Supervisor Hierarch.:+++ 

Fatal.: + 

Egal: + 

(3) 

Hierarch.:+++ 

Egal.: ++ 

 

(3) 

Hierarch.:+++ 

Egal: ++ 

 

(3) 

Hierarch.:+++ 

Ind: ++ 

 

(3) 

Hierarch.:++++ 

Fat: + 

 

(3) 

Hierarch.: 

+++++ 

 

(3) 

Table 5-5: The impact of supervisors upon the interaction patterns of the inspectors 
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5.3.5. Instruments of human resources management 

 

The HRM-instruments are presented cross-organisationally. The emphasis will be on the EI as it has 

developed a personnel appraisal system, which amounts to something like a performance management 

system and has an important impact upon the interaction patterns. 

 

5.3.5.1. Recruitment, professional socialisation and internal mobility  

 

1. Recruitment and selection 

 

Recruitment of new inspectors has been limited in all three organisations in recent years. The RVA 

organised a recruitment-exam in the year 2000 to fill about 30 posts of inspectors, but this was mainly 

to allow inspectors who worked on a contract to acquire the status of statutory public servant.
184
 It did 

not lead to a significant influx of new inspectors. In 1999, the Dutch RSZ-inspection hired four 

supervisors (inspecteurs) and 18 inspectors (controleurs). The EI hired a few new inspectors in 2001. 

 

2. Professional socialisation 

 

The RVA, the RSZ and the Department LIN all have a generic introduction programme for 

newcomers, including inspectors. The RVA-inspection and the RSZ-inspection complement this with 

a particular introduction for new inspectors, which for both organisations includes some practical 

training in ethics, typically associated with training in communication skills, conflict management and 

the like. The introduction in the EI itself focuses on training on the job, rather than on traditional 

training sessions. In all three organisations, newcomers work during a certain period as an intern 

before they are actually appointed as statutory inspectors. 

In addition to the newcomer introduction, all three organisations also have a fairly extensive training 

programme for all inspectors, providing technical training as well as training in other aspects, such as 

dealing with conflicts and aggression, communication skills, etc.  

 

3. Internal mobility 

 

The inspectors' opportunities for internal mobility in the RSZ are "almost non-existent," as indicated 

by an interviewee from the RSZ's central HR-unit: "Inspectors have no escape-route when they burned 

out. (...) This is of course a problem from a HR perspective." This closed career path shapes the 

inspectors' environment in a somewhat fatalist direction. There even was one case (in the French-

speaking inspection of the RSZ) where an inspector deliberately provoked a disciplinary sanction in 

the form of a demotion to get back to his previous job.  

This problem seems to be less important in the RVA and the EI. The RVA-inspectors do have fairly 

limited opportunities to move on to other positions, but in accordance with their tendency to develop a 

separate identity as inspectors (see above), they tend not to be interested in those other "office-jobs." 

EI-inspectors can fairly easily change jobs within the Ministry. Yet, only a few inspectors have 

actually done this ("1 each year, at most" as pointed out by a senior respondent). 
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 Non-RVA-inspectors were also allowed to participate in the exam and by no means disadvantaged, but it is obvious that 

already being an RVA-inspector gives a significant advantage in doing the exam. 
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5.3.5.2. Job-description and appraisal system 

 

1. RVA-inspection and RSZ-inspection 

 

The RVA and the RSZ are both currently developing systems of personnel appraisal
185
 and 

competence management, using job-descriptions and competence profiles (see Appendix A). Yet, 

these have not been introduced yet, and have therefore no significant impact upon the inspectors' 

interaction patterns. The RVA had, for years, a traditional hierarchical appraisal system, but this has 

only a very limited impact upon the inspectors' interaction patterns at the time of the research
186
 given 

its low profile while the new system is being developed. The RSZ has introduced a new appraisal 

system in 1997. It was intended to initiate a recurring cycle, but this never happened because it was 

too time-consuming. The cycle has been followed once. The appraisal was based on a job-description 

and the procedure implied a number of guidance-meetings between the inspector and the evaluator 

before the actual final appraisal. About 95% of the RSZ-staff was evaluated "very good." 

Interestingly, one inspector reported that the announcement of this appraisal system created unrest and 

individualism in his field office, because of the misunderstanding that the system would only allow a 

limited number of people to get a good score, thus putting the inspectors in direct competition with 

each other. This unrest and competition disappeared once the appraisal was finished and it turned out 

that most inspectors got a good evaluation. Thus, somewhat by mistake, the appraisal system created 

some individualism for some time, but it did not really affect the interaction patterns during the time 

of our study (which was roughly three years after this appraisal cycle). 

 

2. Environmental inspection 

 

The EI's HR-policy is strongly embedded in that of the Ministry of the Flemish Community and its 

appraisal system is more developed than that of the other two.  

 

First, it has job-descriptions for its different function groups.
187 

The job-description specifies a 

number of result areas as well as "function criteria," among which technical and personal 

competencies. Yet, the importance of this job-description should not be overestimated, as not any 

inspector made reference to it in the interviews. Nevertheless, the behaviour-indicators do give some 

idea of the management's expectations and, again, they indicate the policy to shape the interaction 

between inspectors and inspectees in a hierarchist way (see Appendix A).  

 

Second, and much more importantly, the EI adopted the Ministry's well-developed personnel appraisal 

system, which consists of the five-step PLOEG cycle (Planning, Leiding geven, Opvolgen en 

Ondersteunen, Evalueren en Gewaardeerd worden).
188
 At the end of such a cycle, the supervisor 

evaluates the co-worker in an appraisal-interview (evaluatiegesprek). Data from the File Monitoring 

System (see above) are considered an important source of information during this appraisal. Thus, the 

combination of the File Monitoring System and the personnel appraisal system, amount to something 

not too far away from a genuine performance management system. Yet, all respondents from 

management emphasised that they interpret quantitative data from the monitoring system with care 

and in combination with qualitative data, for example to identify manipulation of the monitoring 

system (e.g. inspectors who split up files in order to increase their number of PV’s) or to take into 
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 In fact, the RVA’s HR-department has the explicit policy to introduce the new system as a “communication-cycle” or a 

“functioning-cycle” not an “evaluation-cycle” with consequences for remuneration or career. 
186

 A negative report tends to be used as an alternative for the lighter disciplinary sanctions (see Appendix A). 
187

 These function groups are: head of the head inspection, head of field office, inspector and working group coach, inspector 

and working group member, inspector. 
188

 Planning, managing, monitoring and supporting, evaluating and being appreciated. 
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consideration personal reasons for lower performance (e.g. a divorce, as was noted in one interview). 

Particularly interesting is the fact that an inspector's appraisal can have financial and non-financial 

consequences for him. The former can include positive (a bonus (functioneringstoelage)), as well as 

negative (being held back on the regular seniority-based wage-increases) incentives. Two subsequent 

negative appraisals imply that the public servant will be fired. Twelve EI-inspectors (or supervisors) 

received a bonus in 2001 (Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2002: 23), consisting of between 3 and 8% of 

their wage. No inspectors were held back on their financial career or received a negative appraisal.  

This system of bonuses makes the EI the only of the three organisations with a pay-for-performance 

system. As the bonus is, in principle, given to the best-performing inspectors (“inspectors who 

perform better than could normally be expected from them”), this system has the potential to make the 

interaction patterns individualist. Indeed, some interviewees pointed out that the bonus increased 

competition, e.g. over the number of outstanding files. Often, the instrument has a different effect, 

however. Specifically, the interviews indicated that two alternative effects on the interaction patterns 

occurred.  

First, several heads of a field office did not use the bonus as an individualist and hence low-group 

instrument, but rather in a high-group way. For example, one head of field office was said to propose 

to give the bonus to someone to compensate him for a promotion he had missed. In another case, the 

bonus was given to someone who had financial problems. In the two field offices studied, the policy 

was that no one could get the bonus two years after each other, which of course goes against the very 

principle that the bonus is granted to the best-performing inspector. In fact, even the head of the EI, 

the inspector-general, seems to be in favour of some kind of rotation of the bonus, rather than solely 

granting it on the basis of performance. One head of a field office summarises: “Eventually all the 

good-performing inspectors will receive a bonus, and I will exclude a few who do not perform well.” 

Second, the appraisal system is also applied in a high-grid way. This high-grid sometimes takes a 

hierarchist form when it is simply used as an additional control mechanism. One interviewee e.g. 

notes: “If I make particular mistakes in my job, then this will be registered in my appraisal form, and 

this kind of control is definitely more prevalent now than before the introduction of the system.” 

Although this effect is reported to decrease over time: “It had its effect in the beginning upon those 

who needed an extra push, but this reduced over time.”  

Yet, the appraisal system, and particularly the bonus allocation, also has the potential to shape the 

interaction patterns in a fatalist way. As several interviewees pointed out, the difference between a 

good-performing inspector and a very good performing inspector is not always easy to make and often 

depends upon subtle and subjective criteria. Several interviewed inspectors explicitly assumed that the 

bonus is allocated on the basis of nepotism. This creates a feeling among the inspectors that, however 

good they perform, they will not be able to influence their supervisor's decision making, thus creating 

the interaction patterns in a low-group and possibly fatalist way (again as an example of inequity-

based fatalism). One interviewee concludes: "it didn't bring much good, this bonus system." 

 

5.3.5.3. Summary 

 

The HR-policy in the RVA and the RSZ has only a limited degree of impact upon the inspectors' 

interaction patterns. The lack of professional mobility for inspectors accounts for some fatalism in the 

RSZ. In addition, the training policies appear to combine some hierarchy (some "ex cathedra" 

teaching and a number of compulsory courses) with a fair degree of egalitarianism (more and more 

interactive teaching and training opportunities tailored to individual needs). The appraisal system of 

the RVA, to the extent that it is still applied, is rather hierarchical than individualist. Yet, this is all in 

very limited doses and hence the low weight-factor and only 3 (instead of the usual 5) "+"-signs. The 

relatively higher weight factor of the HRM in the EI (3) is of course largely due to the personnel 

appraisal system. The way in which it is applied rather shapes the interaction patterns in a high-group 
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(egalitarianism/hierarchy) or fatalist way than in an individualist direction. The HRM has no 

significant or direct impact upon the inspectors' interaction patterns with inspectees in any of the three 

organisations. 

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

 Intra-org. int. 

patterns 

Extra-org int. 

patterns 

Intra-org. int. 

patterns 

Extra-org int. 

patterns 

Intra-org. int. 

patterns 

Extra-org 

int. patterns 

HRM Hierarch.: ++ 

Egalitarian.: + 

 

(1) 

 

- 

Fatalism: + 

Hierarch.: + 

Egalitarian.: + 

(1) 

 

- 

Fatalism: ++ 

Egal/hier: ++ 

Ind: + 

 (3) 

 

- 

Table 5-6: The impact of instruments of HRM upon the interaction patterns of the inspectors 

5.3.6. Instruments of ethics management 

 

The government-wide ethics policies at federal and at Flemish level (OECD 2000: 103-115; 

Maesschalck 2002a) are quite modest and there was no evidence that, apart from the traditional legal 

framework, more recent instruments like the Flemish ethics code (for the EI) had a direct impact upon 

the inspectors’ interaction patterns. 

 

The RVA head office developed a number of ethics management instruments, mainly to strengthen its 

policy of increasing egalitarianism in the interactions between inspectors and inspectees. First, in 

1996 the RVA issued a guideline disallowing inspectors to treat cases that concern close relatives or 

friends (see Appendix A). Second, in 1998, a code of conduct was developed for the RVA-inspectors 

(RVA 1998a), which together with two additional codes concerning inspection tasks (RVA 1998c; 

RVA 1998b), provides elaborate guidelines for the inspectors' daily practice. It is strongly rooted in 

legislation and is thus rather a compliance-based "code of conduct," than an integrity-based "code of 

values" (see 1.2.1.1), thus shaping the interaction patterns in an internal hierarchist, rather than in an 

internal egalitarian way. Third, more like an egalitarian integrity-based code of values is the 

"declaration of intention of the inspectors," issued in 1999.
189
 It was developed in a largely internal 

egalitarian way. As for the contents, it has a clearly external egalitarian bias, as exemplified by the 

explicit incorporation of the principle of fairness (billijkheid), which followed a change in the RVA's 

overall mission statement. This principle implies that "all circumstances of a situation should be taken 

into consideration, even when they are not legal facts (e.g. social circumstances)" (RVA 1999). The 

inspectors reacted to this with some concern that this fairness principle could threaten the principle of 

legal security (particularly the principle that general rules are actually applied in specific 

circumstances (RVA 1999)), thus illustrating their own external hierarchist bias. Fourth, in 2002, a 

code of conduct was issued for all the other RVA-employees who are involved in regulation 

enforcement. This code was not immediately focussed on the inspectors.
190
 Yet, it did have an 

important implication on their jobs as it introduced the guideline that anonymous complaints should 

not be dealt with anymore (with a few exceptions), so as to avoid "secrecy" and a "tattling society". 

The innovation implied a drastic change for the inspectors, as up to 20, 25% of the complaints were 

anonymous.
191
 Many inspectors reacted negatively to this innovation, considering it as yet another 

way in which RVA management "cuts their wings." The innovation is another illustrative example of 

                                                      
189

 This "declaration of intention of the inspectors" is conceived as a deepening of the overall "declaration of intention" of all 

employees of the RVA. 
190

 Although it is contentwise consistent with the code of conduct for the inspectors. 
191

 This figure was reported by a director, referring to his own field office. 
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the RVA management imposing external egalitarianism by pushing the internal interaction patterns 

higher on the grid dimension, potentially even creating internal fatalism. The latter would particularly 

be ironic as the management's aim is to decrease fatalism (literally: “DDR-like situations”) within the 

broader society. 

In sum, the impact of these measures upon the interaction patterns mirrors the impact of "the staff at 

head office and top management as referents" described above (see Table 5-4). Yet, its relative weight 

is significantly less, as the impact of the ethics management measures is fairly limited, perhaps with 

the exception of the rule that anonymous complaints should not be treated anymore. 

 

The ethics management policies in the RSZ and the EI are much less well-developed than those in the 

RVA. They do have a number of ad hoc guidelines on particular issues, e.g. about the treatment of 

files of family, friends or acquaintances.
192
 Yet, these are typically not formalised and they do not 

amount to having a significant effect, in grid-group sense, upon the interaction patterns. The EI's 

"codes of good practice" also contain a number of references to ethics measures, but these have 

already been taken into account above (see 5.3.3).  

 

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

 Intra-org. int. 

patterns 

Extra-org int. 

patterns 

Intra-org. int. 

patterns 

Extra-org int. 

patterns 

Intra-org. int. 

patterns 

Extra-org 

int. patterns 

Ethics 

management 

Hierarch.+++ 

Fat.: + 

Egal.: + 

 (2) 

Hierarch.:+++ 

Egal.: ++ 

 

(2) 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

Table 5-7: The impact of instruments of ethics management upon the interaction patterns of the inspectors 

5.3.7. Aggression-policy and stress management 

 

This factor was not hypothesised in Chapter 1, but the empirical research suggested that it deserves 

some attention. 

 

Being by far the largest organisation among the three and the organisation with the most inspectors, 

the RVA also has the most developed aggression-policy. In addition to a number of specific measures 

(see Appendix A), this policy includes a specific procedure, to be followed by members of staff who 

are confronted with aggression. The first point of contact is the Social Unit, which offers 

psychological support. It is the victim’s decision whether he then wants to pursue and have the case 

being treated by Internal Audit and Guidance (who can take policy measures) or the Legal 

Department. The latter then stimulates the inspector to file a complaint with the courts and provides 

him with legal support in this procedure.
193
 Despite these policies, inspectors only rarely use these 

channels. If they use them, they are more likely to follow the legal path, than to ask for psychological 

support in the Social Unit. The legal approach is the one they are familiar with as inspectors. It fits the 

dominantly hierarchist bias of their interaction patterns. More sensitive and confidential contacts with 

the Social Unit, on the other hand, are less likely because of the cleavage with central office and 

because, if inspectors talk about sensitive issues and difficult situations, they are more likely to do this 

with fellow-inspectors than with non-inspectors e.g. of the Social Unit. In grid-group terms, the legal 
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 The EI also e.g. has the guideline that inspections cannot start after 11:30 AM, to avoid giving the impression that the 

inspector wants to have a lunch at the company’s expense. 
193

 This occurs rather rarely, however, with an average of about two cases every year.  
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support shapes the inspectors’ interaction patterns in a hierarchist way, while the easily accessible 

(e.g. without consent of the director) psychological support of the Social Unit adds some 

egalitarianism. The legal support also adds some hierarchy to the interaction patterns between 

inspectors and inspectees as it strengthens the former's position and provides them with the legal 

means to react against aggressive inspectees. However, given the little resonance of this policy among 

the inspectors, its effect on the inspectors’ interaction patterns should be considered limited; hence the 

low weight-factor. 

 

The RSZ and the EI do not provide the kind of organised psychological support the RVA has, but they 

do provide some assistance. The RSZ-management stimulates inspectors who are the victim of 

aggression to file a complaint with the prosecutor and provides for legal support. It has also taken a 

number of measures to increase the safety of the social inspectors (see Appendix A). The Ministry of 

the Flemish Community, of which the EI is a part, has a unit for aid to victims of aggression, and the 

Department (LIN) has its own legal unit, from which the inspectors who are a victim of violence can 

get legal support, but neither of these units is a typical point of reference for the EI-inspectors. 

None of these measures in the RSZ or the EI are important enough to significantly influence the 

inspectors' interaction patterns beyond what the other factors (such as head office and top 

management as referents) already effectuate. 

 

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

 Intra-org. int. 

patterns 

Extra-org int. 

patterns 

Intra-org. int. 

patterns 

Extra-org int. 

patterns 

Intra-org. int. 

patterns 

Extra-org 

int. patterns 

Aggression-

policy 

Hierarch.: 

++++ 

Egalitarian.:+ 

(1) 

Hierarch.:++ 

 

 

(1) 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

Table 5-8: The impact of instruments of aggression-policy upon the interaction patterns of the inspectors 

5.3.8. Peers as referents 

 

Peers are colleagues at roughly the same hierarchical level.
194
 They can be colleagues from other 

units, e.g. within the same unemployment office (in the RVA) or at the head office (in the RSZ). The 

impact of these colleagues is discussed in the first subparagraph. The second subparagraph focuses on 

how inspectors influence their own interaction patterns. Since most aspects of this factor are 

discussed elsewhere, this discussion will be fairly brief. 
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 Staff at the head office of the RVA with whom the inspectors regularly interact (e.g. Internal Audit and Guidance, the unit 

"Disputes") are not considered peers, but management and thus discussed elsewhere in this chapter. Likewise, the inspectors 

at the head inspection of the EI are also considered management (although they are formally at the same hierarchical level) 

and thus discussed above.  
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5.3.8.1. Peers from other units 

 

1. RVA: Staff in other units of the unemployment office 

 

The work of the RVA-inspectors is one step in a chain and most of their files come from other units of 

the unemployment office and proceed to the same or yet other units within the office (see also 5.3.1).  

As such, the members of staff of these other units impose a considerable degree of grid on the 

inspectors. This “high-grid” usually takes the form of hierarchy and occurs specifically in two areas.  

The first has to do with the practical task division between both sides. This is a possible cause of 

tension. Inspectors might feel that they receive assignments that could in fact be done by the internal 

units at their desks (“but they are just too lazy to do it”) and internal staff from their side, could 

perceive that inspectors have an easy life “just sitting on terraces in the sun,” while not providing the 

necessary information. Interviews in two field offices suggest that this tension might have existed in 

the past, but is now significantly reduced, mainly through hierarchist means. Specifically, a 

monograph was developed in 1998, delineating the tasks of the internal units from those of the 

inspectors. It appears that both sides feel fairly comfortable with this typically hierarchist way of 

dealing with this area of tension.  

The second area has to do with the contentwise (rather than the practical) aspects of the decision 

making process in the unemployment office. Inspectors prepare decisions, but it is other field offices 

(and ultimately the director) that take the decisions. This clearly shapes the inspectors' interactions 

into a high-grid direction. In fact, there is a theoretical possibility of feelings of fatalism, particularly 

when the inspectors would have the feeling that the decisions taken by the other departments (and 

ultimately the director) are inconsistent and unpredictable. However, this kind of fatalism only 

materialises to a very limited extent in the RVA (or at least in the two researched field offices). As 

already suggested in the discussion of the degree of formal discretion above (see 5.2.1), this could be 

due to the fact that there is little physical distance between both sides, thus making the interaction 

patterns more high-group and reducing the chance of fatalism. In addition, RVA-inspectors are 

required to complement their report with a formal recommendation, suggesting what the decision 

should be. This also reduces the scope for fatalism and tension, on the condition, of course, that the 

advice is taken seriously. Thus, rather than in a fatalist way, the peers from other units seem to shape 

the inspectors' interaction patterns in a hierarchist way. This e.g. typically occurs when the inspectors 

perceive some kind of "systematic jurisdiction" in their director's decision making and they try to 

anticipate the next decision in their recommendation. 

 

2. RSZ: Staff in other departments at the head office 

 

Like in the RVA, RSZ-inspectors also work for other units and do not take the actual decisions 

themselves. The important difference with the RVA is that those other units are in fact other 

departments and are all located in the head office in Brussels. This subparagraph focuses on the 

Department of Control, as most of the assignments for the RSZ-inspectors come from this department. 

Like in the RVA, peers from the Control Department shape the inspectors' interaction patterns in a 

high-grid direction, but this tends more to fatalism than in the RVA, although this has been 

decreasing in recent years. Again, the tension between both sides occurs in two areas. It is particularly 

the second area that is most susceptible to fatalism. 

The first area of tension is the task division between the “internal” Department of Control and the 

“external” Department of Inspection. This cleavage is more explicit in the RSZ than in the RVA, 

given the additional boundary of physical distance. Several attempts have been made to reduce this 
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tension.
195
 According to a senior advisor these innovations had their success: “tension still runs high 

about one or two times a year, but that is much less than it used to be.”  

In the second area, i.e. the fact that the decisions are prepared by inspectors but taken by the Control 

Department, there is a stronger tendency towards fatalism. Several inspectors report a feeling that the 

decisions are not taken in a uniform, predictable way. This has an important influence on their 

functioning since they are the ones who faced (and might still have to face) the inspectees affected by 

the decision. There have been attempts to deal with this problem as well.
196
 In spite of this innovation, 

some inspectors still report that the decisions by the Control Department are “unpredictable.” In any 

case, this problem is clearly more prevalent in the RSZ than in the RVA. Again, we hypothesise that 

this is because the RSZ-inspectors are not allowed to complement a recommendation to their report 

and, more importantly, because there is much more physical and institutional distance between the 

RSZ-inspectors and the Control Department than between the RVA-inspectors and the other units 

within the unemployment office. 

 

3. The Environmental inspection: staff of the division "Environmental Permits" 

 

The working group coaches at the head inspection are formally peers of the inspectors, but in practice 

their task tends more to management and they are considered as such by the inspectors. Thus, these 

working group coaches were discussed above. Here, the impact of one other category of colleagues is 

briefly assessed: staff at the division "Environmental Permits." EI-inspectors sometimes have to 

cooperate with these administrators, but this occurs much less frequently and less systematically than 

in the RVA and RSZ. Staff at the Permits Department might e.g. ask the inspector's opinion about 

particular conditions in the permit, as it is the inspector who will be enforcing those conditions. Such 

forms of cooperation might somewhat increase the degree of "group" of the inspectors' intra-

organisational interaction patterns. 

 

5.3.8.2. Peers from the inspection 

 

As announced and justified in Chapter 1 (see 1.2.1.1), the measurement of this variable is limited to 

those cases where inspectors have an obvious and clear impact upon the interaction patterns. Several 

peer-related observations were already mentioned elsewhere in this chapter, particularly the way peers 

react to policies that come from the head office or from the supervisor.  

 

First, as for intra-organisational interaction patterns, the basic interaction pattern among the inspectors 

seems to be egalitarian, particularly in the RVA and the RSZ. This is sometimes modified by other 

factors (e.g. fatalism- or individualism-inducing measurement systems) but those effects have been 

incalculated in the discussion of those instruments. Thus, Table 5-9 below emphasises the egalitarian 

interaction pattern within the RVA- and RSZ-inspection.  
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 For example, a senior staff member of the Department of Control taught a course for the inspectors, specifying what the 

tasks of the Department of Control are and what the latter expects from the inspectors (how should the reports be written, 

which data are necessary, etc.). In addition, “an important part of the training was to allow the inspectors to ventilate their 

irritations with the Department of Control.” Recent years have also seen more shared meetings between members of both 

departments and more frequent contacts over the phone, thus reducing the tensions and making the interaction patterns 

between inspectors and the staff of the Control Department more high-group. 
196

 The Control Department is a fairly large department (about 240 members of staff), organised in different units on the basis 

of the RSZ-identification numbers of the cases. In order to increase the uniformity of the decisions, all decisions are now 

ratified by the senior advisor (adjunct-adviseur) who is specialised in the specific area or, when it concerns large amounts of 

money, by the head of the department. 

These decisions are taken in consultation with the Legal Department. In fact, it turns out that it is ultimately the Legal 

Department that takes all the crucial decisions and develops to a large extent the enforcement policy of the RSZ. 
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Peers' impact on intra-organisational interaction patterns in the EI also have some egalitarian accent, 

but this is complemented with a considerable degree of low-group, tending rather to fatalism than to 

individualism. This low-group effect has a structural cause, but it is largely a consequence of the fact 

that the inspectors themselves reproduce these structural differences and it is therefore discussed here 

(it was also briefly touched upon in the paragraph about groups and cleavages, see 5.3.1.3). 

Specifically, it is a divisive element that springs from the fact that the EI is a young organisation and 

that many inspectors (half of the respondents to the survey) worked in another organisation in an 

inspector-like job before they worked in the EI (see 4.3.3.2). These organisations had different 

cultures and some of them had a much more flexible and egalitarian policy towards inspectees than 

the present EI. The interviews in particularly one field office (Portcity) indicate that this is a 

significant source of conflict among the inspectors and that previous employment seems to be an 

important element in the definition of the factions within the EI. Particularly, there seems to be a 

problem with those older inspectors who in fact never chose to work for the EI and were simply 

transferred from their previous division when the EI was first set up. One interviewee of the younger 

generation in this office explicitly indicates that the lenient, even "lazy" attitude of some older 

inspectors and the supervisor's failure to do anything about it, work to demotivate the others and "lead 

to a kind of fatalist attitude." This difference in work intensity and in stringency towards inspectees is 

another example of the fatalism-causing perceived inequity that was presented above (see 5.1). In 

addition, senior respondents from the EI indicated there is also another cleavage among the 

inspectors, which is most prevalent in a particular field office that was not among the two researched. 

This cleavage is between those inspectors who work half-time and are said to stick inflexibly to their 

working hours on the one hand and the full-time workers on the other who complain that they have to 

compensate and do too much work.  

Together with the "different pay for the same work" problem that was discussed as an element of the 

formal structure above (see 5.3.2), these divisions amount to a fair degree of low-group interactions 

among the inspectors in the EI. This low-group character is consistent with results from two surveys 

among the inspectors. In the "Personnel Result Survey," EI-inspectors indicated that they were not 

satisfied with the "working atmosphere," while, in another survey, "colleagues who do not do a proper 

job" is in the EI-inspectors' top-10 of the "stress-causing factors" (Ministerie van de Vlaamse 

Gemeenschap 2002).  

 

Second, peers (and particularly their mutual sense-giving interactions, as conceptualised in symbolic 

interactionism, see 2.3.1.1) also have an effect upon the way in which the inspectors deal with 

inspectees (i.e. the extra-organisational interaction patterns). The interviews suggest that, in the RVA, 

inspectors tend to reinforce each other in their opinion that the inspector-inspectee interactions should 

essentially be hierarchist, thus in effect counterbalancing the management's emphasis on 

egalitarianism (which is in turn intended to provide a counterbalance for the hierarchist bias of the 

inspectors). Inspectors in the RSZ tend to complement management's hierarchist and somewhat 

individualist bias, which they partly share of their own, with a considerable degree of egalitarianism. 

Finally, the impact of this factor in the EI mirrors the impact in the RVA. While in the latter 

inspectors tend to emphasise hierarchy, and the organisation egalitarianism, the situation in the EI is 

the opposite. Management aims at more hierarchy in inspector-inspectee interactions, while the 

inspectors themselves are typically more conciliatory and egalitarian. 
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5.3.8.3. Summary 

 

Peers from other units within the unemployment office in the RVA shape the inspectors' intra-

organisational interaction patterns largely in a hierarchist way, with a bit of fatalism. Peers from other 

units at the head office in RSZ also shape the intra-organisational interaction patterns in a high-grid 

way, but this tends more towards fatalism than in the RVA, partly as a consequence of the physical 

distance. The EI-inspectors' interaction patterns with officials from the unit Environmental Permits 

are not very important (hence weight factor 1) and largely depend upon individual contacts. Yet, there 

are some indications that these tend to be fairly well, hence Table 5-9 below gives a somewhat higher 

score to the high-group (egalitarianism-hierarchy) interaction patterns.  

 

Inspectors also shape their own interaction patterns. As indicated in Table 5-9 below, the impact of 

this factor tends to be fairly unambiguous and into one direction, because its more subtle effects 

(when peers are intermediaries between organisational policies and the interaction patterns) have been 

considered elsewhere. As for intra-organisational interaction patterns, the effect of this factor is 

explicitly egalitarian in the RVA and the RSZ, but has some fatalist and individualist accents in the 

EI. As for extra-organisational interaction patterns, the effect is mixed in the RSZ and very clear in 

the RVA and the EI, where this peer-impact somewhat counterbalances the many other factors 

(particularly organisational policies) that tend to work in the other direction. The fact that these 

tensions between peer-impact and the impact of the other factors are so explicit and intense guides us 

to assume that the effect of peers is considerably strong, hence the relatively high weight-factor (3) 

for those two cells in Table 5-9. 

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

 Intra-org. int. 

Patterns 

Extra-org int. 

patterns 

Intra-org. 

int. patterns 

Extra-org 

int. 

patterns 

Intra-org. 

int. patterns 

Extra-org 

int. patterns 

From 

other 

units 

Hierarch.:++++ 

Fatalism: + 

(2) 

 

- 

Hierarch.:+++ 

Fatalism: ++ 

(2) 

 

- 

Egal/hier:+++ 

Ind/fat: ++ 

(1) 

 

- 

Peers 

Within 

inspection 

Egalit: +++++ 

 

 

(2) 

Hierarch.:+++++ 

 

 

(3) 

Egalit: +++++ 

 

 

(2) 

Egalit: +++ 

Hierarch.: + 

Individual.:+ 

(2) 

Egalit.:++ 

Fatalism:++ 

Individ:+ 

(2) 

Egalit:+++++ 

 

 

(3) 

Table 5-9: The impact of peers upon the interaction patterns of the inspectors 

5.3.9. Conclusion 

 

With the exception of peers, all organisational factors are essentially about what management expects 

from the inspectors. Yet, it would be mistaken to solely ascribe these expectations to management 

itself, of course. In many instances, management's policies reflect the tasks of the organisation and the 

demands made by actors and factors outside the organisation. For example, the fact that the EI 

management opted for a strongly contentwise guidance with inspection campaigns organised by 

working groups, while the RVA chose to guide inspections through the measurement system Promes 

is not only a consequence of the respective organisation management's opinions. It is also a 

consequence of the fact that the regulations EI-inspectors deal with are much more complex than 

those of the RVA, of the fact that the RVA-inspections were already significantly guided by special 

actions in implementation of the Protocol of Cooperation, and of many other environmental factors. 

Yet, the way in which these environmental factors shape management's policies is beyond the scope 
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of this research. We are only interested in how management deals with these contextual factors in 

designing and implementing a policy for the inspectors, not in how management itself is affected by 

them (i.e. the previous step in the causal chain). Factors outside the organisation are only relevant to 

the extent that they have a direct impact upon the inspectors' interaction patterns and it is to that 

discussion that the following paragraph turns. 

 

 

5.4. Extra-organisational factors that shape the interaction 

patterns 

5.4.1. Regulatory task environment 

 

The regulatory task environment of course essentially shapes the interaction patterns between 

inspectors and inspectees in a hierarchist direction: it is the inspectors' task to impose regulations. 

Yet, Chapter 1 (see 1.2.1.1) suggested to particularly focus on two characteristics of the task 

environment, which both have a potentially fatalist effect. 

First, the kind of regulatory task is of course important as it determines the consequences of the 

regulatees’ non-compliance. These consequences are potentially most serious in the EI, since breaking 

environmental law can have enormous effects upon human beings and the environment. The 

consequences of non-compliance with the regulations enforced by the RVA and the RSZ can be 

important, but they essentially remain financial. The combination of the potentially enormous 

consequences for the environment and the fact that risks can never be entirely ruled out adds a fatalist 

element to the EI-inspectors' interactions with inspectees.  

A second element pointed out in Chapter 1 concerns the compliance costs for the inspectees. This is 

an element that rather varies within the organisations than between the organisations. Often, 

compliance costs are manageable and inspectees are prepared to cooperate constructively and 

contribute their share to the essentially hierarchist interaction pattern. Yet, in all three organisations 

almost all inspectors
197
 regularly meet people whose life will be drastically affected by the inspectors' 

actions: withdrawal of unemployment benefits or reimbursing benefits or fines (RVA), paying large 

amounts to the RSZ with potentially even a bankruptcy as a consequence, closing down a company or 

demanding technical adaptations that might also lead to bankruptcy (EI), etc. Such situations tend to 

add a fatalist element to the inspector-inspectee interactions as the inspectors have to apply the law 

(high-grid), while they have in fact not much scope to help or support those on whom they "inflict this 

harm" (low-group). This fatalist feeling regularly returned in interviews with inspectors of all three 

organisations. Thus, this factor deserves a fairly high weight-factor (3), as shown in Table 5-10. The 

table also shows that fatalism is somewhat stronger in the EI, because of the potentially enormous 

consequences of transgressing environmental regulations. 

 

  RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

 Intra-organ.  

 

Extra-organ. 

(inspectees) 

Intra-organ.  Extra-organ. 

(inspectees) 

Intra-organ.  Extra-organ. 

(inspectees) 

Regulatory 

task 

environment 

 

- 

Hierarch.:++++ 

Fatalism: + 

(3) 

 

- 

Hierarch.:++++ 

Fatalism: + 

(3) 

 

- 

Hierarch.: +++ 

Fatalism: ++ 

(3) 

Table 5-10: The impact of the regulatory task environment on the interaction patterns of the inspectors 

                                                      
197

 With the exception of a dozen of RSZ-inspectors who only deal with social secretariats. 
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5.4.2. Political context 

 

5.4.2.1. Politicians as legislators and policy makers 

 

The central role of politicians is of course policy making. As such, they have an essentially high-grid 

impact upon the inspectors. They constrain and guide the latter's activities in order to achieve policy 

goals. This is by means of impressive amounts of laws, decrees, executive orders, circulary letters and 

the like. These rules, regulations and procedures shape the inspectors' interactions in a mainly 

hierarchist way. Yet, in all three organisations there are instances of high-grid measures or policies 

that tended more towards fatalism than towards hierarchy. Some of the most salient ones are 

discussed below. 

 

1. Lack of (mainly human) resources 

 

As noted by Lipsky (1980: 33), "[m]ost executives profess that their organizations do not have 

sufficient resources or at least are hampered by resource constraints." This is no less so for the cases 

in this study, and this was an issue that returned in interviews with management in all three 

organisations, as well as in many organisational documents. Particularly the EI-management uses 

every opportunity to complain about its lack of means and it seems to have a good case for this (see 

Appendix A). The combination of high and legally prescribed demands (high-grid) and not receiving 

the appropriate means to accomplish them (low-group) threatens to create a fatalist environment for 

the organisation. Yet, the issue was rarely mentioned in interviews with street-level inspectors and 

should thus not be considered very important in the context of this study. 

 

2. Complex and quickly changing regulatory framework (RSZ and EI) 

 

Both social and environmental law are very complex and not always consistent. This was repeatedly 

pointed out in the interviews, but is also widely acknowledged in the literature (e.g. Pacolet and 

Marchal 200133; De Clercq et al. 2000: 11). Moreover, this legislation is constantly expanding and 

quickly changing. Interviewees in all three organisations complained about this, but the issue is most 

prevalent in the RSZ and the EI. Several interviewees point out that RSZ-inspectors have an 

intellectually more demanding task than their RVA-counterparts, but intellectually most demanding is 

the work of the EI-inspectors as it involves both juridical insight and scientific competencies to apply 

the complex and technical regulatory framework. As explained above, both the RSZ and the EI try to 

support their inspectors in dealing with this stream of regulations, thus complementing the high-grid 

impact with high-group and creating a hierarchist environment. Yet, there are some indications that 

this is not entirely successful and that the complex and quickly changing regulatory context does have 

direct fatalist effects upon the inspectors' interaction patterns. 

 

3. Strong constraints (RVA) 

 

Laws and regulations of course impose constraints by definition. This subparagraph addresses one 

particular instance of a strong, and contested, constraint that was imposed by the government upon the 

RVA-inspectors. It is a textbook example of Kagan’s claim that politicians sometimes adapt 

regulatory policies in the wake of electoral shifts (Kagan 1994: 402-403, see Chapter 1). In 1999, the 

newly elected government decided to drastically reduce the RVA-inspectors' powers to investigate the 

family situation of those who receive unemployment benefits. The family situation of an unemployed 

person considerably affects the height of his benefits (see also 4.3.1.2). That is why the investigation 

of the family situation has always been an important task of the RVA-inspectors. Traditionally, this 
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involved investigations in the beneficiary’s home and these often fairly intrusive enquiries strongly 

contributed to the RVA’s image of being very strict and high-grid with inspectees. Following political 

criticism of this procedure, it was drastically transformed in 1999, in effect strongly reducing the 

scope for the inspectors to investigate (see Appendix A).
198
 Several senior RVA-interviewees express 

discontent with this strong constraint on the RVA-inspectors, as did almost all the interviewed 

inspectors when they were asked about it. Staff in the head office made considerable efforts to show 

to the inspectors that these constraints on family investigations were not the RVA’s management 

decision, but a political choice. Yet, most of the interviewed RVA-inspectors do not really make this 

distinction. For them, this change is entirely consistent with all the policies coming from head office 

(see above). They see it as yet another constraint on their functioning, complementing all the other 

internally high-grid constraints that are intended to make the inspectors more egalitarian towards the 

inspectees, but "cut the inspectors' wings" to such an extent that they tend towards internal fatalism. In 

fact, it is not unlikely that the inspectors' feeling of increasing constraints, which they ascribe to the 

organisation's policy, is in fact to a large extent due to this extra-organisational factor. Thus, this 

extra-organisational factor somewhat oddly has an impact on intra-organisational interactions, by 

reinforcing the existing internal fatalism.
199
  

 

5.4.2.2. Politicians as actors directly interfering in policy implementation 

 

There is a widespread perception in Belgium of a politico-administrative culture in which everything 

"can be arranged” (a Belgian version of “l’arrangement à la française” (Mény and Rhodes 1997: 

103)). This lead us to expect to find fairly frequent instances of politicians trying to interfere in 

concrete cases, in order to do their friends and voters a favour. However, this turned out to be very 

limited in all three organisations, at least in recent years.
200
 There were two very obvious cases in the 

EI (see Appendix A), but these were exceptional. Apart from these, interviewees in the EI reported no 

further attempts at political intervention at national level, and very few attempts at the local level of 

the field office. The same goes for the other two organisations, although most interviewees did note 

that this used to be more in the past. There is little reason to believe that these low, and somewhat 

surprising, figures are due to social desirability bias, since it concerns the reporting of misbehaviour 

by others and not by the interviewees themselves. In any case, all respondents emphasised that, if they 

were confronted with such demands, they never acted upon them. Respondents from several 

inspections even suggested that such an intervention could have a reversed effect and that they would 

rather be stricter. Others said that interventions do not influence them at all, "nor negatively, nor 

positively." In sum, politicians' interventions should not be considered a factor with a significant 

impact upon the inspectors' interaction patterns.
201
  

 

                                                      
198

 Some interviewees suggested that this was under strong pressure of the Belgian-francophone green party Ecolo, which 

was then a government party. 
199

 There is some mixed evidence that these strong constraints on the inspectors' family investigations also lead to fatalism 

(and not only low-grid) in the interaction patterns between inspectors and inspectees. Some inspectors reported that they 

experienced these constraints as so heavy, that they would simply do them less seriously. This was not confirmed by 

respondents at the head office, however.  
200

 Respondents reported that inspectees regularly mention names of politicians, but that this did not make any impact. 
201

 It should of course be noted that these findings do not imply that the perception of an "arrangist" politico-administrative 

culture in Belgium is entirely unfounded. Several respondents noted that this might be different in other organisations. One 

senior EI-respondent for example noted that this is due to the contents of the work: "Our job is not to play Santa Claus. My 

colleague from Environmental Permits might have more problems with interventions, as he grants benefits." 
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5.4.2.3. Politicians as (representatives of) inspectees 

 

Sometimes politicians act as representatives for an inspected organisation and, particularly EI-

interviewees report that they then sometimes are very reluctant to cooperate. A mayor e.g. is reported 

to have complained that his municipality was written a PV, and the chair of an OCMW (local body for 

social work) is said to have been unwilling to implement an EI-exhortation concerning the functioning 

of the local old people's home's industrial laundry.
202
 Yet, the indications are that management then 

provides support to the inspectors, thus attempting to prevent that this lead to fatalism. 

 

5.4.2.4. Summary 

 

Politics mainly influences the inspectors' interaction patterns through the regulatory framework. This 

mostly shapes the inspectors' interaction patterns with inspectees in a hierarchist way, but there were 

some indications of significant effects in other directions. First, the complexity and changing 

character of the regulatory framework surrounding the RSZ and the EI shape the interaction patterns 

between the RSZ- and EI-inspector and the inspectee in a fatalist way, e.g. when the former is unable 

to explain regulations to the latter. Second, the RVA-inspectors' regulatory context is less complex, 

but one particular change in the framework (the strong reduction of the inspectors' competencies in 

investigating the family situation) has an important impact upon the interaction patterns. This impact 

strongly resembles the impact of the organisational policies from head office: it adds some fatalism 

and hierarchy to the intra-organisational interaction patterns, while shaping the interactions between 

inspectors and inspectees in a somewhat egalitarian direction. 

 

  RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

 Intra-organ.  

 

Extra-organ. 

(inspectees) 

Intra-organ.  Extra-organ. 

(inspectees) 

Intra-organ.  Extra-organ. 

(inspectees) 

Political 

context 

Hierarch.:+++ 

Fatalism: ++ 

(2) 

Hierarch.: +++ 

Egalitar.: ++ 

(2) 

 

- 

Hierarch:++++ 

Fatalism: + 

(2) 

 

- 

Hierarch:++++ 

Fatalism: + 

(2) 

Table 5-11: The impact of the political context on the interaction patterns of the inspectors 

5.4.3. (Members of) other governmental organisations as referents 

 

"Other governmental organisations" here refers to governmental units outside the RVA, the RSZ and 

the Department LIN (of which the EI is a division). Most of the impact of such other governmental 

organisations has been discussed elsewhere in this chapter, since their effect is often mediated by 

other factors. Here we focus on two particular instances. 

 

First, the cooperation with other inspections in implementation of the Protocol of Cooperation
203
 

provided a point of comparison for the RSZ- and the RVA-inspectors. This was particularly relevant 

for the latter, as they perceived to have material conditions that were not as good as the conditions of 

                                                      
202

 The same of course can occur when the inspectee is a governmental organisation that is not directly hierarchically guided 

by politicians. Then, this in fact fits the factor "other governmental organisations as referents" instead of "political context." 

An example of this was provided by an interviewee at the RSZ head office, who reported problems with imposing social 

security regulations on a particular public organisation. 
203

 The Protocol of Cooperation between the social inspections also influences the RVA- and RSZ-inspectors' choice of 

investigated companies and leads to some convergence in practices and routines, but this mainly occurred through the 

mediation of the organisations' management (already incalculated above), rather than through a direct impact upon the 

inspectors' interaction patterns. 
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other social inspectors (e.g. RSZ, SI, ISW, etc.), thus finding themselves in a situation of fatalism-

inducing inequity. This was already mentioned above (in the discussion of groups and cleavages) as a 

cause for social unrest among the RVA-inspectors, but it is here brought in as a factor that shapes the 

intra-organisational interaction patterns somewhat towards fatalism. 

 

Second, in all three cases the inspectors were affected by government-wide reform programmes 

launched by other governmental organisations. This occurred both at federal (RVA and RSZ) and at 

Flemish (EI) level.  

First, when the federal government was established in 1999, it had the explicit intention to drastically 

reform the federal civil service. This was done through an ambitious programme of government-wide 

administrative reform, dubbed "Copernicus," encompassing changes in HR, financial management, 

organisation, etc. Most of these reforms were only in a preparatory phase at the time of the research, 

but already started causing a considerable degree of unrest, particularly in the RSZ. Essentially the 

perception was that younger inspectors would be treated unfairly, compared to their older 

colleagues.
204
 A senior RSZ-interviewee observes: "This makes it difficult to motivate people. I hear 

e.g. in other field offices that people say 'I will do my job, but don't ask me anything extra.' 

Fortunately this does not happen here." These are obviously textbook examples of the fatalism-

causing inequity discussed above. In the RVA, concerns about Copernicus were less explicit and 

largely overshadowed by the perceived inequity with inspectors from other organisations (see above).  

Second, the Flemish government was also preparing important reforms at the time of our study (see 

Appendix A). Yet, the direct impact upon the EI-inspectors was expected to be limited. The 

provisional plans implied that the competencies of the EI would be expanded and that public servants 

of other units would be transferred to the EI. This, of course, created commotion in those other units, 

rather than in the EI itself, with the exception of the head of the EI perhaps, as all positions at his level 

would be made vacant as a consequence of the reform. All this was still very conditional at the time of 

the research, however. 

 

In sum, most effects of other governmental organisations have been incalculated elsewhere. Here we 

focussed on two fatalism-causing situations of perceived inequity in the RVA (other inspections) and 

the RSZ (older inspectors) respectively. The reforms in the Flemish administration did not have any 

significant effect.  

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

 Intra-organ.  

 

Extra-organ. 

(inspectees) 

Intra-organ.  Extra-organ. 

(inspectees) 

Intra-organ.  Extra-organ. 

(inspectees) 

Other 

governmental 

organisations 

Fatalism: +++ 

 

(1) 

 

- 

Fatalism: +++ 

 

(1) 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

Table 5-12: The impact of other governmental organisations on the interaction patterns of the inspectors 
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 The older inspectors kept their pecuniary rights and in some cases even got a pay-rise, while the younger inspectors would 

be required to do competency tests of which the use was contested. This was particularly painful as older inspectors were, in 

many cases, perceived to work less than their younger counterparts. Moreover, a number of people who were about to get a 

pay-rise as they approached a career benchmark that would promote them to another scale, lost this opportunity following the 

reform and obviously felt disappointed. A senior respondent adds: "And all this while top management has seen its wages 

doubled. Not that they do not deserve this, but if you compare this..." 
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5.4.4. (Members of) organised interest groups or professional organisations as 

referents 

 

Two kinds of interest groups are potentially relevant in this context.  

First, trade unions of the staff of the three organisations can have an impact upon decision making and 

ultimately upon street-level interaction patterns. In all three organisations, such staff trade unions 

appear to have a significant and formalised impact upon decision making, but there was little evidence 

that inspectors played an important part in this (see Appendix A) or that trade unions affected the 

inspectors' interaction patterns in other ways than through their influence upon management's 

decisions in the negotiating bodies at the higher levels.  

Second, several kinds of interest groups also have an interest in influencing the decision making of the 

inspectors in the RVA and the RSZ.
205
 This typically occurs in three ways. First, they try to influence 

the inspectors in the latter’s capacity of street-level policy implementers, i.e. they try to influence 

their decision making. In the RVA, this is most explicit when trade union representatives assist 

inspectees (like a lawyer) on a hearing at the unemployment office. This makes the inspectees' 

position somewhat stronger, thus shaping the RVA's inspector-inspectee interactions somewhat 

towards egalitarianism. Such a formal representation is not provided in the RSZ.
206
 Second, senior 

respondents of both the RVA and the RSZ noted that their regular contacts with trade unions and with 

employer organisations provided a useful channel for possible complaints about inspectors' behaviour, 

again somewhat strengthening the inspectees' position and adding some egalitarianism. Finally, 

interest groups of course also try to influence the enforcement policy at higher levels in the 

organisation. This is most explicit in the RVA and the RSZ where representatives of employers and of 

employees are members of the organisation's management committee.
207
 Yet, the interviews suggest 

that this does not have a significant, direct impact upon the inspectors' interaction patterns in the RVA 

and the RSZ. Likewise, there were no indications of successful attempts by interest groups to 

influence the EI management's enforcement policy.  

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

 Intra-organ.  

 

Extra-organ. 

(inspectees) 

Intra-organ.  Extra-organ. 

(inspectees) 

Intra-organ.  Extra-organ. 

(inspectees) 

Interest 

groups 

- Egal: ++ 

(1) 

- Egal: + 

(1) 

- - 

Table 5-13: The impact of interest groups on the interaction patterns of the inspectors 

5.4.5.  (Members of) the courts as referents 

 

The courts are usually the next step in the decision making procedure in which the inspectors 

participate and can thus be expected to have an important impact upon the interaction patterns of 

inspectors. Specifically, with their typically procedure- and law-based bias, they essentially shape the 

interactions between inspectors and inspectees in a hierarchist way. Yet, in all three inspections, a 

                                                      
205

 There were no indications of interest groups having an impact upon the EI-inspectors’ interaction patterns. 
206

 The RSZ allows the inspectees to be assisted by a lawyer, accountant, revisor, etc., unless the investigation requires 

interviews in private. 
207

 Some interviewees in the RSZ reported some discomfort with the fact that the RSZ's management committee has the 

power to grant complete or partial exemption from sanctions in certain cases or to arrange settlements with companies 

concerning overdue payments. Yet, this occurs rarely and there were no indications that this significantly affects the 

inspectors' interaction patterns. 
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number of factors were indicated that would add two other biases to the overall hierarchist bias (see 

Appendix A for a more extensive discussion of these factors).  

 

First and most importantly, a number of factors reduce the group-element of the inspector-inspectee 

interactions, thus shaping them in a fatalist, rather than in a hierarchist direction. Specifically, the 

tendency of prosecutors to dismiss cases prepared by inspectors and the inconsistencies between 

judgements of different courts create an unpredictable context for the inspectors' interactions with 

inspectees. Likewise, the lack of support from the courts in cases of aggression against RVA-

inspectors and the courts' refusal to cooperate with aggression-preventive measures shape the 

inspectors' interactions with inspectees in a fatalist way. These feelings of fatalism are reinforced by 

the physical, institutional and psychological distance between the inspectors and the courts, which has 

also been observed in other research into enforcement policies in Belgium (Wiering 1999: 250). 

Second, the deficiencies of the judicial procedure also somewhat reduce the grid-element of the 

originally hierarchist interaction patterns between inspectors and inspectees, thus making them a bit 

egalitarian. Specifically, the courts' behaviour tends to make the inspectors less powerful towards 

inspectees. Several respondents note that many companies understand that a PV usually does not have 

much effect and are thus not very impressed by an inspector writing a PV. More generally, the 

deficiencies of the juridical system make inspectors less likely to write PV’s and thus to initiate penal 

procedures. In the RSZ, this is an explicit policy, grounded on the consideration that other procedures 

than the penal procedure are much more effective in providing financial return (see above). In the EI, 

this occurs in a more subtle way, by inspectors anticipating the prosecutor’s reaction.
208
 The RVA is 

an exception to this as it has a tradition of writing much PV’s and the evidence is that inspectors still 

do this, in spite of the many dismissals by the prosecutors and the relatively few convictions by the 

judges.  

 

Table 5-14 below now indicates how the courts shape the interaction patterns between inspectors and 

inspectees. The effect is hierarchist in its core, but there is a considerable degree of fatalism, as 

indicated by the examples above. The fact that the courts are sometimes perceived to be passive and 

not always predictable also adds a somewhat egalitarian touch to the interaction patterns with 

inspectees in the RSZ and the EI. This is not the case in the RVA, where the inspectors continue 

writing their PV's whatever the courts do with them. 

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

 Intra-organ.  

 

Extra-organ. Intra-organ.  Extra-organ. Intra-organ.  Extra-organ. 

Courts  

- 

Hierarchy:+++ 

Fatalism:++ 

 

(2) 

 

- 

Hierarchy:++ 

Fatalism:++ 

Egalitarian.: + 

(2) 

 

- 

Hierarchy:++ 

Fatalism:++ 

Egalitarian.: + 

(2) 

Table 5-14: The impact of (members of) the courts upon the interaction patterns of the inspectors 

 

Finally, having noted all these negative complaints made about the courts, it is important to emphasise 

that the strong differences between the courts also imply that in some regions, the courts are 

considered to be more cooperative. One interviewee from the EI, for example, approvingly noted that 

in a particular region “there are a number of green judges.” 

                                                      
208

 One EI-inspector notes: “You also have to be careful not to get a reputation with the prosecutor. He does not know us 

personally, but he knows our name. And if he sees a PV of somebody who writes many PV’s then he will be inclined to 

expect that it is not very serious. (…) My PV’s on the other hand all lead to a settlement or a conviction.” 
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5.4.6. Citizens as referents
209

 

 

Above (5.2.3), the inspectors' frequent interactions with citizens were discussed as a typical job 

characteristic that by itself not directly shapes the interactions in a particular grid-group way. The 

form the interaction patterns will take depends upon how those citizens (the inspectees) act 

themselves. We briefly discuss this.  

  

5.4.6.1. Citizens as inspectees 

 

Essentially, the large majority of the inspectees respects the essentially hierarchist character of the 

interaction with an inspector. Yet, their behaviour sometimes tends to have an effect in two particular 

directions. 

 

1. Inspectees' aggression 

 

All inspectors are regularly confronted with verbal aggression, but now and then more serious cases 

of aggression occur: physical intimidation, death threats and a few cases of actual violence against 

goods of inspectors (e.g. the car) or against their physical integrity. These more serious cases are 

fairly rare (or are at least rarely reported).
210
 Yet, inspectors and management in all three 

organisations report an increase in aggression in recent years (see e.g. RSZ 1999: 37). All these forms 

of aggression create a fatalist environment for the inspectors as they are isolated from support of the 

colleagues (low-group) and obviously strongly constrained by the aggressor (high-grid). More 

generally, inspectors from all three organisations regularly referred to the intrinsically unpredictable 

character of their jobs: "you never know in what kind of situation you will end up."  

Yet, inspectors try to manage this fatalist environment by developing a number of stereotypes, thus 

trying to create some predictability. Several interviewees in the EI for example reported that 

aggression mainly occurs in agriculture and in the waste-treatment sector. One senior EI-interviewee 

explained: “These are people that own their own company and whose wage directly depends on the 

company.” Another adds: “their farm is their soul.” Likewise, respondents in all three organisations 

pointed out that the inspectors' behaviour makes an important difference and that particular types of 

inspectors tend to provoke aggression by inspectees. Finally, in addition to the official aggression 

policies that were mentioned above, inspectors also have more informal "folk" routines to avoid 

aggression. One male EI-inspector e.g. said "When we expect problems, then we (...) would be well-

advised to take a female colleague with us, since that tends to have a calming effect."  

 

Yet, in spite of all these attempts (in both thought and behaviour) to reduce unpredictability, a 

significant degree of unpredictability remains, and all inspectors are conscious that it can happen to 

anybody, thus adding a fatalist element to inspector-inspectee interactions.
211
 Several respondents 

suggested that these unpredictable external elements also have some impact upon the intra-

organisational interaction patterns. This difficult and unpredictable environment requires and 

stimulates a kind of assertiveness among the inspectors that also spreads to their interaction patterns 

within the organisation. This assertiveness makes them somewhat less susceptible to constraints from 

                                                      
209

 Chapters 1 and 2, which intended to develop a theory about street-level bureaucrats in general, referred to "public service 

users" rather than to "citizens," so as to limit this category to those citizens that directly interact with civil servants. Yet, 

when focusing on inspectors, "citizens" sounds much more appropriate than "public service users." 
210

 In the RVA, for example, only 15 cases have been reported between 1999 and 2001, in spite of an explicit policy to 

stimulate reporting (see above). 
211

 For example, the EI-inspector who was the victim of the most serious case of aggression in the EI’s existence “was 

somebody from whom you wouldn’t expect it at all,” according to a senior interviewee. Thus, in spite of these coping 

strategies, inspectors' interactions with inspectees keep an essentially fatalist element.  
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management, thus shaping their intra-organisational interactions in a somewhat low-grid direction. 

One more senior RVA-respondent e.g. notes: "They are somewhat distrustful, the inspectors. That is 

of course because of their job. The inspectors are serious individuals. They have to, because otherwise 

they would be losers on the road." 

 

2. Inspectees' assertiveness 

 

As explained in Appendix A, inspectors in all three organisations deal with a very broad range of 

inspectees, from the poor, illiterate unemployed person or scrap dealer to multinational companies 

and the law firms representing them. There is evidence that assertiveness among all these groups is 

increasing, thus reducing grid in the inspector-inspectee interactions. 

 

Large firms of course always have had significant capacities, allowing them to reduce the high-grid 

character that is intrinsic to any inspector-inspectee interaction. Inspectors in all three organisations 

report how this strength of their counterpart shapes the interactions in a form that tends towards an 

individualist-like negotiation or a more trust-based egalitarian interaction. This phenomenon occurs 

in all three organisations but is most obvious in the EI, given the complexity of the environmental 

legislation and the lack of juridical capacity within the EI.
212
  

Yet many interviewees also report increasing assertiveness among individual inspectees such as 

unemployed persons or small company owners, also reducing grid in the inspector-inspectee 

interactions. This observation of increasingly assertive citizens has been made in much sociological 

research. Inglehart (1997) e.g. observed declining respect for hierarchical and authoritarian 

institutions. 

 

5.4.6.2. Citizens as complainants 

 

All three inspections receive complaints from citizens who thus report a breach of rules by a fellow-

citizen or company and want this to be dealt with. These complaints are sometimes anonymous, but 

interviewees in all three organisations report strong suspicion against this. A senior EI-interviewee for 

example indicates that anonymous complainants are often more interested in damaging the company 

than in reducing the threat for the environment.
213
 "That sometimes frustrates the inspectors." Yet, 

another senior EI-interviewee pointed out that the number of anonymous complaints is fairly limited. 

An RSZ-supervisor reports that anonymous complaints are almost never treated, “because it almost 

always concerns neighbours’ quarrels or family issues and because we usually did not receive 

sufficient data from the complainant. This creates dissatisfaction among the inspectors, because such 

a complaint often leads to nothing.” The RVA-management made it an explicit policy not to respond 

to anonymous complaints anymore. In sum, such anonymous complaints have the potential to create 

some fatalism in the interactions between inspectors and inspectees, but this does not occur in the 

RVA, occurs rarely in the RSZ (where anonymous complaints are only infrequently followed-up), and 

is of some significance in the EI.  

 

Citizens (usually inspectees) might also affect the inspectors' interaction patterns by filing complaints 

against inspectors. When these are clearly false complaints, they could in fact be seen as a particular 

kind of aggression. In the RVA, for example, there are a few cases of inspectees who accused RVA-

                                                      
212

 One very peculiar example of an interaction pattern that fundamentally differs from the classically high-grid inspector-

inspectee encounter is reported by an EI-inspector. He recounts that he in fact learns a lot about legislation from the 

multinationals he inspects. Such large companies think long-term and they e.g. already know which EU-directives will be 

enforced in the coming five to ten years. "They then inform us about these new developments." 
213

 He clarifies: “Actually, they should first discuss with the company itself when they are bothered by something. (…) Of 

course, once you did that, an anonymous complaint is useless.” 
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inspectors of forging the PV or of unlawfully entering inhabited premises. Such complaints have a 

potentially fatalist effect upon the inspectors' behaviour, but the crucial intermediary variable here of 

course is the way management deals with this. If they unambiguously support the inspector, then the 

effect of such false complaints will be minor. Interviewees from management emphasise that the 

inspectors do receive this kind of support. Yet, a few interviewed inspectors nevertheless complained 

that management was still fairly distrustful towards them when such an, allegedly false, complaint 

was filed.  

 

5.4.6.3. Summary 

 

Most inspectees still respect and abide by the hierarchist character of the inspector-inspectee 

interaction. Yet, aggression against inspectors, dubious anonymous complaints and unfounded 

complaints against inspectors all create some fatalism in the interactions between inspectors and 

inspectees. Equally significant is the (increasing) assertiveness and capacity of the inspectees which 

strengthens their position and reduces the essentially high-grid character of the interaction patterns. 

Whether this low- grid character will take the form of egalitarianism or individualism will depend on 

other factors. There are some subtle between-organisational differences, but these are not strong 

enough to be noted here. Given the frequency of the interactions with citizens, their impact deserves a 

fairly high weight-factor (3). 

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

 Intra-organ.  

 

Extra-organ. Intra-organ.  Extra-organ. Intra-organ.  Extra-organ. 

Citizens  

- 

Hierarch:+++ 

Fatalism: + 

Ind/egal: + 

(3) 

 

- 

Hierarch:+++ 

Fatalism: + 

Ind/egal: + 

(3) 

 

- 

Hierarch:+++ 

Fatalism: + 

Ind/egal: + 

(3) 

Table 5-15: The impact of citizens upon the interaction patterns of the inspectors 

5.4.7. Conclusion 

 

The most important extra-organisational factors are the regulatory task environment, citizens, the 

political context and the courts. They essentially shape the (intra- and extra-organisational) interaction 

patterns in a hierarchist direction, but there were also some interesting fatalist and egalitarian effects. 

They mainly shape the interactions between the inspectors and the inspectees, but the political context 

and other governmental organisations also had some effect on the intra-organisational interactions 

(particularly in the RVA). 

 

 

5.5. Relative intensity of the interaction patterns in the three 

organisations as a basis for predictions 
 

Table 5-16 now summarises the above paragraphs and provides a rough profile of the interaction 

patterns in the three organisations in the language of grid-group theory. 
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  RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

  Intra-org. int. 

patterns 

Extra-org int. 

patterns 

Intra-org. int. 

patterns 

Extra-org int. 

patterns 

Intra-org. int. 

patterns 

Extra-org int. 

patterns 

Discretion Hierarchy:++++ 

Fatalism: + 

 

(4) 

Hierarchy:++++ 

Egal/ind:+ 

 

(4) 

Hierarchy: +++ 

Fatalism: ++ 

 

(4) 

Hierarchy:+++ 

Egal/ind:++ 

 

(4) 

Egal/ind:++ 

Fatalism: ++ 

Hierarchy:+ 

(4) 

Egal/ind:+++ 

Hierarchy: ++ 

 

(4) 

Autonomy Individualism: +++ 

Hierarchy: ++ 

(4) 

 

- 

Individualism: +++ 

Hierarchy: ++ 

(4) 

 

- 

Individualism: +++ 

Hierarchy: ++ 

(4) 

 

- 

J
o
b
-c
h
a
ra
ct
er
is
ti
cs
 

Interaction 

with citizens 

- - - - - - 

Formal 

structure 

Hierarchy: +++++ 

 

 

(3) 

 

- 

Hierarchy: +++++ 

 

 

(3) 

 

- 

Hierarchy: +++ 

Egalitarianism: + 

Fatalism: + 

(3) 

 

- 

Head office  

& top 

management 

Hierarchy+++ 

Fatalism: + 

Egalitarianism: + 

 (5) 

Hierarchy:+++ 

Egalitarianism: ++ 

 

(5) 

Hierarchy:++++ 

Fatalism: + 

 

(5) 

Hierarchy:++ 

Individualism: ++ 

Egalitarianism:+ 

(5) 

Hierarchy+++ 

Fatalism: + 

Egalitarianism: + 

(5) 

Hierarchy:+++++ 

 

 

(5) 

Supervisors Hierarchy:+++ 

Fatalism: + 

Egalitarianism: + 

(3) 

Hierarchy:+++ 

Egalitarianism: ++ 

 

(3) 

Hierarchy:+++ 

Egalitarianism: ++ 

 

(3) 

Hierarchy:+++ 

Individualism: ++ 

 

(3) 

Hierarchy:++++ 

Fatalism: + 

 

(3) 

Hierarchy: +++++ 

 

(3) 

HRM Hierarchy: ++ 

Egalitarianism: + 

 

(1) 

 

- 

Fatalism: + 

Hierarchy: + 

Egalitarianism: + 

(1) 

 

- 

Fatalism: ++ 

Egal/hier: ++ 

Individualism: + 

 (3) 

 

- 

Ethics 

management 

Hierarchy: +++ 

Fatalism: + 

Egalitarianism: + 

 (2) 

Hierarchy:+++ 

Egalitarianism: ++ 

 

(2) 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

In
tr
a
-o
rg
a
n
is
a
ti
o
n
a
l 
fa
ct
o
rs
 

Aggression 

policy 

Hierarchy: ++++ 

Egalitarianism:+ 

(1) 

Hierarchy:++ 

 

(1) 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 
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From 

other 

units 

Hierarchy:++++ 

Fatalism: + 

(2) 

 

- 

Hierarchy:+++ 

Fatalism: ++ 

(2) 

 

- 

Egal/hier:+++ 

Ind/fat: ++ 

(1) 

 

- 

 

 

 

Peers  Within 

inspec-

tion 

Egalitarianism: +++++ 

 

 

(2) 

Hierarchy:+++++ 

 

 

(3) 

Egalitarianism: 

+++++ 

 

(2) 

Egalitarianism: +++ 

Hierarchy: + 

Individualism:+ 

(2) 

Egalitarianism:++ 

Fatalism:++ 

Individualism:+ 

(2) 

Egalitarianism:+++++ 

 

 

(3) 

Regulatory 

task 

environment 

 

- 

Hierarchy:++++ 

Fatalism: + 

(3) 

 

- 

Hierarchy:++++ 

Fatalism: + 

(3) 

 

- 

Hierarchy: +++ 

Fatalism: ++ 

(3) 

Political 

context 

Hierarchy:+++ 

Fatalism: ++ 

(2) 

Hierarchy: +++ 

Egalitarianism: ++ 

(2) 

 

- 

Hierarchy:++++ 

Fatalism: + 

(2) 

 

- 

Hierarchy:++++ 

Fatalism: + 

(2) 

Other 

governmental 

organisations 

Fatalism: +++ 

 

(1) 

 

- 

Fatalism: +++ 

 

(1) 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

Interest 

groups 

- Egalitarianism: ++ 

(1) 

- Egalitarianism: + 

(1) 

- - 

Courts  

- 

Hierarchy:+++ 

Fatalism:++ 

 

(2) 

 

- 

Hierarchy:++ 

Fatalism:++ 

Egalitarianism: + 

(2) 

 

- 

Hierarchy:++ 

Fatalism:++ 

Egalitarianism: + 

(2) E
x
tr
a
-o
rg
a
n
is
a
ti
o
n
a
l 
fa
ct
o
rs
 

Citizens  

- 

Hierarchy:+++ 

Fatalism: + 

Ind/egal: + 

(3) 

 

- 

Hierarchy:+++ 

Fatalism: + 

Ind/egal: + 

(3) 

 

- 

Hierarchy:+++ 

Fatalism: + 

Ind/egal: + 

(3) 

 

TOTAL 

 

Hierarchy: 89 

Egalitarianism: 22 

Individualism: 12 

Fatalism: 23 

Hierarchy: 96 

Egalitarianism: 29,5 

Individualism: 3,5 

Fatalism: 10 

Hierarchy: 71 

Egalitarianism: 17 

Individualism: 12 

Fatalism: 21 

Hierarchy: 66 

Egalitarianism: 19,5 

Individualism: 23,5 

Fatalism: 12 

Hierarchy: 52,5 

Egalitarianism: 20,5 

Individualism: 22 

Fatalism: 30 

Hierarchy: 59 

Egalitarianism: 24,5 

Individualism: 7,5 

Fatalism: 11 

Table 5-16: The interaction patterns in the three case organisations: overview 
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The bottom line of Table 5-16 summarises the observations using the method of aggregation 

described in Chapter 3 (see 3.3.1). The "+" signs in each cell (max. 5) are multiplied with the weight 

factor (ranging from 1 to 5) of that cell and the resulting scores are added up for all four types 

respectively and this sum is presented at the bottom row of Table 5-16. This gives an impression of 

the relative intensity of the four types in respectively the intra- and extra-organisational interaction 

patterns of the three organisations. It is very important to emphasise that, although a quantitative 

procedure (summation) is used to reach this overall image, the apparent "exactness" of these figures 

should not mislead. The bottom line of Table 5-16 should still be considered a qualitative measure, 

and be interpreted with great caution. What in fact matters is the relative intensity of the types within 

each organisation, not the exact figures, as these ultimately depend upon rough and tentative 

assessments. 

 

The figures at the bottom line of Table 5-16 suggest some between-organisational differences. Yet, 

bearing in mind the hypotheses formulated in Chapter 2, what really matters is the relative intensity of 

the interaction patterns within each of the three organisations, and this is summarised in Table 5-17 

below.
214
 The interaction types in the left-hand column match the interaction types in the left hand 

column of Table 2-3 (in Chapter 2) that represented all propositions.
215
 Thus, the relative intensity of 

interaction types in Table 5-17 is hypothesised to match the relative intensity of the respectively 

associated types of ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical behaviour. 

To define the relative intensity of these interaction types, the figures are ordered into four categories: 

low, medium-low, medium-high and high. The two cells where the category differs from the other two 

organisations are put in bold. 

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ 

 

EI 

Hierarchy High 

(92,5) 

High 

(68,5) 

High 

(56) 

External egalitarianism Medium-high 

(29,5) 

Medium-low 

(19,5) 

Medium-high 

(24,5) 

Egalitarianism Medium-low 

(26) 

Medium-low 

(18) 

Medium-low 

(22,5) 

Internal egalitarianism Medium-low 

(22) 

Medium-low 

(17) 

Medium-low 

(20,5) 

Individualism and a high-

group element 

Medium-low 

(19) 

Medium-low 

(19,5) 

Medium-low 

(17) 

Fatalism and internal 

individualism 

Low 

(14) 

Low 

(14) 

Medium-low 

(21) 

Table 5-17: Relative intensity of the interaction types in the three organisations 

 

Table 5-17 now provides the starting point for two types of predictions.  

 

                                                      
214

 The figures in Table 5-17 are round off to an integer or half integer. 
215

 Fatalism and internal individualism are an exception. These are represented separately in the table with the predictions, 

but averaged in Table 5-17. This is because they are hypothesised to impact the same dependent variable (Self-interest). As 

the same dependent variable cannot take two values, the two independent variables that are hypothesised to impact it have to 

be averaged. 
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The first is of course the essential prediction that was formulated in Chapter 2 (see 2.1.1): 

 

The relative intensity of the interaction types, is proportional  

• to the relative intensity of the respectively related ethical climate types,  

• to the relative intensity of the respectively related ethical standards in ethical decision making, 

• and to the relative frequency of occurrence of the respectively related unethical behaviour types. 

 

This was reformulated in six more specific subpropositions: 

 

• If the relative intensity of interaction type X is Y, then 

1.. the relative intensity of the related ethical climate type will be Y 

2.  the relative intensity of the related ethical decision making standard will be Y 

3.  and the relative frequency of occurrence of the related unethical behaviour type will be Y. 

• If the relative intensity of ethical climate type X is Y, then 

4.  the relative intensity of the related ethical decision making standard will be Y 

5. and the relative frequency of occurrence of the related unethical behaviour type will be Y 

• If the relative intensity of the ethical decision making standard X is Y, then 

6. the relative frequency of occurrence of the related unethical behaviour type will be Y 
[Where Y is one of the four categories of relative intensity (low, medium-low, medium-high, high)] 

 

This hypothesis thus concerns the relative intensity of the interaction types within the three 

respective organisations. This prediction can now be specified on the basis of Table 5-17. It will be 

further specified and tested in Chapter 6. 

The top line in Table 5-17 describes the mean of hierarchy within the organisation and hierarchy in 

the interactions between inspectors and outsiders. This is unambiguously, and not unexpectedly for 

inspectorates, the dominant interaction pattern in all three organisations. We thus expect the 

associated standards (Organisational Rules (cell 8) and Laws and Public Interest (cell 9)) to be "high" 

as well.  

The second line describes the somewhat unusual combination "individualism with a high-group 

element" which is hypothesised to be associated with the Organisational Interest (cell 2) and 

Efficiency (cell 3) standards. It is difficult to translate the notion of "a high-group element" into a 

formula. First, the decision was taken to measure it by calculating the mean of all high-group scores 

(hierarchy and egalitarianism, both internal and external to the organisation). Yet, if we would then 

calculate the mean of this high-group score on the one hand and the individualism score (i.e. the mean 

of internal and external individualism) on the other, this would give too much weight to the high-

group element, which is theoretically not the central element. Thus, to reduce its relative weight while 

still taking its score into consideration, the high-group score was divided by two. In sum, 

"individualism with a high-group element" is calculated as the mean of (1) the mean of internal and 

external individualism on the one hand and (2) half of the mean of all high-group types on the 

other.
216
 This formula is chosen because it is consistent with the theoretical definition of 

"individualism with a high-group element" and because the resulting qualification as "medium-low" 

seems empirically plausible for these three organisations. Yet, it remains a tentative formula and 

research in other organisations should confirm whether this is indeed the appropriate formula to catch 

the notion of individualism with a high-group element.  

The third, fourth and fifth lines reproduce the figures of internal, external and averaged 

egalitarianism as they are reported at the bottom line of Table 5-16. Internal egalitarianism is 

hypothesised to be associated with Team Interest and Personal Morality, external egalitarianism is 

hypothesised to be associated with Stakeholder Orientation, and the average of internal and external 

                                                      
216

 For the RVA e.g., this is: mean [(mean (12 and 3,5)) and ((mean (89 and 96 and 22 and 29,5))/2)] 
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egalitarianism
217
 is hypothesised to be associated with Friendship. When looking at the scores, 

internal egalitarianism is medium-low in all three organisations, while external egalitarianism is 

relatively lower (medium-low) in the RSZ than in the RVA and the EI. This is because in the RSZ 

neither management (as in the RVA) nor the inspectors themselves (as in the EI) strongly emphasise 

external egalitarianism. The emphasis in the RSZ is (in addition to the essentially hierarchist way of 

dealing with inspectees) rather on external individualism: a pragmatic way of interacting with 

inspectees, strongly focussed on inning the RSZ's money. 

Finally, Self-interest is hypothesised to be associated with fatalism and internal individualism. Thus, 

since the same dependent variable (i.e. Self-interest) cannot take two values within the same 

organisation at the same time, the two independent variables (fatalism and internal individualism) that 

are hypothesised to impact it have to be averaged in order to be able to formulate a prediction. Hence, 

the bottom line of Table 5-17 represents the mean of (1) the mean of internal and external fatalism 

on the one hand and (2) internal individualism on the other. Although low, these scores (and 

particularly those of fatalism) are relatively higher than initially expected. Particularly the EI turns out 

to have a high degree of internal fatalism and internal individualism, pushing the relative intensity of 

the averaged score to medium-low. Fatalism- and individualism-inducing aspects in the EI include the 

personal liability of the inspectors together with the weak legal support, the way the bonus-system is 

applied, tensions among the inspectors due to differing previous employment, the unpredictable but 

potentially disastrous consequences of mistakes by EI-inspectors, etc.  

 

Second, as the analysis occurs in three organisations and as the relative intensity of the interaction 

patterns in the three organisations is not too different (see 6.4, for a further explanation of these 

conditions), it also becomes possible to formulate a second hypothesis: 

 
The between-organisational differences on the interaction patterns will be matched by the same between-

organisational differences on  

• ethical climate,  

• ethical decision making, and  

• unethical behaviour.  

 

Which can also be specified as six subpropositions: 

• If the between-organisational differences for interaction type X are A<B<C, then 

1.  the between-organisational differences for the related ethical climate type will be A<B<C 

2.  the between-organisational differences for the related ethical decision making type will be A<B<C 

3.  and the between-organisational differences for the related type of unethical behaviour will be A<B<C. 

• If the between-organisational differences for ethical climate type X are A<B<C, then 

4.  the between-organisational differences for the related ethical decision making type will be A<B<C 

5.  and the between-organisational differences for the related type of unethical behaviour will be A<B<C. 

• If the relative intensity of the ethical decision making standard X is Y, then 

6. and the between-organisational differences for the related type of unethical behaviour will be A<B<C. 
[Where Y is one of the four categories of relative intensity (low, medium-low, medium-high, high)] 

 

This hypothesis focuses on between-organisational differences. This prediction can be specified on 

the basis of the relative strength of the scores in Table 5-17, although these figures should be 

interpreted with caution. For the top line, for example, the RVA is clearly most and the EI least 

hierarchist, with the RSZ taking a position halfway in between. We thus expect the differences for 

                                                      
217

 The relative intensity of the averaged scores for internal and external egalitarianism is chosen as follows. In the RSZ, 

egalitarianism is medium-low because both types of egalitarianism are medium-low. In the RVA and the EI, egalitarianism is 

exactly in between medium-low (internal egalitarianism) and medium-high (external egalitarianism). Yet, in both cases, it 

was identified medium-low as the think-aloud tests suggested that the respondents tend to emphasise the intra-organisational 

aspect when thinking of the Friendship standard (with which egalitarianism is hypothesised to be associated). 
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Organisational Rules (cell 8) and Laws and Public Interest (cell 9) to be accordingly. Similar 

predictions can be formulated for the other types and these will be tested in Chapter 6. 

 

Finally, one important observation on the basis of Table 5-16 and Table 5-17 deserves particular 

consideration. As described in Chapter 4 (see 4.1), the case-organisations were specifically sought to 

find between-organisational differences in the relative intensity of the interaction patterns. Yet, a 

glance at Table 5-17 shows that the between-organisational differences are very limited. In fact, with 

regards to the relative intensity of the interaction types, there are only two differences: 

• External egalitarianism is relatively lower in the RSZ (medium-low instead of medium-high) 

• Fatalism and internal individualism are relatively higher in the EI (medium-low instead of 

low) 

Fundamentally, this similarity between the organisations is a consequence of our choice to vary on the 

interaction patterns only and not on the task or the wider environment of the organisation. It is 

nevertheless a striking and somewhat disappointing observation, as the explicit aim was to find 

organisations that are sufficiently different within these constraints (see 4.1). At least five reasons 

help to account why this aim was not achieved. In fact, they are interesting empirical observations 

themselves. 

 

First, of course, the bottom line of Table 5-16 provides a very rough summary of a complex of factors 

and thus hides a number of important between-organisational differences. 

A second reason has to do with the job characteristics of inspectors (discretion, autonomy, interaction 

with citizens). Their effect turned out to be even more important than initially thought. Since the job 

characteristics (and particularly autonomy) are strongly similar in the three organisations, this also 

accounts for the relatively small between-organisational differences.
218
  

Third, the search for cases was strongly guided by descriptions of organisations from people in the 

field. Being a member of an organisation themselves, they seemed to have a tendency to emphasise 

the boundary between their own organisation and other organisations, e.g. by thinking in stereotypes 

about the members of those other organisations. By doing that, they exaggerated the between-

organisational differences and thus somewhat misguided the search for cases that are sufficiently 

different. This stereotyping-mechanism was of course reinforced by the fact that, by asking for 

between-organisational differences, I somewhat pushed them into this bias.  

A related and very important reason is the fact that all three organisations have undergone serious 

changes in recent years. For example, most evidence suggests that, in the past, the RVA-inspectors 

interacted strongly hierarchist, if not fatalist, with unemployed persons. Recent years have seen a 

significant change in this, partly enforced by management (e.g. the emphasis on organised fraud) and 

the legislator (e.g. weakening the powers to investigate the family situation). Thus, although the 

stereotype of the hierarchist RVA-inspector, always tough against powerless unemployed people, 

might have been close to reality two or so decades ago, it clearly is not anymore. Moreover, the 

organisations are not only changing. They are in fact to a certain degree converging. This is most 

obvious for the RVA and the EI. While RVA-inspectors are pushed to be less hierarchical towards 

inspectees (e.g. by Promes), EI-inspectors, coming from a rather low-grid style in their previous 

organisations, are stimulated towards more hierarchy in their interactions with inspectees. One of the 

reasons for this convergence might be the fact that all organisations are increasingly confronted with 

societal and political demands for more accountability (see below). 

A fifth reason has to do with the fact that the case-selection, guided by the aim to vary on "degree of 

NPM," had a bias towards specific instruments, without considering them in their context and looking 

                                                      
218

 Moreover, the job characteristics not only have an important direct effect upon the interaction patterns (increasing low-

grid), but they also seem to provoke largely high-grid policies from management and politicians that tend to be somewhat 

similar in all three organisations. 
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at the way in which they are actually implemented. Such an emphasis on individual instruments sits 

uneasily with grid-group theory's image of the world to which we subscribe in our theory, of an 

organisation (or any other social system) as a complex and subtle settlement between the four types. If 

a new instrument is added to this settlement, then it is important to look beyond the bias of the 

instrument itself, and actually investigate how the instrument affects the four types and their balance 

in the particular organisation. The personnel appraisal system in the EI, e.g., looked very individualist 

and the presence of this instrument was an important reason to consider the EI as a "high-NPM" case 

and to choose it as a case-organisation. Yet, the empirical analysis indicated that, in addition to indeed 

adding some individualism, this new instrument also had many other effects on the relative intensity 

of the interaction patterns. It also reinforced existing interaction patterns such as egalitarianism (e.g. 

giving the bonus to people with financial difficulties) and fatalism (when bonus-allocation was 

perceived to be based on nepotism).
219
 

In sum, newly introduced instruments typically had two effects. Either they did have an important 

effect upon the interaction patterns, really changing the interaction patterns, but this then tended to be 

towards convergence (e.g. Promes in the RVA), or they were absorbed into the existing settlement, 

having only a limited effect in the originally intended direction (e.g. the bonus system in the EI). Both 

effects work against finding variation in the three cases. 

 

 

5.6. Additional survey-based data about the interaction patterns 

5.6.1. Answers to the open question 

 

At the end of the survey, after the question in which the respondents were asked to indicate the 

frequency of incidence of nine types of unethical behaviour (see above), an open-ended question 

asked them which types of unethical behaviour occurred most in their organisation. 41% of the 

respondents answered this question. Most of the respondents actually answered the question and 

referred to unethical behaviour by inspectors (see 7.4 for a summary of these responses), but some 

used the opportunity of this open question to list a number of instances of what they defined as 

unethical behaviour by their management. Sometimes they added how this affected the ethical 

decision making and unethical behaviour of themselves and of their colleagues. These remarks are a 

useful additional source of evidence to corroborate the findings described above in this chapter. This 

is particularly useful since the survey is anonymous, while the findings of this chapter were based on 

face-to-face interviews. Yet, the fact that the survey is anonymous also implies that these criticisms of 

management should be interpreted with caution and in conjunction with the other data. Moreover, 

as some of the respondents reported more than one type of perceived unethical behaviour of 

management, these individuals might bias the overall picture. Thus, rather than a quantitative measure 

of the extent of the unethical behaviour by management and/or the cleavage between management and 

inspectors, these statements are better considered as a tentative qualitative indicator that describes 

some prominent issues. 

 

In all organisations, reference is made to the typical cleavage field offices/head office cleavage. An 

RVA-inspector gives an informative description of the issue, which is also representative for concerns 

expressed in the other organisations: 
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 Moreover, new instruments are often introduced to compensate for a shortage of a particular type and it would thus be 

mistaken to classify a particular organisation as largely individualist because it has a prominent strongly individualist 

management instrument. That instrument might well have been put in place to compensate for, say, a strongly hierarchist 

bias.  
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“You might want to consider that the breaching of rules and procedures might be a consequence of the 

fact that the hierarchical seniors do not adapt quickly enough to today’s circumstances. It is only 

inspectors with field experience who are often confronted with situations that look well on paper but often 

turn out to be unworkable in practice.” (RVA-respondent) 
 

The following paragraphs will now describe between-organisational differences.  

 

Four issues acquire explicit attention in the RVA-inspectors’ comments.  

First, two respondents complain about the RVA’s “image-sensitivity,” thus referring to the RVA 

management’s policy, described above (see 5.3), to be more egalitarian towards inspectees. One of 

these two refers to the implicit paradoxical assumption underlying this policy: “The more control and 

sanctions, the worse the RVA’s image!!” The other points at a fatalist element, noting how fickle 

these policies are: “[The ethical line] differs even from period to period (e.g. for the moment it is 

difficult to establish a strict policy towards the unemployed, because, apparently, one wants to work 

towards a positive image)."  

Second, one respondent points out that his or her supervisor steers the inspectors towards particular 

investigations, in order to give a better impression in the national statistics. "The usefulness of the 

assignments is then not always of primary importance. This is a generally known phenomenon in the 

RVA-inspection."  

Third, the answers seem to suggest that there are two field offices with considerable problems, both 

among the inspectors and between field office management and the inspectors. In one field office, the 

commentaries depict a situation of an incompetent director, successfully applying a “divide and rule” 

tactic among the inspectors. The problems in the other field office seem less serious, but one inspector 

of the field office does report instances of nepotism by the field office management and another 

complains about the supervisor not defending him or her against false accusations.  

Fourth, three RVA-inspectors complain about the lack of sufficient means. This reflects the debate 

that was described above (5.3.1), and which lead to the threat of industrial action.  

 

Essentially one issue emerges from the statements made by RSZ-respondents. A number of 

respondents formulate complaints about management. These confirm interview findings that were 

mentioned above (see 5.3.3.2). In contrast with the RVA, image-sensitivity in the RSZ seems to take 

the form of management imposing a strict application of the law. Three respondents explicitly link 

this to management's alleged self-interested and risk-averse motives. One inspector e.g. notes: "the top 

applies every law and every regulation strictly, with as only aim to be safeguarded from problems." 

Whether true or not, the fact that three RSZ-inspectors (5,8%)
220
 note this perception without 

explicitly being asked for instances of management's unethical behaviour, at least suggest that this is a 

significant narrative in the organisation. 

  

If the answers to this question are a good indicator, then the cleavage between inspectors and 

management is clearly deepest in the EI. Up to one fifth (13) of the EI-inspectors used the opportunity 

of this open question to formulate unsolicited criticism of their management, often in strong language. 

Put bluntly, the picture drawn by these critics is one of an over-ambitious top management enforcing 

hierarchist behaviour towards citizens through hierarchist, and sometimes fatalist, interaction patterns 

within the organisation. One EI-inspector summarises it as follows. 
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 One did not indicate his/her field office, the other two are from different field offices. 
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"Inspectors should always keep in mind the actual effect on the environment. For purely administrative 

breaches, they should not write a PV, but instead try to convince, through negotiations, the companies to 

care more for the environment. Unfortunately, however, the EI's top management wants to boast with 

numbers and statistics: much PV's; the more coercive measures, the better. This puts you, as inspector, 

under pressure to work against common sense, and against a proper image of a new open public service" 

(EI-respondent).  

 

There are in fact three aspects of this picture.  

The first aspect is most cited (8 times). It is the complaint that management creates hierarchist, and to 

an extent even fatalist, interaction patterns within the organisation. One EI-inspector points at the 

paradox, discussed above, of combining an internal egalitarian rhetoric with actual internal hierarchist 

interaction patterns. This is clearly an instance of the kind of fatalism-inducing inequity that was 

discussed above. Another inspector also suggests fatalist interaction patterns: "Be wary of the 

inspectors of the head office, with their built-in distrust towards companies and colleagues from the 

field offices." Some more nuanced respondents complain about the large number of internal rules 

within the EI.  

The second and related aspect is the fact that management uses this internal hierarchy and fatalism to 

impose strict hierarchist interaction patterns between inspectors and citizens. Five respondents 

complained about this external hierarchy. Usually their complaint is that the EI-management appears 

to consider the procedures to be more important than the ultimate goal of a healthy environment. One 

EI-inspector thought that top management even wants to be stricter than the law.  

The third aspect is most interesting, but is only explicitly mentioned by two respondents. It concerns 

the fact that the EI-management's image-sensitivity appears to take a form that is different from both 

the RVA and the RSZ. The difference with the RVA is obviously that EI-management is alleged to 

perceive hierarchist interaction patterns with citizens as the way to improve its image. The difference 

with the RSZ is that the respondents do not ascribe this external hierarchy to their management's risk-

aversion, but rather to management's alleged ambition to create an image of a proactive 

Environmental Inspection that is tough on breaches of the environmental legislation.  

Finally, one respondent from the field office in Portcity, which is one of the two investigated field 

offices, complains: "Some colleagues manage to receive their wage every month without having to 

work for it. Some can escape, in an underhand way, the them assigned tasks without any sanction." 

This anticipates on an important tension between the inspectors that will return in the qualitative 

analysis in this field office (see 7.1.1). 

 

In sum, these commentaries in the survey reflect the main issues that emerged from the interviews. In 

the RVA, these were the external egalitarian policy, imposed through high-grid internal interaction 

patterns and the lack of sufficient material support. RSZ-respondents also confirmed some tensions 

between inspectors and management, but the cleavage between inspectors and head office is clearly 

deepest in the EI. Particularly the EI-management's policy to impose external hierarchy through 

internal high-grid means provoked a considerable number of critical remarks. 

5.6.2. Survey-based description of autonomy and participation 

 

As described in Chapter 3 (see 3.1.2.2), the surveys in the RSZ and the EI included a number of items 

to measure three particular factors that shape the interaction patterns: the perceived degree of 

autonomy, of participation in the field office and of participation in the head office. Originally, this 

was introduced as a quantitative measure to complement the qualitative measurement of these three 

job characteristics. Yet, for reasons hypothesised below, the results of the quantitative measures 

contradict the qualitative results and are not considered good descriptors of the interaction patterns. 
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The survey measures “autonomy,” "participation in field office" and "participation in head office," 

each with three items respectively, in two of the three organisations (RSZ and EI, see 3.1.2.2). Table 

5-18 below presents the measures of central tendency in the two organisations for the averaged scales 

(ranging from 1 to 7), as well as statistical tests of the differences, using the technique of ordinal 

regression. The technique will be explained and justified in Chapter 6 (see 6.4.1). The interpretation 

of the figures in Table 5-18 is very much like the interpretation of the results of a normal linear 

regression, except that pseudo R² tends to have lower values than the traditional R².  

 

 

Belgian 

Ministry 

of 

Finance
221
 

RSZ Environmental 

Inspection 

Ordinal regression 

Impact of 

organisation 

Impact of 

degree 

 

Mean 

(1-7) 

Mean  

(1-7) 

Median  

(1-7) 

Mean  

(1-7) 

Median  

(1-7) 
Model 

fitting 

info 

(sig.) 

Pseud

o R² 

Model 

fitting 

info 

(sig.) 

Pseud

o R² 

Remaining 

effect with 

both 

organisation 

and degree  

Autonomy 

 

5,0 5,696 6,0 4,534 5,0 ,000 ,249 ,015 ,092 Organisation 

Particip. 

field office 
4,0 5,020 5,3 3,979 3,7 ,000 ,158 ,008 ,103 Organisation 

Particip. 

head-office 
- 3,268 3,3 2,529 2,3 ,001 ,090 ,004 ,117 none 

Table 5-18: Measures of central tendency and statistical tests for the aggregated “autonomy” and 

“participation” scales 

 

The left-hand column in Table 5-18 reproduces the scores of the same scales that were part of a 

survey among a stratified sample of over 1,500 respondents (response: 1159 or 74%) in the Belgian 

Ministry of Finance (Depré et al. 1995). A comparison of the scores on the “autonomy” scale shows 

that the score in the Ministry of Finance is halfway between the score in the EI and the RSZ-

inspection. It particularly shows how different the scores in the RSZ and in the EI are. When 

differentiating between grades (niveaus) in the Ministry of Finance, we see that the RSZ-inspectors 

judge their autonomy to be even higher than the grade 1 public servants in the Ministry (5,5), while 

the EI-respondents score even lower than the grade 3 and grade 4 public servants in the Ministry (4,5 

and 4,8 respectively). A comparison on the “participation in field office” scale shows how high RSZ-

respondents assess their degree of participation compared to both public servants of the Ministry of 

Finance and EI-inspectors. Finally, “participation in head office” was not measured in the other 

survey. 

 

Now we focus on the scores of the RSZ-inspection and the EI. The statistical tests on the right hand 

side in Table 5-18 show that “organisation” has a fairly strong impact upon “autonomy” and 

“participation in the field office,” which persists when controlling for level of education (“degree”). 

The impact of “organisation” on “participation in the head office” is relatively weaker and disappears 

when controlling for level of education. “Degree” also has an effect upon the three variables, but in all 

three cases this disappears when controlling for organisation. 

 

Two types of comparisons now are possible.  
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 Source: Depré, Hondeghem et al. (1995: 55 and 64). 
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First, within-organisational differences between the three variables can be compared. Specifically, the 

figures in Table 5-18 indicate that in both organisations the perceived degree of participation in the 

head office is significantly lower than the perceived degree of participation in the field office. This is 

consistent with the cleavage between field offices and head office observed above (5.3.1).  

 

Second, the between-organisational differences can be analysed for each of the three variables. The 

variable “participation in head office” revealed only weak between-organisational differences, 

which disappeared when controlling for degree. This suggests that the cleavage between field office 

and head office is roughly equally large in the RSZ-inspection and in the EI, which is roughly 

consistent with the qualitative observations. The scores on the variable “participation in the field 

office” are also consistent with the qualitative data. As described in this chapter, the qualitative data 

suggest that the supervisors in the RSZ tend to shape the intra-organisational interaction patterns more 

in an egalitarian direction than the supervisors in the EI.
222
 Finally, the scores on the variable 

“autonomy” are surprising, as these between-organisational differences in the survey are inconsistent 

with the qualitative assessment of between-organisational differences concerning autonomy. The 

qualitative measurement of "autonomy" (see 5.2.2 above) revealed no between-organisational 

differences. In both the RSZ and the EI, the job characteristic "autonomy" shapes the interaction 

patterns in an individualist direction, while management attempts to impose some hierarchy and does 

that roughly to the same extent in both organisations. Yet, the figures in Table 5-18 indicate a 

difference between both organisations, which is fairly strong and persists when controlling for degree. 

Specifically, the RSZ scores significantly higher on the averaged autonomy scale than the EI. 

Moreover, if we were to assume that respondents did not distinguish between "autonomy" and "formal 

discretion" and interpreted our questions about autonomy as also referring to their discretion (as it 

refers to freedom “in the way in which the job is executed”), then the divergence with the qualitative 

evidence is even more explicit. For the inspectors' discretion is obviously much stronger in the EI than 

in the RSZ (see 5.2.1).  

 

We hypothesise that this surprising finding in the survey is due to the fact that respondents implicitly 

make a comparison with a "standard." To explain this phenomenon we again refer to Adams' equity 

theory, which was introduced above to conceptualise a particular form of fatalism (see 5.1). Above, it 

was explained how people compare their own input-output ratio with that of a "standard," which 

could be the situation of another person or group, an individual standard or a "system referent." There, 

a situation of perceived strong inequity together with a feeling that not much can be done to reduce it, 

was conceptualised as fatalist. Here, we use the same conceptualisation to describe a phenomenon 

that occurs when people are asked to describe their situation (e.g. their degree of participation or 

autonomy) in a questionnaire. We argue that, when answering such questions, respondents in fact 

compare their situation with an implicit standard. Such a yardstick was not measured in our survey, 

since this phenomenon was not anticipated, but we can make some rough estimate of what this 

implicit standard of the respondents was. This is based on a number of qualitative indicators and 

conceptualised using the three categories of standards formulated by Goodman (1977) that were 

discussed above (see 5.1). Specifically, we hypothesise that the expectations concerning autonomy are 

higher in the EI than in the RSZ for the following reasons. 

 

First, individuals are said to compare their own situation with that of others. It is not unlikely that 

RSZ-inspectors compared themselves with the colleagues who are roughly at the same hierarchical 

level and with whom they frequently interact: the supportive staff of the inspection in Brussels and 
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 Yet, as mentioned above, these qualitative data should be interpreted with caution as they only concern two field offices 

in the two organisations. 
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the staff of the Department of Control. Compared with the inspectors, these referents' autonomy is 

significantly lower. Thus, the autonomy standards in the RSZ are lower than those in the EI. 

Second, respondents might also compare their situation with a personal standard, which is shaped by 

a number of individual characteristics and needs. One such individual variable is level of education.
 
It 

is possible that the EI-inspectors look ahead to higher degrees of autonomy due to their average level 

of education, which is higher in the EI than in the RSZ. This is suggested by other research which 

indicates that expectations decrease with level of education (if we assume that the degree of education 

of blue collar workers is relatively lower): “Blue collar employees are reasonably satisfied with their 

jobs, life, and financial status (Saunders, O'Neill, and Jensen 1986), which may be a function of 

having low expectations (Hitt, Amos Jr., and Warner 1983)” (Collins 2000: 20). Yet, this is only very 

weakly corroborated in our survey, as the effect of “degree” on autonomy
223
 (as well as on the other 

variables) disappears when controlling for organisation and as there is no association between 

“degree” and autonomy within either of the two organisations (see Table 5-18).
224
 

Finally, and presumably most importantly, the survey respondents also use "system referents" as a 

benchmark against which they assess their own degrees of autonomy. Specifically, we assume that the 

"contract-based" expectations of autonomy (particularly if we assume that respondents took the 

“autonomy” items also to refer to “discretion”) are much higher among EI-inspectors than among 

RSZ-inspectors, as the law clearly grants much more discretion to the former.
225
  

 

All these indicators suggest that the EI-inspectors expect more autonomy than their RSZ-counterparts. 

Thus, although the degree of autonomy is objectively similar in the EI and in the RSZ, the EI-

respondents rate it significantly lower since their implicit standards were more ambitious. Hence, 

because respondents use an implicit standard that significantly biases their perception, these 

quantitative measures will not be taken as descriptors of the interaction patterns. In fact, being 

"perceptions," they tend more to "climate" than to "interaction patterns," although they are no part of 

the official ethical climate survey. Thus, to avoid tautology-problems, these items will be excluded 

from the further analysis. 
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 The association is negative, as suggest by Spearman’s rho (-,264, p<,01) 
224

 Another possibility was that many of the older EI-inspectors would compare their present work situation with their 

previous situation as inspector in other organisations, predating the establishment of the EI, where they might have enjoyed 

more autonomy and participation. Yet, quantitative analysis reveals no statistically significant differences on the autonomy 

and participation scales between younger and older EI-inspectors or between inspectors who had worked as an inspector 

before they came to the EI and those who had not.  
225

 If we invoke this mechanism to account for contradictory findings with regards to "autonomy," we need to explain why 

this mechanism did not work for participation in field office and head office. First as for participation in head office, we 

argue that the factors that made the EI-inspectors' standard for autonomy to be higher than the RSZ-inspectors' standard only 

have a small effect on the inspectors' standard for participation in head office. Specifically, the "contract-based expectations" 

described above (particularly the legally granted discretion) are much more related to "autonomy" and "discretion" than to 

"participation in head office." That is why we would argue that the EI-respondents' expectations with regard to "participation 

in head office" are not much higher than the expectations of the RSZ-inspectors. Hence the small difference between both on 

their score for "participation in head office." Second, as for "participation in field office," there are no obvious reasons to 

assume that the inspectors in the RSZ and the EI had different standards (and if there would have been differences, then we 

would expect that it are the EI-inspectors who have higher expectations). Thus, we can assume that the use of implicit 

standards did not confuse the quantitative measurement of this second variable either.  



  

 214 

5.7. Conclusion 
 

The job as inspector has a number of specific characteristics. Inspectors have a fairly strong degree of 

autonomy in the daily execution of their jobs and, depending on the organisation, varying degrees of 

discretion in their decision making. All three organisations make considerable efforts to guide the 

inspectors towards a uniform inspection style, thus in fact significantly reducing their autonomy and 

discretion.
226
 The job can be very demanding from an emotional point of view as the inspectors’ 

actions often have important consequences for the inspectees, particularly when these are private 

individuals (e.g. unemployed persons) or when they represent smaller companies. Inspectors are also 

regularly confronted with verbal aggression and sometimes threatened with physical aggression.  

 

Of all the characteristics of the inspector’s job, one stands out as a particularly fundamental tension in 

the life of inspectors in all three organisations: the tension between the intrinsically low-grid job 

characteristics (mainly autonomy and partly formal discretion)
227
 on the one hand and the attempts of 

management and other actors (politicians, interest groups) to increase grid and control over the 

inspectors on the other. This tension is particularly important as it has the potential to lead to 

fatalism, for two reasons. 

First, it might take the form of the fatalism-inducing inequity that was theoretically described at the 

outset of this chapter. The low-grid job characteristics create expectations among the inspectors and 

when the organisation increases grid through all kinds of control mechanisms, the inspectors perceive 

an inequity between their actual situation and a standard that is shaped by the job characteristics. As 

described above, this inequity can cause fatalism.  

The second reason why this tension might lead to fatalism has to do with the fact that the job-

characteristics are not only low-grid, but also low-group, as the inspectors are often on the road and 

the scope for mutual interactions is limited. If in such an individualist context the organisation 

increases grid without increasing group, there is a potential danger than these changes might work 

towards fatalism. Grid-group theory would expect that this could only be avoided by balancing 

fatalism with egalitarianism, hierarchy and individualism, which can thus act as a "dam" against this 

threat of fatalism. 

In sum, all three organisations seem to be confronted with a structurally inherent threat that fatalism 

might become the dominant interaction type. Since both reasons are to some degree in place in all 

inspections we conjecture that this threat is in fact prevalent in all inspections, if not in all street-level 

bureaucracies. Research in such other organisations could corroborate this. 

 

This chapter reported that all organisations in fact succeed fairly well in avoiding to be overrun by 

fatalism, by counterbalancing the fatalist elements with instances of the three other types.  

Most prominently, all three organisations are clearly dominated by hierarchy, both within the 

organisation and between inspectors and outsiders. The hierarchist interaction pattern implies strong 

constraints, but it also provides the certainty that if the inspectors abide by the rules, they enjoy a 

considerable degree of security and they are guaranteed that, if they are e.g. harassed by inspectees, 

they will get support from the organisation (high-group). Interestingly, recent regulations and 

guidelines explicitly acknowledge the discretion and autonomy of the inspectors. Yet, by making 

these degrees of freedom explicit and delineating them, they in effect become more apt for control by 
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 This tension occurred in all three organisations, and was also often referred to in the literature about street-level 

bureaucrats and about regulation. Fineman e.g. wrote (as quoted in 2.3.2.3): "where bureaucrats at the centre strive for 

similarity in practise, their counterparts in the field look for, and create, differences" (Fineman 1998: 971). 
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 "Frequent interaction with citizens" by itself does not shape the interaction patterns in a particular direction, but it does 

increase the relative weight of the impact of citizens (see 5.4.6 above). 
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management. Thus, somewhat paradoxically, an egalitarian rhetoric that explicitly acknowledged 

discretion in effect also shapes the interactions in a hierarchist direction. 

The other high-group interaction type –egalitarianism– also works to prevent fatalism. This is 

significantly less important than hierarchy, but instances of it were found in all three organisations. 

This was most prominent among the inspectors, which tend to interact with each other in an 

essentially egalitarian way. Even in the EI field office that clearly had some open conflicts (Portcity), 

there remained a considerable degree of egalitarianism, be it within factions of the field office, rather 

than among all the inspectors of the office. There was also a considerable degree of egalitarianism in 

the inspector-supervisor interactions as well as in some management instruments, but in most cases 

the egalitarian rhetoric tended to be stronger than the actual egalitarian practice.  

Finally, in all three cases, a considerable degree of individualism, intrinsic to the job characteristics, 

remains. However strong the grid that the organisation imposes upon the inspectors, they always keep 

a fair degree of genuine individualism, if only by the information asymmetry between management 

and the inspectors about the latter's whereabouts when they are on the road. Theoretically, 

individualism could also counterbalance fatalism by taking the form of competition between the 

inspectors, on the condition that this is fair and meritocratic. Yet, there were no clear examples of this 

kind of individualism in the studied organisations. The indications are that it would be very difficult 

to design such a system for enforcement officers. 

The following chapters now intend to show how these settlements between the four interaction 

patterns in the three organisations affect ethical climate, decision making and unethical behaviour of 

the inspectors. 

 

Although all organisations thus succeed in counterbalancing fatalism and keeping it at a manageable 

level, there are some between-organisational differences. When comparing the three organisations, the 

EI seems to be most susceptible to fatalism. First, it clearly has the strongest tension between low-grid 

job characteristics and high-grid organisational policies. This observation was used to account for the 

observed divergence between qualitative and quantitative evidence (see 5.6.2), but it also helps to 

account for the relatively higher degrees of inequity-based fatalism in the EI. Second, the EI also 

scores weaker on the interaction types that might counterbalance fatalism: the high-group types in the 

EI are relatively weaker than in the other two organisations,
228
 and this is not compensated for by a 

fair and meritocratic individualist system.  

Yet, two important provisos should nuance this observation. First, although fatalism is relatively 

higher in the EI, the figures in Table 5-16 and Table 5-17 show that fatalism in the EI is still at a 

manageable level (20,5 or "medium-low"), particularly when we consider the inherent structural threat 

of fatalism in all inspectorates. Second, this chapter of course found many more between-

organisational differences than this difference in fatalism between the EI on the one hand and the 

RVA and the RSZ on the other. Although these differences are not as large as we initially expected on 

the basis of the case-search (see 5.5.), they are still considerable and interesting. They were 

summarised in Table 5-16 and Table 5-17, and will be referred to in following chapters to account for 

between-organisational differences in ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour. 
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 Mean of all high-group types (internal hierarchy, external hierarchy, internal egalitarianism, external egalitarianism): 

RVA = 59; RSZ = 43; EI = 39. 
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66..  QQUUAANNTTIITTAATTIIVVEE  AANNAALLYYSSIISS::  TTEESSTTIINNGG  TTHHEE  

PPRROOPPOOSSIITTIIOONNSS  
 

 

This chapter reports the results of the quantitative analysis of the survey. This is explicitly referred to 

as quantitative analysis because Chapter 7 presents a qualitative analysis of the answers to the open 

survey question about unethical behaviour.  

First, some general observations about the survey administration are reported and then a summary is 

presented of how the scales, and particularly the ethical climate scales, were constructed. As 

announced in Chapter 3 and 5, the third and fourth paragraph describe the result of two tests of the 

theory. The exercise dubbed "pattern-matching I" is the most essential test, since this is a direct test of 

the central proposition that the relative intensity of the interaction patterns within an organisation is 

proportional to the relative intensity of ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour within that same organisation. The fourth paragraph reports on the results of "pattern-

matching II," which is a statistical test of the between-organisational differences. The fifth paragraph 

then follows up on the pattern-matching exercises by developing some alternative propositions for 

those empirical patterns that did not fit the theoretical patterns. This thus amounts to an explanation-

building exercise that will be continued in the qualitative analysis in Chapter 7 and should amount to 

an adapted version of the theory in Chapter 8. The sixth paragraph in fact presents a digression of the 

main line of argument, since it reports on a number of additional tests made on the basis of the survey. 

These include tests concerning the impact of the control variables as well as an analysis of the 

respondents' choices in the hypothetical ethical dilemmas. The conclusion summarises the main 

adaptations that are proposed by the explanation-building exercise of the fifth paragraph. 

 

Before turning to the analysis, it should be noted that this quantitative analysis only allows to test 

associations between variables, not causal links, let alone the direction of the causality. The 

qualitative analysis, on the other hand, is better able to (tentatively) assess causal impact. 

Nevertheless, at several points, this chapter will refer to the impact of one variable (particularly 

organisational membership, but also e.g. individual variables) on another (particularly ethical climate, 

ethical decision making and unethical behaviour). This is done for convenience and because these 

seem the most obvious directions, yet it would be more correct to write that variable X is associated 

with variable Y. 

 

 

6.1. Survey administration 

6.1.1. Response 

 

Given the small population, no sample was drawn for the survey and the questionnaires were sent to 

all inspectors in the three organisations. The implications of the fact that the sample was thus equal to 

the population for the confirmatory statistical tests will be discussed below. This paragraph briefly 

discusses the response rate. 

 

In the RVA, the surveys were sent out to all 174 Dutch-speaking social inspectors (all the social 

inspectors in Flanders and the Dutch-speaking inspectors in Brussel), minus the 8 of one “test-
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Unemployment Office.”
229
 With 102 inspectors replying,

230
 this implied a response rate for the social 

inspectors of (102/166) 61,4%.
231
 This ratio is good but not excellent. However, both gender and age 

distributions among the respondents are roughly similar to the distributions in the total population of 

RVA-inspectors. In the RSZ and the Environmental Inspection, the surveys were sent out to the heads 

of the field offices, who were asked to distribute them further. With a list of the respondents available 

to us, the exact response rate can be calculated. The response rate among the RSZ social inspectors 

(all Dutch-speaking inspectors) was 82,3% (51/62)
232
 and the response rate among the environmental 

inspectors was 82,9% (63/76).
233
 Hence, the overall number of inspectors included in the analysis will 

be: 

102 (RVA) + 51 (RSZ) + 63 (EI) = 216. 

These differences in response rates between the RVA on the one hand and the RSZ and the EI on the 

other, might be partly due to a number of additional measures that were taken to strengthen perceived 

anonymity following the survey in the RVA (see 3.1.2). 

 

Managerial staff in each of the three organisations were also sent the questionnaire, for two main 

reasons. First, this would allow to test whether, regardless of the organisation, the ethics of inspectors 

would differ significantly from those of management. Second, this would also allow enlarging the 

pool of respondents for the exploratory factor analyses (see 6.2). As for the RVA, the survey was sent 

to the heads of the inspection services in each unemployment office. Typically, this is one person for 

each office (hence 18 in total), but the arrangements might differ from office to office and we know 

that at least two directors had also filled out a questionnaire,
234
 although this was not intended. Hence, 

it is difficult to know the total population for this category, but, with a return of 20, the response ratio 

must have been very high. In the RSZ, questionnaires were sent to all 11 heads of the field offices and 

10 (90,9%) were returned. In the Environmental Inspection (EI), questionnaires were sent to the 

inspectors working at the head office
235
 (response: 7/9), to the directors of the field offices (response: 

5/6), and to the head of the organisation (response: 1/1), adding up to a total response rate for the EI-

management of 81,2%. Hence, the overall number of managerial staff involved in the analysis will 

be: 20 (RVA) + 10 (RSZ) + 13 (EI) = 43. It is important to emphasise, however, that, unless explicitly 

mentioned otherwise, the surveys of these respondents from management are not included in the 

following analyses. 

 

A preliminary missing values analysis (see Appendix D.1) did not indicate any important problems. 

 

                                                      
229

 Because they had already answered an earlier version of the survey, it would have been inappropriate to ask to fill out a 

very similar survey a few weeks later. Because the earlier survey they completed significantly differed from the final version, 

their responses were not included. 
230

 In addition to these 102 respondents, 2 more returned their survey but left it completely blank (hence we do not know 

whether they are inspectors or management). 
231

 In fact, the total population that received the survey is probably smaller than the 166 counted above, since inspectors who 

were on long term sick leave or on leave for other reasons (e.g. “loopbaanonderbreking”), probably did not receive the 

survey. Hence, the response rate is most probably higher than mentioned above. 
232

 The total number of inspectors is 64, but two of them are on long-term sick-leave, hence the population number of 62.  
233

 In addition to these 63 respondents, one person returned a completely blank questionnaire and one respondent filled out 

the questionnaire, but did not indicate his/her position. The latter will be excluded from all analyses, apart from the factor 

analysis and scale construction.   
234

 One of them marked it on the survey, the other one did not, but during an interview he told us he completed the 

questionnaire. 
235

 These are formally at the same level as the other EI-inspectors, but the contents of their work and their position in head 

office bring them much closer to management than to the environmental inspector on the field. 
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6.1.2. Respondents' remarks about the survey 

 

Several survey respondents formulated remarks about the survey. They did this through several 

channels. Two RVA-inspectors telephoned (following an invitation on the form: "for more 

information please contact..."), to ask for guarantees about anonymity; some remarks were formulated 

during the visits in the studied field offices; and eight respondents to the survey (most of them of the 

RVA) used the open-ended question at the end of the survey (which asked for examples of unethical 

behaviour) to formulate some meta-remarks about the question itself or about the survey more 

generally. The remarks received through these three channels roughly concern four topics.  

 

First, a number of respondents were explicitly encouraging and said e.g. that they found the questions 

about the ethical dilemma situations difficult to answer, but experienced it as an interesting exercise. 

Several respondents said that they were looking forward to the survey results. 

Second, some respondents expressed concern about the anonymity of the responses. As described in 

Chapter 3 (see 3.1.2), this lead us to change the answering categories for "age" and "seniority" from 

years to decades following the RVA-survey and to emphasise anonymity even more in the cover 

letter. One RVA-respondent did not complete the survey because he thought that the public servants' 

oath of secrecy ("zwijgplicht") did not allow him to answer the questions.  

Third, some respondents gave some account for the reason why they did not want to answer the open 

question about unethical behaviour at the end of the survey (which was answered by 41% of the 

respondents). One RSZ-respondent reported that he/she did not want to damage the RSZ’s image, 

while two others (one from RSZ and one from RVA) reported that they felt uncomfortable with the 

negative tone of the closed and open question about unethical behaviour. 

Fourth, some important concerns were expressed about the Ethical Climate Questionnaire (ECQ). 

These concerned two aspects. First, a few interviewees reported that they were irritated when 

completing the questionnaire, by the recurring items that measured the same type. One interviewee 

e.g. thought that the repeated items measuring the Self-interest climate were "infantile." Second, and 

most importantly, a problem that emerged in the "think aloud" tests of the survey was confirmed in 

the remarks, written by some respondents on the form. These indicate that the ECQ does not 

distinguish between expectations from management, head of field office and fellow-inspectors. One 

respondent e.g. experienced the questionnaire as "confusing" and another specified the problem as 

follows: 
"You should understand that an enormous discrepancy has grown in the last three to four years between 

the management of the RSZ-inspection and the rest (supervisors and inspectors). The questions will thus 

be interpreted differently. If we read this as 'the colleagues of the inspection,' then I can assure you that 

there is a very good cooperation, much dedication and enthusiastic people, who are skilful and really 

engaged in their job. The attitude of the management is [different]" (RSZ-respondent).  

 

The same problem emerged in the "qualitative" test in which the respondents were asked to rank 

ethical climate types during the interview. Several of them asked whether the climate descriptions 

concerned expectations by colleagues or by management. This is a serious problem. If respondents in 

fact distinguish between sources of expectations (colleagues, management, supervisors), and if they 

are not asked which source they think of, when they answer the ECQ, then it is of course difficult to 

interpret the climate scores. The methodological implications of this will be discussed in Chapter 8 

(8.3.1.2). To allow the analysis to proceed now, we take the following pragmatic position: we assume 

that ethical climate refers to perceptions of expectations in general with an emphasis on managerial 

expectations. Where necessary in the explanation-building exercise (see 6.5), the separate items will 

be analysed in order to be able to distinguish managerial expectations from other expectations. 
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6.2. Constructing scales 
 

Several of the items in the survey are hypothesised to measure the same underlying variable. 

Appendix D describes how these items are merged into scales. This paragraph summarises the 

analysis and presents the results. 

 

The ethical climate scales were developed with the aim to keep as close as empirically possible to the 

climate typology that was hypothesised in Chapter 1. Factor analyses were used to assess to what 

extent the hypothesised scales were indeed feasible. As explained in Appendix D, this occurred in two 

steps. First, an overall factor analysis was performed on all 37 items. Three items were removed on 

the basis of this analysis (Organisational Interest 6, Stakeholder Orientation 21, and Personal Morality 

28). Subsequently, separate factor analyses were performed with those items on which the same factor 

loaded in the overall factor analysis, but which did not lead to a single factor solution when they were 

analysed separately. Table 6-1 below now presents the resulting scales with a measure of scale-

reliability (Cronbach's alpha).
236
  

 

Ethical climate 

scales 
Items Cronbach's alpha 

Self-interest (1) In X, people are mostly out for themselves. 

(3) In X people protect their own interest above other 

considerations. 

(4) People in X are mostly concerned about what is best for 

themselves. 

 

,869 

Organisational 

Interest 

(5) Organisational members are expected to do anything to 

further the financial interests and the position of X. 

(7) Organisational members are solely concerned with the 

financial interests and the image of X. 

(8) Decisions here are primarily viewed in terms of the money 

they generate for X. 

 

,610 

Efficiency (9) The major responsibility for people in X is to aim at cost-

reduction. 

(10) The cheapest way is always the right way, in X. 

(11) In X, each person is expected, above all, to work in a cost-

reductive way. 

(12) Inexpensive solutions to problems are always sought here. 

 

,787 

Friendship (13) Good interpersonal contacts (both with colleagues and with 

outsiders) are considered to be very important in X. 

(14) In X, our major concern is always what is best for the other 

person (whether he or she is a colleague or not). 

(15) What is best for each individual (whether citizen or 

colleague) is the primary concern in X. 

(16) It is expected that each individual (both colleague and 

outsider) is cared for when making decisions here. 

 

,797 

Team interest (17) The most important concern is the good of all the people in 

X. 

(18) Our major consideration is what is best for all colleagues in 

X. 

(19) People in X view team spirit as important. 

(20) A good and broad cooperation among all colleagues is 

considered to be very important in X. 

 

,771 

                                                      
236

 In contrast with most of the other analyses reported in this chapter, these factor analyses were applied on the total 

population, i.e. not only on the inspectors but also on management. 
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Stakeholder 

Orientation 

(22) People in X have a strong sense of responsibility to the 

citizens they deal with. 

(23) People in X are actively concerned about the citizens they 

have direct contact with. 

(24) The effect of decisions on the citizens with whom we 

directly deal is a primary concern in X. 

 

,801 

Personal 

Morality 

(2) There is no room for one's own professional ethics or 

personal morals in X. 

(25) In X, people are expected to follow their personal moral 

beliefs and their own professional ethics. 

(26) Innovative people are encouraged in X. 

(27) The most important consideration in X is each employee's 

personal sense of right and wrong. 

(Extra) X is based on the personal creativity of all employees. 

 

,672 

Rules and Laws (29) It is very important to follow strictly X's rules and 

procedures here. 

(30) Everyone is expected to stick by the rules and procedures 

of X. 

(33) The first consideration is whether a decision violates any 

law. 

(34) People are expected to comply with the law and public 

interest over and above other considerations. 

(35) In X, people are expected to strictly follow legal and 

professional standards. 

 

,837 

Public Interest (36) In X, public interest is the major consideration. - 

Table 6-1: The ethical climate scales, their items and their reliability 

 

Table 6-1 indicates that these scales are mostly consistent with what we expected. We now briefly 

summarise the most important observations and adaptations. The full discussion of the factor analyses 

is presented in Appendix D (D.2). 

First, the Organisational Interest scale has a fairly low reliability of ,610, but several authors have 

identified a reliability above ,60 as acceptable (for a review, see Peterson 1994) and a factor analysis 

on these three items reveals a one-factor solution.
237
  

Second, some adaptations were made to the Personal Morality scale. One item (28) was abandoned 

following the overall factor analysis and an item that Victor and Cullen reported to be a "Self-

interest" item ("There is no room for one's own personal moral or ethics in X"), in fact turned out to 

be a reversed Personal Morality item. Particularly interesting was the finding that the two Bouckaert 

and Vandenhove (1996) items that measure "innovation" are correlated with the same factor as Victor 

and Cullen (1988)'s Personal Morality items. The reliability of this combined five-item Personal 

Morality scale is fairly low, but several authors consider ,60 acceptable (see above) and, more 

importantly, a factor analysis on all items leads to a single factor solution. This confirms our 

hypothesis that the "innovation" and "Personal Morality" climates are essentially the same. Even 

when a two-factor solution is "imposed" on the items, this does not distinguish between the Bouckaert 

and Vandenhove items on the one hand and the Victor and Cullen items on the other (see Appendix 

D.2.2.4). 

Third, the single item measuring "Public Interest" (cell 9b) was not correlated with any factor in the 

overall factor analysis and will thus be considered as a "scale" in its own right. The factor analysis did 

not confirm the hypothesised distinction between Organisational Rules (cell 8) on the one hand and 
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 Moreover, the reliability of a separate scale that contains the two Organisational Interest items that are most inter-related 

(items 5 and 8) is lower (,544) than the reliability of the three-item Organisational Interest scale. 
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Laws (cell 9a) on the other. Thus, a combined "Rules and Laws" scale (cell 8 and 9a) was developed. 

Two items remained problematic in such a combined scale: items 31 and 32. When a factor analysis is 

done on all 7 remaining "Rules and Laws" items, then two factors emerge with items 31 and 32 being 

correlated with a different factor than the other items. What distinguishes items 31 and 32 from the 

other items is that they both refer to "successful people in X...," which is not a very interesting 

distinction from the point of view of our theoretical framework. Moreover, the "think aloud" test 

suggested that some people felt some uneasiness with this reference to "successful people" in a rules 

and laws context. Perhaps these ambiguities might be due to cultural differences. It is not unlikely that 

the phrase "successful people" has other connotations in the US than in Belgium. In any case, a factor 

analysis on the other items (without 31 and 32) lead to a one factor solution, and the items are not 

essential for the further analysis. Thus, items 31 and 32 are not included in the "Rules and Laws" 

scale. 

In sum, all scales are fairly reliable, as indicated by their Cronbach alpha and by the fact that factor 

analyses on the items constituting them reveal a one-factor solution. 

 

As explained in Chapter 3 (see 3.1.2.4), ethical decision making was measured through two 

hypothetical dilemmas. Following the description of each of these two dilemmas, the respondents 

were presented with nine items (each representing an ethical decision making standard) and asked to 

indicate on a Likert-scale how important the standard was for their ethical decision making in that 

dilemma. Subsequently, the respondents were asked to indicate the four most important standards. A 

preliminary test indicated that the respondents were fairly consistent in this rating and ranking 

exercise respectively (see Appendix D.3). The remainder of the analysis will only use the results of 

the rating exercise, not those of the ranking exercise.  

The actual ethical decision making scales are constructed by averaging the score on the two items 

measuring the same standard in the two respective dilemmas, thus adding up to nine 2-item scales. 

Although a factor analysis on all the ethical decision making items provides some empirical support 

for these scales (see Appendix D.3), it is important to emphasise that the justification for these scales 

is theoretical and not empirical/statistical. The two items are merged because they measure the same 

ethical decision making standard, not because they are statistically associated. Indeed, other statistical 

tests show weak correlations between the two items and low Cronbach alpha levels
238
 of the resulting 

scales. This is in fact what we expected since the very idea of using two different hypothetical 

dilemmas was to cover a broad range of possible dilemmas that can occur in the organisation. The low 

correlations between the two items of the same scale (but concerning a different dilemma) in fact 

strengthen our assumption that the two dilemmas together cover a broad range of possible quandaries.  

 

Unethical behaviour is measured in the survey by means of nine items, measuring the nine cells of 

the typology. Thus, in principle, no scales need to be constructed. However, the “Organisational 

Rules” (cell 8) and the “Laws” (cell 9a) items will be merged for conceptual and empirical reasons. 

First, conceptually, this facilitates comparison with the ethical climate and ethical decision making 

types: 

• As for ethical climate, the “Organisational Rules” (cell 8) and “Laws” (cell 9a) items were 

merged into one “Rules and Laws” item.  

• As for ethical decision making, only “Organisational Rules” (cell 8) is measured, but to allow 

for easy comparison it will also be referred to as “Rules and Laws.” 

• Thus, as for unethical behaviour, “Rule-fetishism” (cell 8) and “Law-fetishism" (cell 9) will 

also be merged to allow for easy comparison.  

Second, empirically, the two items are strongly correlated (Spearman’s Rho= ,783, at sig. < ,001). In 

addition, a factor analysis on all the unethical behaviour types reveals two factors, with only “Rule-
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 Also given the small number of items, of course. 
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fetishism” and “Law-fetishism” being correlated with the second factor. Finally, this strong 

association is also indicated by the high Cronbach alpha value of ,877 for the newly created “Rules 

and Laws- fetishism” scale of unethical behaviour.  

Thus, as there is no item measuring “public interest” (cell 9b) for unethical behaviour and as the 

Organisational Rules (cell 8) and the Laws (cell 9a) items are merged, there will only be 8 unethical 

behaviour standards. 

 

A factor analysis on the items measuring "autonomy," "participation in field office" and 

"participation in head office" turns out entirely as expected and indeed suggests exactly these three 

scales (see Appendix D.5). Table 6-2 below shows that all three scales are highly reliable. 

 

 Cronbach 

Alpha 
Mean Median 

Autonomy ,874 5,1 5,3 

Participation in local unit ,810 4,5 4,7 

Participation in head-office ,895 3,0 3,0 

Table 6-2: Reliability, mean and median of the three job characteristic scales 

 

6.3. Pattern-matching I: within-organisational analysis 
 

The first proposition, formulated at the end of Chapter 5 (see 5.5), is also the core proposition of the 

theoretical framework. It concerns the relative intensity of the interaction patterns within each 

organisation and predicts that this will be proportional to the within-organisational relative intensity 

of ethical climate, decision making and unethical behaviour. This paragraph will test whether this 

predicted pattern indeed occurs in practice. 

6.3.1. Results: comparing the relative intensity of the types within the 

organisations 

 

This subparagraph maps the relative intensity of the ethical climate, ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour types within each of the three organisations. The indicator used for "relative 

intensity" of the respective types will be based on the ranked mean and median. Specifically, the types 

of ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical behaviour within each of the three 

organisations will be subdivided into four groups: low (+), medium-low (++), medium-high (+++) and 

high (++++). The basic rule of thumb for this distribution of the nine types over these four categories 

is twofold:  

• the nine types should be distributed somewhat equally over the four groups; 

• the types are distributed based on the ranked medians and means. The cut-off point between 

two categories is ideally an integer or half-integer value on the median, and its mean should 

be sufficiently far from the adjacent mean (which is ascribed to the other category).  

Because this rule of thumb still allows for some discretion, the classification into the four groups is 

presented below, together with the mean and median values. 

It is important to emphasise that, given that we want to assess the relative intensity of the types within 

each organisation, the classification is intra-organisational. Hence, it is possible that a type with the 

same mean or median might fit in a different category in the different organisations, depending on its 

relative intensity within the organisation. Comparisons between the organisations will be made below. 
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6.3.1.1. The RVA-inspection 

 

ETHICAL CLIMATE 

 Mean Median Classification 

Rules and Laws 3,863 3,8 High 

Stakeholder Orientation 3,147 3,0 Medium-high 

Public Interest 2,752 3,0 Medium-high 

Team Interest 2,705 2,8 Medium-high 

Friendship 2,609 2,5 Medium-low 

Efficiency 2,441 2,5 Medium-low 

Personal Morality 2,203 2,2 Low 

Organisational Interest 2,178 2,0 Low  

Self-interest 2,096 2,0 Low  

Table 6-3: Ethical climate RVA 

 

ETHICAL DECISION MAKING 

 Mean Median Classification 

Personal Morality 2,474 2,5 High 

Public Interest 2,191 2,0 Medium-high 

Rules and Laws 2,167 2,0 Medium-high 

Stakeholder Orientation 2,120 2,0 Medium-high 

Team Interest 1,866 2,0 Medium-high 

Organisational Interest 1,289 1,0 Medium-low 

Friendship ,630 0,5 Low  

Efficiency ,615 0,5 Low  

Self-interest ,600 0,5 Low  

Table 6-4: Ethical decision making RVA 

 

UNETHICAL BEHAVIOUR 

 Mean Median Classification 

Organisational Interest 2,92 3 High 

Rules and Laws 2,90 3 High 

Personal Morality 1,80 2 Medium-high 

Efficiency 1,69 1 Medium-low 

Team Interest 1,55 1 Medium-low 

Friendship 1,41 1 Medium-low 

Stakeholder Orientation 1,38 1 Medium-low 

Self-interest ,79 0 Low  

Table 6-5: Unethical behaviour RVA 
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6.3.1.2. The RSZ-inspection 

 

ETHICAL CLIMATE 

 Mean Median Classification 

Rules and Laws 4,085 4,2 High 

Stakeholder Orientation 3,059 3,0 Medium-high 

Public Interest 3,059 3,0 Medium-high 

Organisational Interest 2,758 3,0 Medium-high 

Team Interest 2,740 2,8 Medium-high 

Friendship 2,458 2,5 Medium-low 

Personal Morality 2,341 2,4 Low 

Self-interest 2,163 2,0 Low 

Efficiency 1,819 1,8 Low 

Table 6-6: Ethical climate RSZ 

 

ETHICAL DECISON MAKING 

 Mean Median Classification 

Rules and Laws 2,561 2,5 High 

Public Interest 2,031 2,0 Medium-high 

Stakeholder Orientation 1,969 2,0 Medium-high 

Personal Morality 1,908 2,0 Medium-high 

Organisational Interest 1,765 1,5 Medium-low 

Team Interest 1,582 1,5 Medium-low 

Efficiency ,663 0,5 Low 

Self-interest ,439 0,5 Low 

Friendship ,404 0,5 Low 

Table 6-7: Ethical decision making RSZ 

 

UNETHICAL BEHAVIOUR 

 Mean Median Classification 

Rules and Laws 3,35 3,5 High 

Organisational nterest 3,00 3 Medium-high 

Personal Morality 1,43 1 Medium-low 

Efficiency 1,37 1 Medium-low 

Team Interest 1,24 1 Medium-low 

Friendship 1,10 1 Medium-low 

Stakeholder Orientation ,90 1 Medium-low 

Self-interest ,59 0 Low 

Table 6-8: Unethical behaviour RSZ 
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6.3.1.3. The Environmental Inspection 

 

ETHICAL CLIMATE 

 Mean Median Classification 

Rules and Laws 4,175 4,2 High 

Stakeholder Orientation 2,897 3,0 Medium-high 

Self-Interest 2,619 2,7 Medium-high 

Public Interest 2,587 3,0 Medium-high 

Team Interest 2,237 2,5 Medium-low 

Friendship 2,176 2,3 Medium-low 

Organisational Interest  1,815 1,7 Low  

Personal Morality 1,768 1,8 Low 

Efficiency 1,078 1,0 Low 

Table 6-9: Ethical climate Environmental Inspection 

 

ETHICAL DECISON MAKING 

 Mean Median Classification 

Personal Morality 2,344 2,5 High 

Rules and Laws 2,323 2,0 High 

Public Interest 2,221 2,5 High 

Stakeholder Orientation 2,090 2,0 Medium-high 

Team Interest 1,820 2,0 Medium-high 

Organisational Interest 1,066 1,0 Medium-low 

Self-interest ,861 0,5 Low 

Friendship ,598 0,5 Low 

Efficiency ,402 0,5 Low 

Table 6-10: Ethical decision making Environmental Inspection 

 

UNETHICAL BEHAVIOUR 

 Mean Median Classification 

Rules and Laws 3,17 3 High 

Organisational Interest 2,80 3 Medium-high 

Personal Morality 2,38 3 Medium-high 

Team Interest 1,60 2 Medium-low 

Stakeholder Orientation 1,35 1 Medium-low 

Friendship 1,28 1 Medium-low 

Efficiency ,82 1 Low 

Self-interest ,73 1 Low 

Table 6-11: Unethical behaviour Environmental Inspection 
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6.3.2. Pattern-matching I: within-organisational test of the predictive value of 

the theory 

 

Having presented the results, we can now turn to the pattern-matching I exercise. The exact central 

proposition formulated in Chapter 2 above was: 

The relative intensity of the interaction types, is proportional  

• to the relative intensity of the respectively related ethical climate types,  

• to the relative intensity of the respectively related ethical standards in ethical decision making, 

• and to the relative frequency of occurrence of the respectively related unethical behaviour types. 

 

As explained in Chapter 2, this proposition in fact implies six more specific sub-propositions for each 

possible combination: 

 

• If the relative intensity of interaction type X is Y, then 

1.. the relative intensity of the related ethical climate type will be Y 

2.  the relative intensity of the related ethical decision making standard will be Y 

3.  and the relative frequency of occurrence of the related unethical behaviour type will be Y. 

• If the relative intensity of ethical climate type X is Y, then 

4.  the relative intensity of the related ethical decision making standard will be Y 

5. and the relative frequency of occurrence of the related unethical behaviour type will be Y 

• If the relative intensity of the ethical decision making standard X is Y, then 

6. the relative frequency of occurrence of the related unethical behaviour type will be Y 
[Where Y is one of the four categories of relative intensity (low, medium-low, medium-high, high)] 

 

These are graphically presented in Table 2-1 below. 

 

Interaction patterns Ethical climate Ethical decision making Unethical behaviour 
 

IP 

 

 

IP 

 

 

 

 

IP 

 

EC 

 

 

 

 

EC 

 

EDM 
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UB 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

UB 

Table 6-12: Graphic presentation of the six propositions for each possible combination 

The following paragraphs will test each of these three predictions in turn.  
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6.3.2.1. Predicting on the basis of the interaction types 

 

Chapter 5 (see 5.5) described the relative intensity of the interaction types in all three organisations as 

in Table 6-13.  

 

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ 

 

EI 

Hierarchy High 

(92,5) 

High 

(68,5) 

High 

(56) 

External egalitarianism Medium-high 

(29,5) 

Medium-low 

(19,5) 

Medium-high 

(24,5) 

Egalitarianism Medium-low 

(26) 

Medium-low 

(18) 

Medium-low 

(22,5) 

Internal egalitarianism Medium-low 

(22) 

Medium-low 

(17) 

Medium-low 

(20,5) 

Individualism and a high-

group element 

Medium-low 

(19) 

Medium-low 

(19,5) 

Medium-low 

(17) 

Fatalism and internal 

individualism 

Low 

(14) 

Low 

(14) 

Medium-low 

(21) 

Table 6-13: The relative intensity of the interaction types in the three organisations (see Table 5-17 in 5.5) 

 

As explained in Chapter 5, the between-organisational differences with regard to this relative intensity 

of the interaction types are modest with only two types differing from the types in the other 

organisation. 

 

The three tables below now compare, for each organisation, this relative intensity of the interaction 

types with the relative intensity of the ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour types. Specifically, the first column represents the relative intensity of the interaction types; 

the second and the third column then deduce an expected value from this for the nine types of the 

dependent variables, and the following three columns represent the observed values. When the 

observed category matches the predicted category (i.e. matches the associated interaction type), it will 

be presented in normal writing; when it is adjacent to the predicted category, it will be written in italic 

and when it differs importantly from the predicted category it will be written in bold. 

 

The observations for Personal Morality (PM) are split up for reasons explained in Chapter 2 (see 

2.1.1.). Although the PM climate type, PM standard in ethical decision making and PM type of 

unethical behaviour are all hypothesised to be associated with internal egalitarianism, the PM climate 

type is expected to be potentially associated with all standards and has therefore not privileged causal 

relationship with the PM standard in ethical decision making and type of unethical behaviour. Thus, 

the PM climate on the one hand and the PM standard and type of unethical behaviour are presented on 

different lines in the three tables below. 
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Interaction 

patterns 
Cell Expected 

Ethical 

climate 

Ethical 

decision 

making 

Unethical 

behaviour 

Public Interest 

(cell 9b) 

 

High 

++++ 

 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-high  

+++ 
- 

Hierarchy 

++++ 
Rules (cell 8) 

and Laws (cell 

9a) 

High 

++++ 

High 

++++ 

Medium- high 

+++ 

High 

++++ 

 

Stakeholder 

Orientation  

(cell 6) 

 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-high  

+++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

 

External 

Egalitarianism 

+++ 

 

 

 Friendship  

(cell 4) 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Low 

+ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Low 

+ 
- -  

Personal 

Morality  

(cell 7) 

 
Medium-low 

++ 
- 

High 

++++ 

 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Internal 

egalitarianism 

++ 

Team Interest  

(cell 5) 

 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Efficiency  

(cell 3) 

 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium- low 

++ 

Low 

+ 

Medium-low 

++ 
Individualism 

and a high-

group element 

++ 

 

Organisational 

Interest  

(cell 2) 

 

Medium-low  

++ 

 

Low 

+ 

 

Medium-low 

++ 

High 

++++ 

Individualism 

within the 

organisation 

& 

Fatalism 

+ 

Self-interest  

(cell 1) 

 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Table 6-14: Relative intensity of the types in the RVA 
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Interaction 

patterns 
Cell Expected 

Ethical 

climate 

Ethical decision 

making 

Unethical 

behaviour 

Public Interest 

(cell 9b) 

 

High 

++++ 

 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-high  

+++ 
- 

Hierarchy 

++++ 
Rules (cell 8) 

and laws (cell 

9a) 

High 

++++ 

High 

++++ 

High 

++++ 

High 

++++ 

 

Stakeholder 

Orientation  

(cell 6) 

 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-high  

+++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

 

External 

Egalitarianism 

++ 

 

 

 Friendship  

(cell 4) 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Low 

+ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Low 

+ 
- -  

Personal 

Morality  

(cell 7) 

 
Medium-low 

++ 
- 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Internal 

egalitarianism 

++ 

Team Interest  

(cell 5) 

 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Efficiency  

(cell 3) 

 

Medium-low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Medium-low 

++ 
Individualism 

and a high-

group element 

++ 

 

Organisational 

Interest  

(cell 2) 

 

Medium-low  

+ 

 

Medium-high 

+++ 

 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium- High 

+++ 

Individualism 

within the 

organisation 

& 

Fatalism 

+ 

Self-interest  

(cell 1) 

 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Table 6-15: Relative intensity of the types in the RSZ 
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Interaction 

patterns 
Cell Expected Ethical climate 

Ethical decision 

making 

Unethical 

behaviour 

Public Interest 

(cell 9b) 

 

High 

++++ 

 

Medium-high 

+++ 

High  

++++ 
- 

Hierarchy 

++++ 
Rules (cell 8) 

and laws (cell 

9a) 

High 

++++ 

High 

++++ 

High 

++++ 

High 

++++ 

 

Stakeholder 

Orientation  

(cell 6) 

 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-High  

++++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

 

External 

Egalitarianism 

+++ 

 

 

 Friendship  

(cell 4) 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Low 

+ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Low 

+ 
- -  

Personal 

Morality  

(cell 7) 

 
Medium-low 

++ 
- 

High 

++++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Internal 

egalitarianism 

++ 

Team Interest  

(cell 5) 

 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Efficiency  

(cell 3) 

 

Medium-low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 
Individualism 

and a high-

group element 

++ 

 

Organisational 

Interest  

(cell 2) 

 

Medium-low  

+ 

 

Low 

+ 

 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-High 

+++ 

Individualism 

within the 

organisation 

& 

Fatalism 

++ 

Self-interest  

(cell 1) 

 

Medium-Low 

++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Table 6-16: Relative intensity of the types in the Environmental inspection 
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Table 6-17 now summarises the numbers of exact and approximate predictions as well as the values 

that were not predicted. It thus represents a test of the predictive power of the theory. The predictions 

for unethical behaviour only involve 8 cells as there is no measurement of Public Interest (see above). 

 

RVA RSZ Environmental inspection Total  

Exact 

pred. 

Approx. 

pred. 

Not 

pred. 

Exact 

pred. 

Approx. 

pred. 

Not 

pred. 

Exact 

pred. 

Approx. 

pred. 

Not 

pred. 

Exact 

pred. 

Approx. 

pred. 

Not 

pred. 

Ethical 

climate 
5/9 4/9 0/9 3/9 6/9 0/9 4/9 5/9 0/9 12/27 

(44%) 

15/27 

(56%) 

0/27 

Ethical 

decision 

making 

3/9 5/9 1/9 4/9 5/9 0/9 4/9 4/9 1/9 11/27 

(41%) 

14/27 

(52%) 

2/27 

(7%) 

Unethical 

behaviour 
5/8 2/8 1/8 7/8 1/8 0/8 3/8 5/8 0/8 15/24  

(63%) 

8/24 

(33%) 

1/24 

(4%)  

Total 13/26 11/26 2/26 14/26 12/26 0/26 11/26 14/26 1/26 38/78 37/78 3/78 

 (50%) 

 

(42%) (8%) (54%) (46%)  (42%) (54%) (4%) (49%) (47%) (4%) 

Table 6-17: Predicting the relative intensity of ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour on the basis of the interaction patterns 

 

As shown in Table 6-17, 38 of the 78 cells (49%) were predicted exactly by the theory, 37 cells (47%) 

were predicted approximately and 3 cells (4%) were importantly different from the prediction. This in 

fact provides two indicators of the predictive value of the theory.  

First, the strictest test concerns the number of exact predictions. Since each cell can take four 

potential values, this implies that there is one chance out of four to do an exact prediction, when the 

"cell-scores" would be assigned ad random. Thus, without any theory, we would expect about 25% 

exact predictions. With a success rate of 49%, the theory thus adds 24% of predictive value. Put 

differently, in 49% of the cases, the relative importance of an interaction type was exactly the same as 

the relative importance of the type of ethical climate, decision making or unethical behaviour that was 

hypothesised to be associated with it.  

The second test is less strict and takes the exact and approximate predictions together, thus indicating 

a predictive value of 96% (75/78). One cell that importantly departed from the prediction was the 

Organisational Interest type of unethical behaviour (i.e. Organisation-fetishism) in the RVA. This 

scored "high" whereas the associated interaction pattern (individualism and high-group element) 

predicted a "medium-low" score. The two other cells that departed from the prediction were the 

Personal Morality type of unethical behaviour in the RVA and the EI, which scored high, while we 

expected medium-low. All three observations will be further addressed in the explanation-building 

exercise. 

 

It is difficult to interpret these figures, as there is no point of comparison with this test being applied 

for the first time. The results clearly do show that considerable adaptations to the theory are 

necessary, but with only 3 cells (4%) entirely unpredicted and 49% of the cells exactly predicted, we 
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conclude that the theory is a valuable starting point for further development.
239
 In any case, it should 

be emphasised that for those cells that were predicted correctly or almost correctly, there is no 

evidence, yet, for a causal relationship. Survey results can only identify associations and correlations, 

not causal effects. The qualitative research will assess whether the exactly and approximately 

corroborated associations indeed are causal relations.  

 

When comparing the three organisations, the results are remarkably similar. The theory worked 

slightly better in the RSZ as it has, unlike the RVA, no cells that are not predicted and has 3 cells 

more than the EI that were exactly predicted.  

 

Probably the most outstanding observation from Table 6-17 is that the theory is able to predict 63% of 

the unethical behaviour scores correctly on the basis of the interaction patterns. Thus, the theory is 

able to exactly predict roughly 20% more of unethical behaviour than of ethical climate and ethical 

decision making respectively. This is an interesting observation since the link between interaction 

patterns and unethical behaviour was thought to be the most speculative. Yet, the 63% exact 

prediction rate provides significant evidence for the “clumsiness”-based proposition that the relative 

importance of an interaction type tends to provoke the associated type of unethical behaviour.  

 

6.3.2.2. Predicting on the basis of ethical climate 

 

The second sub-proposition that was formulated above, did not predict on the basis of the relative 

intensity of the interaction types, but on the basis of the relative intensity of the types of ethical 

climate. Table 6-18 below now represents the results of this. This was done on the basis of the relative 

intensity of the respective types represented in Table 6-14, Table 6-15 and Table 6-16 above. There 

are only 8 cells in ethical decision making and 7 in unethical behaviour since the Personal Morality 

climate is not hypothesised to be associated with any particular standard or unethical behaviour type, 

implying that there is no proposition to be tested for this type. 

 

 

RVA RSZ Environmental inspection Total  

Exact 

pred. 

Approx. 

pred. 

Not 

pred. 

Exact 

pred. 

Approx. 

pred. 

Not 

pred. 

Exact 

pred. 

Approx. 

pred. 

Not 

pred. 

Exact 

pred. 

Approx. 

pred. 

Not 

pred. 

Ethical 

decision 

making 

4/8 4/8 0/8 5/8 3/8 0/8 3/8 4/8 1/8 12/24 

(50%) 

11/24 

(46%) 

1/24 

(4%) 

Unethical 

behaviour 
4/7 2/7 1/7 4/7 3/7 0/7 4/7 1/7 2/7 12/21 

(57%) 

6/21 

(29%) 

3/21 

(14%) 

Total 8/15 6/15 1/15 9/15 6/15 0/15 7/15 5/15 3/15 24/45 17/45 4/45 

 (53%) (40%) (7%) (60%) (40%)  (47%) (33%) (20%) (53%) (38%) (9%) 

Table 6-18: Predicting the relative intensity of ethical decision making and unethical behaviour on the 

basis of ethical climate  

 

                                                      
239

 This is particularly salient since the independent variable in this analysis (interaction patterns) was measured in an entirely 

different way, compared to the three dependent variables, which were measured in a survey. 
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Table 6-18 shows that the empirical validity of predictions, based on ethical climate, does not 

importantly differ from the predictions on the basis of the interaction patterns.  

First, roughly half (53%) of the predictions was exact. Specifically, the theory adds 28% of predictive 

strength to the 25% that would have been correctly predicted with an ad random prediction. 

Second, 91% of the predictions were approximate or exact. This is still very large, but it is 5% less 

than above. Specifically, four cells were unpredicted. Again, Organisation-fetishism in the RVA is a 

problem as it scores importantly higher ("high") than the Organisational Interest ethical climate 

("low"). Yet, this time the same occurred in the EI where the score of Organisation-fetishism was 

"medium-high," while the Organisational Interest ethical climate scored only "low." The other two 

unpredicted cells concern the Self-interest line in the EI. Whereas the Self-interest ethical climate 

scored "medium-high" in the EI, the Self-interest types of ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour scored "low."  

 

Although these figures clearly suggest a fair degree of association between the relative intensity of the 

ethical climate types on the one hand and the relative intensity of the ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour types on the other, they also suggest that ethical climate is not always directly 

associated with decision making and behaviour. Actually, the fact that the interaction patterns are 

slightly better at predicting ethical decision making and particularly unethical behaviour, provides 

some support for a direct effect of the interaction patterns on ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour, without the mediation of climate.  

 

When comparing the predictions for ethical decision making and unethical behaviour with each other, 

the results are less obvious than in the previous paragraph (where the predictions for unethical 

behaviour were most robust). Here, there are some more exact predictions for unethical behaviour 

than for ethical decision making, but the former has three entirely unpredicted cells and the latter only 

one. 

 

The between-organisational differences, on the other hand, are somewhat more explicit than above. 

Again the predictions for the RSZ are best, with 60% of the predictions being exact and no cells being 

entirely unpredicted. We conjecture that this is due to the fact that there are less debates in the RSZ 

over the way the job should be executed as well less policy changes in recent years, thus making it 

less likely that inspectors will depart from the them surrounding ethical climate in their decision 

making and unethical behaviour. Conversely, the predictions for the EI were weakest with less than 

half of the predictions being exact and 20% (3) entirely unpredicted, thus reflecting the fierce debates 

within the EI.  

 

6.3.2.3. Predicting on the basis of ethical decision making 

 

 

RVA RSZ Environmental inspection Total  

Exact 

pred. 

Approx. 

pred. 

Not 

pred. 

Exact 

pred. 

Approx. 

pred. 

Not 

pred. 

Exact 

pred. 

Approx. 

pred. 

Not 

pred. 

Exact 

pred. 

Approx. 

pred. 

Not 

pred. 

Unethical 

behaviour 
1/8 6/8 1/8 3/8 5/8 0/8 3/8 5/8 0/8 7/24 

(29%) 

16/24 

(67%) 

1/24 

(4%) 

Table 6-19: Predicting the relative intensity of unethical behaviour on the basis of ethical decision making 
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The most obvious difference with the previous tables is the fairly low degree of exact predictions 

(29%). This is to a large extent due to the RVA where the relative intensity of the ethical decision 

making standards matched the relative intensity of the associated type of unethical behaviour only in 

one case.  

The single case where a type of unethical behaviour was clearly unpredicted again concerns 

Organisational Interest in the RVA (see also the two previous tables) where the Organisational 

Interest standard in ethical decision making was "medium-low," but the associated type of unethical 

behaviour (Organisation-fetishism) was "high."  

6.3.3. Conclusion of the pattern-matching I exercise 

 

Table 6-20 below now summarises the results of these pattern-matching I exercises. With six possible 

associations between the four main variables, Table 6-20 thus presents six tests: the first column 

presents the results for the three associations that involve the interaction patterns, the second column 

the results for the two associations that involve ethical climate and the third column the association 

between ethical decision making and unethical behaviour.  

 

Predictions on the basis of 

interaction patterns 

Predictions on the basis of 

ethical climate 

Predictions on the basis of 

ethical decision making 

 

Exact 

pred. 

Approx. 

pred. 

Not 

pred. 

Exact 

pred. 

Approx. 

pred. 

Not 

pred. 

Exact 

pred. 

Approx. 

pred. 

Not 

pred. 

Ethical climate 12/27 

(44%) 

15/27 

(56%) 

 

0/27 - 

Ethical decision 

making 

11/27 

(41%) 

14/27 

(52%) 

 

2/27 

(7%) 

12/24 

(50%) 

11/24 

(46%) 

1/24 

(4%) 

- 

Unethical 

behaviour 

15/24  

(63%) 

8/24 

(33%) 

 

1/24 

(4%) 

12/21 

(57%) 

6/21 

(29%) 

3/21 

(14%) 

7/24 

(29%) 

16/24 

(67%) 

1/24 

(4%) 

Total 38/78 37/78 3/78 24/45 17/45 4/45 7/24 16/24 1/24 

 (49%) (47%) (4%) (53%) (38%) (9%) (29%) (67%) (4%) 

Table 6-20: Summary of pattern-matching I (within-organisational analysis): assessing the predictive 

value of the theory 

 

Adding all total figures together (78+45+24), Table 6-20 shows that the pattern-matching I exercise 

amounted to tests of 147 predictions. Although these figures are difficult to interpret as such a test has 

not been performed before, the figures in Table 6-20, do suggest that the theory has sufficient 

predictive value to be a starting point for an explanation-building exercise where the propositions can 

be further developed and adapted. Another observation is that the empirical strength of the six 

associations is not too different, with the number of exactly predicted cells varying from 29% to 63% 

and the number of unpredicted cells varying from 0 to 14%. It is nevertheless useful to focus on 

respectively the strongest and the weakest association, reported in Table 6-20.  

 

First, the strongest association is clearly between the relative intensity of the interaction types on the 

one hand and the relative intensity of the types of unethical behaviour on the other: 63% exact 

predictions and only one cell not predicted. These findings provide considerable support for the 

clumsiness proposition, which predicted that a stronger relative intensity of an interaction type 

increases the chance for the associated type of unethical behaviour occurring. This finding is 

particularly interesting since we thought that this proposition about the association between 

interaction patterns and unethical behaviour would be the most challenging of all six propositions. We 
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expected this for two reasons. First, as indicated by the conceptual framework and as suggested by 

their empirical operationalisation, these two variables are conceptually very distant from each other. It 

is thus reassuring that the association that has the least risk for tautology in fact appears to be the 

strongest association. Second, it was particularly this association and the underlying clumsiness 

proposition that generated most controversy among experts during earlier presentations of the theory.  

 

Second, the relatively weakest associations were those that involved ethical decision making. This 

was most explicit for the associations between ethical decision making and unethical behaviour, 

where only 29% of the cells were predicted exactly. Although the weakness of this association should 

not be exaggerated (there is only one cell not predicted and this weak association will not be 

confirmed in the pattern-matching II exercise below), it nevertheless deserves some consideration. In 

fact, two explanations are possible for this observation.  

The first is that the ethical decision making items (which measure the respondents' standards) are 

more affected by social desirability bias than other items, which essentially refer to perceptions. We 

would particularly invoke this explanation when the relative intensity of the ethical decision making 

standard is lower than that of the associated ethical climate type and unethical behaviour type, if it 

concerns a socially undesirable standard and higher than the other two types if it concerns a more 

socially desirable standard. Of the 21 instances where this could possibly occur,
240
 we found six cases 

where the ethical decision making standard was systematically lower and one case where it was 

systematically higher (see Table 6-14 to Table 6-16). We would argue that in only three of these,
241
 

the score is potentially due to such social desirability bias. Specifically, the Rules and Laws standard 

in the RVA and the Organisational Interest standard in the RSZ score lower than the respectively 

associated ethical climate type and type of unethical behaviour, while the Team Interest standard in 

the EI scores higher than ethical climate and unethical behaviour. Thus, with only three cases out of 

21 being possibly due to social desirability bias, this does not amount to an important explanation. 

The second explanation of course is that ethical decision making is in reality indeed not strongly 

associated with unethical behaviour. Yet, this question could not be further investigated in the 

qualitative research because unethical behaviour was not measured in the interviews. This is thus an 

obvious avenue for further research.  

 

 

6.4. Pattern-matching II: between-organisational analysis 
 

The second proposition formulated in Chapter 5 (see 5.5), concerns the between-organisational 

differences on the interaction patterns and predicts that these will match between-organisational 

differences on ethical climate, decision making and behaviour.  

This proposition is deduced from the basic proposition which hypothesises associations between the 

relative intensity of the types of interaction patterns, climate, decision making and behaviour within 

each organisation. It should be noted that such a deduction is only possible because one condition is 

satisfied: the classifications "low," "medium-low" etc. cover roughly the same figures in the three 

                                                      
240

 The Personal Morality standard is not included in this assessment because the Personal Morality ethical climate is not 

hypothesised to be associated with the Personal Morality ethical decision making standard, and the Public Interest standard is 

not included because the unethical behaviour type is not measured. 
241

 Three of the six cases where the ethical decision making standard was lower than the other two involved the Friendship 

standard. Yet, as will be explained in the explanation-building exercise (see 6.5.4), these items are difficult to interpret as 

they refer to different “others” towards whom one exerts “friendship,” so no significant conclusion about social desirability 

can be drawn from this. The fact that the Efficiency standard scores lower than ethical climate and unethical behaviour in the 

RVA does not look attributable to social desirability bias either. Efficiency scores “low” in all three organisations and the 

explanation-building exercise (see 6.5.3) will conjecture that this is an artefact of the measurement instrument.  
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organisations, i.e. there is no overlap for the same interaction type
242
 (overlap would occur when, say 

for hierarchy, the score 20 would be identified as "low" within one organisation, but "medium-high" 

in the other). If there would be overlap, a comparison of, say, the three scores for hierarchy would be 

misguided. For the theory hypothesises that it is the relative intensity within the organisations that 

determines the relative intensity of the dependent variables, not the actual absolute score. To take an 

example: in two organisations where the strength of hierarchy is equally strong (the same score), but 

the relative intensity of hierarchy differs (say "high" and medium-low" respectively), we expect the 

associated dependent variables to differ according to that relative intensity. Thus, in such a case, the 

hypothesis that the between-organisational differences on interaction patterns match between-

organisational differences on the ethical variables is expected not to be valid. 

 

This paragraph thus tests whether the predicted between-organisational differences are corroborated 

in practice. The structure of this paragraph is similar to the previous paragraph: first the results are 

presented (preceded by some clarifications about the statistical techniques) and then it is assessed to 

what extent these match the predicted patterns.  

6.4.1. Results: statistically testing the between-organisational differences 

 

This subparagraph first explains and justifies two choices on statistical techniques and then tests the 

between-organisational differences using ordinal regression.  

 

6.4.1.1. Two important choices on statistical techniques 

 

In the previous pattern-matching exercise (I), statistical techniques were used for descriptive (e.g. 

mean and median) and exploratory (factor analysis) purposes. This paragraph is about confirmatory 

statistics: testing whether the relationship we find in the sample also holds for the population. Given 

the characteristics of our data, these tests bring us in the middle of two important and unresolved 

debates in social science statistics: the use of confirmatory statistics in those cases where the sample 

equals the population, and the choice of an appropriate statistical technique to test associations that 

involve Likert-scales. We now briefly justify our position in the two debates in turn.
243
 

 

The typical situation in confirmatory statistics in social science is one where a random sample is 

drawn from a population, a statistic is calculated and a test is performed to assess the likelihood (e.g. 

with a 95% confidence interval) that the statistic of the population will be the same. In our study, the 

surveys were sent to the entire population (all the inspectors in each of the three organisations). We 

will apply confirmatory statistics nevertheless.  

The study essentially involves case studies and hence the results are strictly speaking only generalised 

to theory (analytic generalisation, cf. Yin (1994)). For, given that the main unit of analysis is the 

organisation and that N=3 for this subunit, no statistical generalisation beyond the three organisations 

(i.e. cases) is possible. However, the use of confirmatory test-statistics does allow for some 

generalisation towards a “hypothetical universe” that is broader in time and space than the three cases 

                                                      
242

 There is overlap in one case: the egalitarianism score of 26 acquires the "medium-low" status in the RVA, while the 

external egalitarianism score of 24,5 in the EI is identified as "medium-high." Yet, this is no problem since these are different 

types, which are used for different predictions (external egalitarianism to predict Stakeholder Orientation and egalitarianism 

to predict Friendship).  
243

 The author gratefully acknowledges the help of Jacques Tacq (on the sample-population issue and on the choice of 

statistical techniques) and of Wouter Vandenabeele and Jerry Welkenhuysen (on the choice of statistical techniques). I want 

to explicitly thank Jarl K. Kampen for guiding me through the forest of nonparametric techniques and introducing me into 

ordinal regression and into interpreting the SPSS-output. Of course, the responsibility for the choice of techniques and the 

interpretation of the results is solely mine.  
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we will study. In addition, as Adriaanse points out, such testing is particularly necessary with small 

populations (Adriaanse 1976). In sum, the confirmatory statistics in this study will not allow for 

statistical generalisation from “sample” to “population,” but they do make the analytic generalisation 

from “case” to “theory” more robust.  

 

The next step now is to choose the appropriate statistical technique to test whether the differences 

between the organisations are significant, as well as to control for other potential explanatory 

variables (gender, age and level of education). The most obvious choice is to perform (M)ANOVAS 

and/or dummy regressions. There is an unresolved debate in the social sciences, however, over the 

extent to which it is acceptable to consider Likert-scale items as metric variables upon which metric 

techniques like (M)ANOVA or regression can be performed (see e.g. Kampen and Swyngedouw 

2000). One fairly widely accepted approach is to consider the Likert-scale items as metric variables, 

but to systematically test for each of the variables the extent to which they satisfy the assumptions of 

the technique. In the case of least squares regression, these assumptions are a linear relationship 

between independent and dependent variable(s), a constant variance of the residuals 

(homoscedasticity), uncorrelated residuals, and a normal distribution of the residuals (Welkenhuysen-

Gybels and Loosveldt 2002: 225-326). A quick glance at the 27 main dependent variables (the nine 

types of ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical behaviour respectively) in our study 

shows that these assumptions are not always satisfied. Because we prefer to perform the same 

technique (and hence the same way of interpreting) on all dependent variables, an alternative 

technique is necessary. We chose for the ordinal response model ((McCullagh 1980), see also 

Kampen 2001: 46-47; Long 1997; Agresti 1990)) or, as it is called in SPSS, "ordinal regression" or 

"Polytomous Logit Universal Models (PLUM)." This is an extension of the Logit model, which only 

worked for dichotomous categories. Ordinal regression has a number of technical advantages 

(Kampen 2001) over other techniques to test differences on ordinal variables between different 

groups, such as the Kruskal-Wallis test or the median test. A very important advantage of technique is 

that it can be used for several independent variables and thus enables us to control for variables other 

than “organisation.” In addition, it provides separate tests of the contrasts between the different 

categories of the independent variables, thus enabling us to test which organisations differ from each 

other. It also provides a "pseudo R-square," which is an indicator of the strength of the association 

between the independent variable(s) and the dependent variable. In conclusion, the choice for "ordinal 

regression" has at least three advantages. First, by using this ordinal technique, we take the more 

"careful" or "conservative" position in the ordinal vs. metric debate over Likert items. Second, we do 

not have to test for linearity, homoscedasticity, normality and other assumptions of regression or 

(m)anova. Third, we can perform the same statistical technique for all the dependent variables, and do 

not have to differentiate the technique (and hence also the interpretation), depending on the 

variable.
244
  

 

6.4.1.2. Statistically testing the differences 

 

As explained above, the differences between the three organisations will be tested by using techniques 

for ordinal variables. However, as was substantiated above, the ethical climate and ethical decision 

making variables are in fact scales: the scores on these variables are in fact means of scores on 

different items. These means are not only integers, as in the case of the original items (from 0 to 4 or 

0 to 5), but can be integers and half integers (when the scale is the mean of two items) or smaller 

categories (when the scale is mean of three or more items). As such, the categories in most of our 

scales run up far above what is an acceptable number for ordinal regression. Hence it is necessary to 

                                                      
244

 This choice for ordinal techniques is consistent with the use of metric techniques on the same data above (particularly 

mean and exploratory factor analysis), since the latter were used for descriptive and exploratory purposes only. 
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collapse them again in categories. This will be done using SPSS's option "categorize variables." This 

converts numeric data into categories, based on percentile groups, with each group containing 

approximately the same number of cases. The number of categories depends on the original number of 

answering categories: 6 in the case of ethical climate and 5 in the case of ethical decision making.
245
 

The measure for the Public Interest ethical climate type and the measures for nine unethical behaviour 

types were single-item-scales. Hence, for these, no categorisation was necessary. 

 

Having collapsed the scales into a limited number of categories, we can now perform ordinal tests to 

assess whether the differences between the three organisations are significant. This is done in the five 

tables below. The results there are based on an ordinal regression with the organisation as 

independent variable.  

The second column indicates model fitting information. It presents a likelihood ratio test
246
 of the 

final model against an initial model in which all parameter coefficients are 0 (except the intercept, if 

included). If the significance of the test is small (i.c. less than ,05), then we assume that the final 

model outperforms the initial model, i.e. we assume that there is a significant difference between the 

organisations. 

The third column reports the pseudo R-square. In linear regression analysis, R-square is the 

proportion of the total variation in the dependent variable that is explained by the model. The R-

square statistic cannot be exactly computed for ordinal regression models, so SPSS computes 

approximations instead. A higher value on R-square indicates that more of the variation in the 

dependent variable is explained by the model, to a maximum of 1. Given that the organisations are 

fairly similar in many respects and given that the ordinal measures tend to be more conservative than 

their metric counterparts, we do not expect these pseudo R-squares to be high. The main test is 

whether the organisations differ significantly and in what direction the difference goes. Thus, in the 

tables below, the pseudo R-square is used only as an indicator. The measure used is Nagelkerke.
247
  

The fourth column then indicates the significant differences between the three organisations. It 

indicates with "x<y" (x is smaller than y) those contrasts between organisations that are significant. 

For ordinal regression not only allows to test the significance of the overall difference between the 

three organisations (see the second column), but also the significance of the pairwise between-

organisational contrasts. These pairwise contrasts are only mentioned when they are significant and 

the asterisks indicate their significance level (p<,05= 
*
 ; p<,01= 

**
 ; p<,001= 

***
). Thus, if an 

organisation does not significantly differ from neither of the other two organisations, then it is not 

mentioned in the fourth column. 

Finally, the tables also indicate whether or not the impact of the organisation on the dependent 

variables holds when controlling for other variables. For it is not unlikely that the associations we 

ascribe to an effect of the organisation are in fact due to other potential independent variables, 

particularly gender, level of education ("degree"), age ("decade of birth") and seniority ("decade of 
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 This method is preferred above a categorisation that depends on the value (rather than the n-tile) and is imposed by the 

researcher (e.g. category 0 contains values 0 through 0,50; category 1 contains values 0,51 through 1,50; etc). The SPSS 

method is more objective (see e.g. Bryman and Cramer 1999: 188) and, more importantly, the researcher-imposed 

categorisation would have an unavoidable systematic bias because, due to the number of potential cut-off points, there was 

always one category which was smaller, not for empirical reasons but because of the researcher's choice. This occurs both in 

the case of ethical decision making and unethical behaviour. Nevertheless, we did perform a number of analyses (Kruskal-

Wallis, median test, ordinal regression) with such researcher-imposed categories, and the results were highly similar to those 

with the SPSS percentile-based categories (when the number of categories was the same).  
246

 The chi-square statistic is the difference in the -2 log-likelihoods between the initial and final models. 
247

 SPSS provides three pseudo R-square measures: Cox & Snellen, Nagelkerke and McFadden. There is no consensus over 

which measure is best to use. John Hendrickx argues that the Nagelkerke value “will usually be the most relevant value to 

report” (see: http://www.xs4all.nl/~jhckx/spss/mlogist/nomreg.html). It should be noted that this tends to be the least 

conservative among the three measures that are provided by the SPSS-output. 
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starting to work as inspector").
248
 Those differences that disappear, when controlling for any of these 

variables or a combination of them, are indicated by “ <<<” instead of "<".
249
 The fourth column 

specifies those variables that (when controlled for) make the effect of organisation disappear.
250
 As 

the tables show, in most cases where the effect of organisation disappears, this is due to "degree" (i.e. 

level of education) and in a few cases it is due to age or seniority. 

 

Two examples (the two top lines of Table 6-21) might further clarify the contents of the Tables.  

First, as for the top line, the ,019 significance level is below ,05 and thus indicates that the 

independent variable "organisation" has a significant impact upon the dependent variable "Self-

interest (SI) ethical climate." Put differently, the SI ethical climate is significantly different in the 

organisations. The pseudo-R² of ,037 indicates that this difference is very weak. Yet, as explained 

above, such low figures are rather expected given the considerable similarity between the three 

organisations and the fact that ordinal measures tend to be more conservative than metric measures. 

The main point is that the between-organisational difference is significant. The fourth column shows 

the significant between-organisational contrasts. Specifically, it shows that only the difference 

between the RVA and the EI is significant: the SI climate in the RVA is significantly weaker than the 

SI climate in the EI. The absence of the RSZ in column four indicates that the SI climate there is not 

significantly different from the SI climate in the RVA and EI. The "Yes" in the fifth column indicates 

that the difference between the RVA and the EI remains when controlling for other potential 

independent variables. Put differently, we can assume that this difference is really due to between-

organisational difference and not due to other variables. 

The second line concerns the Organisational Interest (OI) ethical climate. The ,000 significance level 

indicates that there is a clearly significant between-organisational difference on this climate and the 

Pseudo-R² of ,138 suggests that this difference is not very weak. The fourth column indicates that it is 

particularly the RSZ which scores high on the OI ethical climate: it scores higher than both the EI and 

the RSZ. This same test also suggests that the OI climate is stronger in the RVA than in the EI. Yet, 

the final column shows that, if the variable "degree" is included in the analysis as another independent 

variable (next to organisation), this difference between the RVA and the EI disappears. That is why 

the RVA-EI difference in the third column is indicated with “ <<<” instead of "<". 
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 Because "seniority" is measured differently in the EI on the one hand (where the organisation is only about a decade old) 

and in the RSZ and the RVA on the other, the between-organisational differences were only controlled for seniority in the 

RSZ and the RVA.  
249

 The presented model fitting information, pseudo R-square and the p-value of the between-organisational difference (as 

indicated by the *-signs), concern the model with only the organisation as independent variable, i.e. without controlling for 

other variables. 
250

 Typically, there are three reasons why the effect of organisation disappeared when controlling for another variable. Most 

obviously it could be that the other variable also has an effect and that it is this effect that accounts for the difference, not the 

between-organisational difference itself. Second, it could be that there is an interaction between the effect of the organisation 

and the effect of the other variable. Third, it could be that the effect of organisation disappears when controlling for another 

variable, but that this variable has no effect by itself, nor is there any interaction effect. Presumably, this is because the effect 

was already too weak. 

In any case, whatever the reason was for which the effect of organisation disappeared, it definitely implies that that the null 

hypothesis (i.e. no association between organisation and dependent variable) cannot be rejected, so that we have to proceed 

on the presumption that there is no between-organisational difference. To establish this is the main aim of this analysis. More 

detailed analyses of the effect of control variables are beyond the scope of this particular study. 
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 Model fitting 

information 

Sig. (<,05) 

Pseudo-R
2
 Ordinal regression:  

between-organisational 

differences 

Do differences 

remain when 

controlling for 

other variables? 

Self-interest ,019 ,037 RVA <
** 
EI Yes 

Organisational interest ,000 ,138  (EI<
*** 
RSZ) & (RVA<

*** 
RSZ) 

& (EI <<<
*** RVA)   

 

No, EI <
* 
RVA 

disappears,  

due to “degree” 

Efficiency ,000 ,284 EI <
*** 
RSZ <

*** 
RVA Yes 

Friendship ,015 ,039 EI    <<<
****** RVA No, EI<

** 
RVA 

disappears, 

due to “degree” 

Team interest ,009 ,045 (EI <<<
***
   RSZ) & (EI <<<

******    RVA) No, both 

disappear, 

due to “degree” 

Stakeholder Orientation ,280 - - - 

Personal Morality ,000 ,072 (EI <<<
******    RVA) & (EI <

*** 
RSZ) No, EI<

** 
RVA 

disappears, 

due to “degree” 

Rules and Laws ,028 ,034 RVA <<<
***    EI No, RVA <

* 
EI 

disappears due to 

"degree" 

Public Interest ,061 - - - 

Table 6-21: Comparing the ethical climate types across the organisations 

 

 

 Model fitting 

information 

Sig. (<,05) 

Pseudo-R
2
 Ordinal regression:  

between-organisational 

differences 

Do differences 

remain when 

controlling for 

other variables? 

Self-interest ,009 ,048 (RSZ <
** 
EI) & (RVA <

* 
EI) Yes 

Organisational interest ,000 ,100 (EI <
*** 
RSZ) & (RVA <

** 
RSZ) Yes 

Efficiency ,112 - - - 

Friendship ,106 - - - 

Team interest ,161 - - - 

Stakeholder Orientation ,334 - - - 

Personal Morality ,002 ,064 (RSZ <
* 
EI) & (RSZ <

*** 
RVA) Yes 

Rules and Laws ,127 - - - 

Public Interest ,279 - - - 

Table 6-22: Comparing the ethical decision making standards across the organisations for both dilemmas 
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 Model fitting 

information 

Sig. (<,05) 

Pseudo-R
2
 Ordinal regression:  

between-organisational 

differences 

Do differences 

remain when 

controlling for 

other variables? 

Self-interest ,009 ,053 (RVA<
** 
EI) & (RSZ<

* 
EI) Yes 

Organisation interest ,001 ,070 (EI <<<
********* RSZ) & (RVA<

** 
RSZ) No, EI<

*** 
RSZ 

disappears, 

due to “degree” 

Efficiency ,406 - - - 

Friendship ,172 - - - 

Team interest ,645 - - - 

Stakeholder Orientation ,014 ,041 (RSZ<
* 
EI) & (RSZ<

* 
RVA) Yes 

Personal Morality ,000 ,082 (RSZ<
** 
EI) & (RSZ<

*** 
RVA) Yes 

Rules and Laws ,083 - - - 

Public Interest ,142 - - - 

Table 6-23: Comparing the ethical decision making standards across the organisations for the first 

dilemma 

 Model fitting 

information 

Sig. (<,05) 

Pseudo-R
2
 Ordinal regression:  

between-organisational 

differences 

Do differences 

remain when 

controlling for 

other variables? 

Self-interest ,048 ,032 RSZ<
* 
EI Yes 

Organisational interest ,018 ,041 EI <<<
****** RSZ No, EI<

** 
RSZ 

disappears  

due to “degree” 

Efficiency ,095 - - - 

Friendship ,034 ,035 RSZ<
* 
RVA Yes 

Team interest ,183 - - - 

Stakeholder Orientation ,445 - - - 

Personal Morality ,696 - - - 

Rules and Laws ,040 ,032 RVA <<<
*** RSZ No, RVA<

* 
RSZ 

disappears  

due to "age" or 

"seniority" 

Public Interest ,713 - - - 

Table 6-24: Comparing the ethical decision making standards across the organisations for the second 

dilemma 
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 Model fitting 

information 

Sig. (<,05) 

Pseudo-R
2
 Ordinal regression:  

between-organisational 

differences 

Do differences 

remain when 

controlling for 

other variables? 

Self-interest ,469 - - - 

Organisational interest ,635 - - - 

Efficiency ,000 ,077 (EI <<<
***    RSZ) & (EI <

*** 
RVA) No, EI<

*
 RSZ 

disappears  

due to “degree” 

Friendship ,312 - - - 

Team interest ,225 - - - 

Stakeholder Orientation ,032 ,035 (RSZ <
* 
EI) & (RSZ <<<

***    RVA) No, RSZ <
* 
RVA 

disappears  

due to "age" 

Personal Morality ,000 ,097 (RSZ <
*** 
EI) & (RVA <

** 
EI) Yes 

Rules and Laws ,041 ,032 RVA <<<
***RSZ No, RVA<

* 
RSZ 

disappears due to 

"seniority as 

inspector" 

Table 6-25: Comparing the types of unethical behaviour across the organisations 

6.4.2. Pattern-matching II: between-organisational test of the predictive value 

of the theory 

 

This subparagraph uses the statistical results of the previous paragraph to test the proposition that the 

between-organisational differences on the interaction patterns will match between-organisational 

differences on ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical behaviour.  

It should be noted that associations that disappear when controlling for other variables are not 

included. Nor are the observations on the Personal Morality standard of ethical decision making and 

the Personal Morality type of unethical behaviour (i.e. Anarchy) included, since the theory predicted 

no association between these variables and the Personal Morality ethical climate.  

 

First, we assess the predictive value of the between-organisational differences of the interaction 

types. Table 6-26 below presents those differences. This table is deduced from the table, formulated 

at the end of Chapter 5 (5.5), which describes the relative intensity of the interaction types within the 

three organisations (reproduced as Table 6-13 above). 
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Hierarchy EI<RSZ<RVA 

Individualism and a high-group 

element 

EI<(RSZ&RVA) 

External egalitarianism RSZ<EI<RVA 

Egalitarianism RSZ<EI<RVA 

Internal egalitarianism RSZ<EI<RVA 

Fatalism and internal 

individualism 

(RVA & RSZ)<EI 

Table 6-26: The between-organisational differences of the interaction types (based on Table 5-17 in 5.5) 

 

Table 6-27 now presents the results when those differences are compared with the statistically 

observed between-organisational differences on ethical climate, decision making and behaviour 

respectively. To indicate how the figures in Table 6-27 are calculated, we use the example of the 

Personal Morality (PM) ethical climate type. Table 6-26 shows the three between-organisational 

differences for internal egalitarianism, i.e. the interaction pattern that is hypothesised to be associated 

with PM: RSZ<EI, RSZ<RVA and EI<RVA (in Table 6-26 summarised as RSZ<EI<RVA). These 

three between-organisational differences on the internal egalitarian interaction pattern can thus be 

considered as predictions for the between-organisational differences on the PM ethical climate type. 

The actual between-organisational differences on the PM climate type can read from Table 6-21 

above. Specifically, these are: "(EI <<<
******   RVA) & (EI <

*** 
RSZ)". The first conclusion from this is that 

the PM climate in the EI seems to be significantly lower than the PM climate in the RSZ. When 

comparing this with the prediction, this clearly is a falsification; thus one count is added to the top 

right cell of Table 6-27 below. Second, there seems to be no significant between-organisational 

difference on PM between the RVA and the RSZ (as it is not mentioned in Table 6-21) and between 

the EI and the RVA (as this difference reads as <<<
****** and not as <

**
). Thus, this implies two counts in 

the top left cell of Table 6-27 below.  

The same calculations can be made for all other predictions. With three organisations to be compared, 

there are three potential differences for each variable. Thus with nine types of ethical climate and nine 

standards in ethical decision making, this amounts to 27 possible differences for ethical climate and 

ethical decision making respectively. With eight types of unethical behaviour, this amounts to 24 

possible differences for unethical behaviour. 

 

 No statistical 

difference 

Statistical 

difference is as 

predicted 

Statistical difference is 

not as predicted 

Ethical climate 20/27 

(74%) 

5/27 

(18%) 

2/27 

(8%) 

Ethical decision 

making 

21/27 

(78%) 

5/27 

(18%) 

1/27 

(4%) 

Unethical behaviour 20/24 

(83%) 

3/24 

(13%) 

1/24 

(4%) 

Total 61/78 

(78%) 

13/78 

(17%) 

4/78 

(5%) 

Table 6-27: Predicting between-organisational differences on ethical climate, ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour on the basis of the interaction patterns 

 

Table 6-27 shows that for the large majority of the potential differences (78%), no statistical 

differences were found. This is consistent with the finding, noted and accounted for at the end of 
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Chapter 5 (see 5.5), that between-organisational differences on the interaction patterns tend to be 

modest. Yet, given the high similarity between the organisations, the fact that for 22% of the 

comparisons a difference was observed does show that the measurement instruments are fairly 

precise, particularly when compared with other measurement instruments (such as the DIT or SSMS, 

see Chapters 1 and 3) which tended to find no or very small differences between organisations that are 

much more different. 

Of those differences that are observed, most (13) match the between-organisational differences on the 

interaction patterns. Four between-organisational differences departed from the interaction patterns. 

Two of these involved the difference on Organisational Interest between the RVA and the RSZ. The 

interaction type "individualism and a high-group element" is equally strong in the RVA as in the RSZ, 

but the Organisational Interest types of ethical climate and of ethical decision making (which are 

hypothesised to be associated with it) are stronger in the RSZ than in the RVA. The other two 

unpredicted between-organisational differences involved Personal Morality. On the basis of internal 

egalitarianism we expected the Personal Morality ethical climate to be stronger in the EI than in the 

RSZ, but the finding was opposite. Likewise, we expected the Personal Morality type of unethical 

behaviour to score higher in the RVA than in the EI, but the data were different. The explanation-

building exercise will address these unpredicted patterns.  

 

Second, we can now turn to the predictive value of the between-organisational differences on the 

ethical climate types. The between-organisational differences on the ethical climate types that were 

reported in Table 6-21 can be considered as predictions for the between-organisational differences on 

the ethical decision making standards and types of unethical behaviour. Specifically, the observed 

scores on ethical decision making and unethical behaviour are compared with the ethical climate 

scores in the same way as described in the example above and Table 6-28 shows the results of this 

comparison. Because the Personal Morality climate is not hypothesised to be associated with a 

particular ethical decision making standard or type of unethical behaviour, the total number of 

predictions (and thus of comparisons of findings with predictions) here decreases with 3 for both 

ethical decision making (to 24) and unethical behaviour (to 21) respectively.  

 

 

 No prediction made 

by ethical climate 

No statistical 

difference 

Statistical 

difference is as 

predicted 

Statistical difference is 

not as predicted 

Ethical decision 

making 

1/24 

(4%) 

20/24 

(83%) 

3/24 

(13%) 

0/24 

 

Unethical behaviour 1/21 

(5%) 

19/21 

(90%) 

1/21 

(5%) 

0/21 

 

Total 2/45 

(4%) 

39/45 

(87%) 

4/45 

(9%) 

0/45 

 

Table 6-28: Predicting between-organisational differences on ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour on the basis of ethical climate 

 

Table 6-28 contains an additional column (left side) for those cases where there was a between-

organisational statistical difference on ethical decision making or unethical behaviour, but no 

difference on the associated type of ethical climate, so that no prediction could be made. This reduces 

the number of cases where a pattern-matching exercise can be done to 4. All these four score as 

predicted. 

 

Finally, Table 6-29 below now intends to assess the predictive value of the between-organisational 

differences on ethical decision making. Yet, in 83% of the cases there are no significant between-
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organisational differences on the unethical behaviour types and in three of the four cases where there 

are significant differences, there are no differences on the associated ethical decision making 

standards. Thus there is only one instance where a pattern-matching exercise can be performed and 

there the statistical difference is as predicted.  

 

 No prediction made 

by ethical decision 

making 

No statistical 

difference 

Statistical 

difference is as 

predicted 

Statistical difference is 

not as predicted 

Unethical behaviour 3/24 

(13%) 

20/24 

(83%) 

1/24 

(4%) 

0/24 

Table 6-29: Predicting between-organisational differences on ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour on the basis of ethical climate 

6.4.3. Conclusion of the pattern-matching II exercise 

 

The overall value of this test was limited because there were only between-organisational differences 

for a limited number of types. In fact, of all 147 predictions, only 22 (15%) could be tested. These 

between-organisational differences were useful as part of the explanation-building exercise to develop 

adapted propositions, but their number is too low to allow for an extensive discussion of the results as 

was done for the pattern-matching I exercise. We limit ourselves to the overall observation that of the 

22 between-organisational differences, 18 were correct and 4 were not as predicted. This thus again 

largely supports the theory.  

 

 

 

6.5. Explanation-building: further developing the propositions 
 

Having concluded, in the two pattern-matching exercises that the theory has a minimal predictive 

value, we can now turn to the explanation-building, where we will attempt to account for unpredicted 

observations. We expect the result of this exercise to be twofold. Theoretically, we expect that it will 

deliver a number of modifications to the propositions and methodologically we expect that this 

analysis will suggest some modifications to particular survey items. The qualitative analysis of 

Chapter 7 will then allow corroborating or further developing the adapted propositions.  

 

It is important to emphasise that the aim of this paragraph is not to account for every single cell or 

between-organisational difference that is not predicted, but to use interesting departures from the 

predictions to draw theoretical or methodological conclusions. The conclusion of this chapter will 

draw all the scattered observations together in a number of proposals for theoretical and 

methodological modifications. 
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6.5.1. Self-interest 

 

The theory predicted that Self-interest (SI) would be associated with fatalism and individualism 

within the organisation. Table 6-30 below now presents the relative intensity of these interaction 

patterns within the three organisations as described in Chapter 5. It also shows the scores of the 

composing elements.
251
  

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

Internal fatalism 23 21 30 

External fatalism 10 12 11 

Internal individualism 12 12 22 

Fatalism and internal 

individualism 

Low 

(14) 

Low 

(14) 

Medium-low 

(21) 

Between-organisational 

differences 

(RVA & RSZ)<EI 

Table 6-30: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Self-interest 

We now return to the between- and within- organisational analysis respectively to assess to what 

extent the propositions are confirmed. 

 

6.5.1.1. Between-organisational analysis 

 

 Model fitting 

information 

Pseudo-R
2
 Ordinal regression:  

between-organisational 

differences 

Do differences 

remain when 

controlling for 

other variables? 

Ethical climate ,019 ,037 RVA <
** 
EI Yes 

Ethical decision making ,009 ,048 (RSZ <
** 
EI) & (RVA <

* 
EI) Yes 

 Dilemma 1 ,009 ,053 (RVA<
** 
EI) & (RSZ<

* 
EI) Yes 

 Dilemma 2 ,048 ,032 RSZ<
* 
EI Yes 

Unethical behaviour: 

"Selfishness" 

,469 - - - 

Table 6-31: Between-organisational differences for Self-interest 

 

The SI climate and SI decision making standard score highest in EI 

 

This observation is entirely consistent with the prediction on the basis of the interaction patterns and 

indeed probably one of the most interesting observations of this quantitative analysis: the organisation 

with the highest degree of fatalism and internal individualism indeed has the strongest Self-interest 

ethical climate and its inspectors attach more importance to the Self-interest standard in ethical 

decision making then their colleagues from other organisations. It should be noted, though, that this 

difference does not persist in the between-organisational differences on unethical behaviour.  
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 As indicated in 5.5, the overall figure is calculated as the mean of (1) the mean of internal and external fatalism on the one 

hand and (2) internal individualism on the other. 



  

 248 

Box 6-1 summarises those factors (as described in Chapter 5) that make the EI stronger on fatalism 

and individualism than the other two organisations (where there is also a fairly high degree of 

fatalism).  

 
 

Fatalism 

• Personal liability and weak legal support. 

• The discrepancy between the inspectors’ high standards (and hence expectations) concerning discretion (as 

a consequence of high formal discretion granted by the law and an egalitarian rhetoric by management) and the 

low degrees of actual discretion. 

• Constraints on discretion that are not joined by the explicit assurance that full support is guaranteed when 

something goes wrong (also exemplified by the reluctance of supervisors to co-sign exhortations and orders). 

• Grade A and grade B inspectors receive very different wages for roughly the same work. 

• The bonus system is sometimes experienced as being administered in a fatalist way. 

• Conflicts among inspectors over the inspection policy. 

• Some older (and thus better-paid) inspectors are alleged to perform poorly, thus demotivating younger 

colleagues. 

• Potentially enormous consequences of making a mistake in the job of inspector. 

Individualism 

• High degree of formal discretion. 

• Staff appraisal with bonus system. 

Box 6-1: Main elements that account for the EI's relatively higher score on fatalism and individualism (see 

Chapter 5) 

Following our theory, Box 6-1 thus presents the factors that we hypothesise to cause the importance 

of Self-interest in both ethical climate and ethical decision making. Fatalism is clearly most outspoken 

in this list (although some factors under fatalism also contain individualist elements).
252
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 It might be useful to compare our operationalisation of fatalism, and of the interaction patterns more generally, with 

Lipsky’s operationalisation of "alienation." Specifically, Lipsky identified four ways in which street-level bureaucrats are 

alienated from their clients (Lipsky 1980: 76-79). (1) They tend to work only on segments of the product (they focus on 

particular characteristics of the client) and of the process (they tend to be specialised in one particular step in the process). (2) 

They tend not to control the outcome of the work, due to specialisation or due to the fact that some client problems are 

simply not subject to closure (e.g. people often return (or are forced to return) to judicial or social welfare institutions). (3) 

They tend not to control the input of the work (e.g. the client’s circumstances). (4) They tend not to control the work pace, 

possibly ending up in a situation where their work becomes their master. 

Lipsky associates these with Self-interest, by providing a number of what he dubs indicators of worker dissatisfaction, but 

what we would identify as examples of the Self-interest standard in ethical decision making (if not the Selfishness type of 

unethical behaviour), such as absenteeism and poor performance (1980: 80). Applied on our cases, the RVA- and the RSZ-

inspectors tend to score higher on most of Lipsky's factors than the EI-inspectors. Thus, if we equate Lipsky’s 

operationalisation of alienation with our concept of fatalism, this is inconsistent with the finding just mentioned that Self-

interest is relatively stronger in the EI.  

From our theoretical framework we would explain this discrepancy by referring to three reasons. First, Lipsky's alienation-

causing factors are high-grid factors, but for them to become really fatalist, they require that the interaction patterns are also 

low-group. The RVA and the RSZ were at least partly able to counterbalance these high-grid factors with high-group-

elements. Second, these limitations in the RVA and the RSZ were mostly consistent with the inspectors' expectations, which 

implied that they did not create the kind of fatalism-inducing inequity that was discussed in Chapter 5 (5.1). Third, there are 

of course a number of other fatalism-causing factors in the EI (see Box 6-1) that are at least as important as Lipsky's factors. 



  

 249 

6.5.1.2. Within-organisational analysis 

 

 Expected Ethical climate 
Ethical decision 

making 
Unethical behaviour 

RVA 

 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

RSZ 
Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Environmental 

Inspection 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Table 6-32: The relative intensity of the Self-interest ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour types 

 

As can be read from Table 6-32, the low relative intensity of individualism and fatalism in the RVA 

and the RSZ is systematically matched by a low relative intensity of the SI type of ethical climate, 

ethical decision making and unethical behaviour, thus supporting the theory. The findings in the EI 

deserve some further explanation. 

 

The relatively strong SI climate in the EI is not associated with high use of SI in 

ethical decision making or unethical behaviour 

 

While, on the basis of the relative intensity of fatalism and external individualism, we predicted a 

medium-low Self-interest climate, its actual relative intensity was even higher (medium-high). One 

reason for this somewhat higher score could be that fatalism (which scores medium-high in the EI) 

perhaps weighs somewhat heavier in impacting the Self-interest climate than individualism. In any 

case, it is obvious that the EI-inspectors really used the opportunity of this survey to indicate a 

problem in their organisation. 

 

Although the Self-interest standard in ethical decision making was stronger than in the other two 

organisations (see above), its relative intensity within the EI is "low," and so is the Selfishness type of 

unethical behaviour. Apparently, a number of factors prevent people from letting the Self-interest 

climate they perceive around them to affect their own ethical decision making and behaviour. Perhaps 

there is something like a “dam against fatalism,” which would preclude that fatalism and the 

associated Self-interest ethical climate lead to Self-interest in ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour. It is difficult, at this point, to identify the factors that would account for such “a dam,” but 

we attempt to identify such factors in the qualitative analysis (see 7.5). 

6.5.2. Organisational Interest 

 

The theory predicted that Organisational Interest (OI) would be associated with interaction patterns 

that are individualist with a high-group element. These interaction types are reproduced in Table 6-33 

below. The third line represents the mean of the two lines above it and the fourth line represents the 

between-organisational differences. 
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 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

High-group/2 29,5 21,5 19,5 

Individualism (internal 

and external) 

7,75 17,75 14,75 

Individualism and a high-

group element 

Medium-low 

(18,5) 

Medium-low 

(19,5) 

Medium-low 

(17) 

Between-organisational 

differences 

EI<(RVA & RSZ) 

Table 6-33: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Organisational Interest 

 

6.5.2.1. Between-organisational analysis 

 

Table 6-34 below now presents the between-organisational differences on OI ethical climate and 

ethical decision making. 

 

 Model fitting 

information 

Pseudo-R
2
 Ordinal regression:  

between-organisational 

differences 

Do differences 

remain when 

controlling for 

other variables? 

Ethical climate ,000 ,138  (EI<
*** 
RSZ) & (RVA<

*** 
RSZ) 

& (EI <<<
*** RVA)   

 

No, EI <
* 
RVA 

disappears,  

due to “degree” 

Ethical decision making ,000 ,100 (EI <
*** 
RSZ) & (RVA <

** 
RSZ) Yes 

 Dilemma 1 ,001 ,070 (EI <<<
********* RSZ) & (RVA<

** 
RSZ) No, EI<

*** 
RSZ 

disappears, 

due to “degree” 

 Dilemma 2 ,018 ,041 EI <<<
****** RSZ No, EI<

** 
RSZ 

disappears  

due to “degree” 

Unethical behaviour: 

"Organisation-

fetishism" 

,635 - - - 

Table 6-34: Between-organisational differences for Organisational Interest 

 

The OI ethical climate and ethical decision making standard are strongest in the 

RSZ 

 

A comparison of the interaction patterns as described in Table 6-33 with the results in Table 6-34 

shows that the between-organisational differences on the interaction patterns do not entirely match the 

between-organisational differences on ethical climate, decision making and unethical behaviour. 

"Individualism and a high-group element" is only marginally larger in the RSZ than in the RVA, while 

the OI climate and standard are clearly larger in the RSZ than in the RVA (and the EI). 

This observation, together with some further contemplation on the proposition, leads us to propose an 

adaptation to the theory, stating that OI is associated with external individualism and a high-group 

element. Our reasoning behind this adaptation is as follows. As explained in Chapter 1, applying the 

OI standard implies considering the organisation as a reified, monolithic self of which the immediate, 
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materialistic interests need to be furthered. In our theoretical framework, we overlooked that this in 

fact fits uneasily with intra-organisational individualism, since the latter explicitly implies a division 

of the organisation in separate individuals who are in competition with each other. The organisational 

interest might be a side-effect of such a between-individual competition (indeed, it is the intended 

side-effect when the competition is consciously designed, e.g. in a pay for performance system), but 

the emphasis is on the individual, so the Self-interest standard is more likely to be associated with this 

internal individualism. The association between the OI standard and extra-organisational 

individualism, on the other hand, is much more theoretically conceivable. If the organisation 

management wants its members to apply the OI standard and thus to further the materialistic interests 

of the organisation, then it would be logical to stimulate individualist, pragmatic interactions between 

organisational members (e.g. inspectors) and outsiders (e.g. inspectees). For it are the latter who 

provide the materialistic means that the organisation needs to strengthen its interests.  

Indeed, the latter is what occurs in the RSZ. As explained in Chapter 5, the RSZ's management 

expects a considerable degree of individualism between inspectors and inspectees. Specifically, the 

RSZ-inspectors are expected to interact with inspectees in a pragmatic way that is mainly aimed at 

obtaining the due amount of money, rather than strictly hierarchically punishing the inspectees. This 

policy is of course a consequence of the RSZ's basic task and reason for existence: the RSZ is 

responsible for the collection of the social security contributions (the "RSZ-contributions") from 

employers and employees within the social security system for salaried persons. The amount of 

contributions collected by the RSZ is one of the core indicators of the RSZ's performance, and several 

respondents indicated that the government increasingly emphasises this, e.g. through the management 

agreement. This amounts to a considerable degree of pressure on the RSZ-inspectors to interact in an 

individualist way with their inspectees so as to further the RSZ's organisational interest.  

The RVA on the other hand also largely deals with financial aspects, but these do not concern its 

"own" money, and financial indicators such as the money that is retrieved through interventions of 

RVA-inspectors, are much less important than in the RSZ. Financial, materialistic aspects are of 

course even less important in interactions between EI-inspectors and inspectees, since the aim of the 

interaction is to achieve compliance with environmental law, not to obtain financial contributions.
253
  

 

Table 6-35 below now describes the scores for external individualism and a high-group element 

(which is calculated as half of the mean of all high-group scores, see 5.5). Again, the third line 

represents the mean of the two lines above it. It shows that the between-organisational differences are 

different from Table 6-33, with the RSZ now becoming clearly stronger than the RVA. These are 

consistent with the observed differences concerning OI presented in Table 6-34 and thus provide 

empirical support for the adapted proposition.
254
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 Yet, Table 6-35 shows that the EI's score on external individualism is a bit higher than in the RVA, because the 

interaction patterns between EI-inspectors and inspectees are more low-grid (i.e. higher on individualism and egalitarianism) 

than in the RVA. 
254

 As the 3-item ethical climate scale to measure OI has a fairly low reliability, the 3 items were also analysed separately. 

This separate analysis also helps to assess whether the observed between-organisational differences on OI are mainly due to 

consideration of "the organisation's financial interests" or due to consideration of "the organisation's image."  

Such a separate analysis shows that the between-organisational difference described on the first line in Table 6-34 is most 

outspoken for item 8 ("Decisions here are primarily viewed in terms of the money they generate for X") and somewhat less 

outspoken for item 5 ("Organisational members are expected to do anything to further the financial interests and the position 

of X."); while there is no between-organisational difference for item 7 ("Organisational members are solely concerned with 

the financial interests and the image of X"). Thus, the two items on which the RSZ has its outspokenly strong profile (8 and 

5) both explicitly refer to "financial interests," while the only item that also refers to "image" generates no outspoken 

between-organisational difference. That is why we tend to emphasise, in this analysis, the "financial interests of the 

organisation" aspect of the OI climate over the reference to "image of the organisation." 
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 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

High-group/2 29,5 21,5 19,5 

External individualism 3,5 23,5 7,5 

external individualism and 

a high-group element 

Medium-low 

(16,5) 

Medium-low 

(22,5) 

Low 

(13,5) 

Between-organisational 

differences 

EI<RVA<RSZ 

Table 6-35: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Organisational Interest: Adapted 

version 

 

6.5.2.2. Within-organisational analysis 

 

Table 6-35 above shows that the within-organisational relative intensity of the interaction patterns in 

the adapted proposition (high-group and external individualism) is the same as the relative intensity of 

the interaction patterns in the original proposition (high-group and both internal and external 

individualism) for the RVA and the RSZ (medium-low), but changes for the EI (to low). Table 6-36 

starts from these predictions and compares them with the relative intensity of climate, decision 

making and unethical behaviour. 

 

 Expected Ethical climate 
Ethical decision 

making 
Unethical behaviour 

RVA 

 

Medium-low  

++ 

Low 

+ 

 

Medium-low 

++ 

High 

++++ 

RSZ 
Medium-low  

++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium- High 

+++ 

Environmental 

Inspection 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-High 

+++ 

Table 6-36: The relative intensity of the Organisational Interest ethical climate, ethical decision making 

and unethical behaviour types (with adapted expected value for the EI) 

One very salient finding in Table 6-36 deserves some further analysis:  

 

Unethical behaviour of the OI type (i.e. Organisation-fetishism) is systematically 

higher than predicted in all three organisations 

 

We conjecture that the high degree of Organisation-fetishism in all three organisations is largely due 

to the operationalisation of this variable: “Colleagues conceal unsavory facts for people outside X, as 

they might harm the interests or the image of X.” Although this item is an instance of Organisation-

fetishism, it is a very specific instance. The high score of this item as well as the fact that there are no 

between-organisational differences on this item (in contrast with the OI ethical climate type and 

decision making standard), both suggest that this item refers to an instance of unethical behaviour that 

is typical among inspectors. We conjecture that this is due to job-characteristics and intra- and extra-

organisational factors that are shared by most inspections.  

First, the job-related factors (particularly “frequent interactions with citizens”) and extra-

organisational factors together shape an unreliable, and often fairly hostile, environment for both the 

inspectors and the organisation as a whole, who are regularly confronted with threats of law-suits or 

all kinds of appeal procedures or complaints. This could strengthen a tendency towards secrecy. Yet, 

this remains a conjecture that cannot be really corroborated since there is no variation on these 
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“explanatory variables.” Second, the intra-organisational factors in a high-group organisation will 

even work to strengthen this secrecy. All three organisations are high-group, but the RVA clearly has 

the strongest group score and we would conjecture that this is why the RVA (which has the highest 

score on group) ascribes somewhat more relative importance (“high”) to this factor than the other two 

organisations do (“medium-high”). 

6.5.3. Efficiency 

 

Table 6-37 below reproduces the bottom lines of Table 6-33 above: the relative intensity of 

“individualism and a high-group element” which is hypothesised to be associated with Efficiency 

(EF).  

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

Individualism and a high-

group element 

Medium-low 

(18,5) 

Medium-low 

(19,5) 

Medium-low 

(17) 

Between-organisational 

differences 

EI<(RVA & RSZ) 

Table 6-37: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Efficiency 

 

6.5.3.1. Between-organisational analysis 

 

Table 6-38 below now depicts the between-organisational differences on the EF ethical climate and 

the EF type of unethical behaviour (Efficiency-fetishism). 

 

 Model fitting 

information 

Pseudo-R
2
 Ordinal regression:  

between-organisational 

differences 

Do differences 

remain when 

controlling for 

other variables? 

Ethical climate ,000 ,284 EI <
*** 
RSZ <

*** 
RVA Yes 

Ethical decision making ,112 - - - 

 Dilemma 1 ,406 - - - 

 Dilemma 2 ,095 - - - 

Unethical behaviour: 

"Efficiency fetishism" 

,000 ,077 (EI <<<
***    RSZ) & (EI <

*** 
RVA) No, EI<

*
 RSZ 

disappears  

due to “degree” 

Table 6-38: Between-organisational differences for Efficiency 

 

The EF climate and EF type of unethical behaviour score highest in the RVA and 

lowest in the EI, with the RSZ inbetween 

 

Like in the previous paragraph (OI), the between-organisational differences concerning EF (Table 

6-38) are not entirely inconsistent with the between-organisational differences on the interaction 

patterns Table 6-37), but they could match better. While “individualism with a high-group element” is 

roughly equally strong in the RVA and the RSZ, the EF ethical climate and unethical behaviour are 

clearly strongest in the RVA. 
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Above, we found OI to be stronger in the RSZ than in the RVA and we accounted for this by putting 

forward the adapted proposition that OI is associated with external individualism and a high-group 

element. Yet, unlike for OI, there is no obvious reformulation of the interaction patterns that would 

lead to a more plausible proposition for EF. With its emphasis on “saving costs,” EF mainly refers to 

the internal functioning of the organisation, but “intra-organisational” individualism would not be 

the kind of interaction pattern that is associated with it. For the latter refers to competition between 

individuals within the organisation, rather than a cost-conscious attitude towards the internal 

management of the organisation.  

Instead, we conjecture that EF is associated with "individualism and a high-group element," but that 

the latter is not merely a sum of both parts, but a genuine hybrid that thus amounts to something like a 

new interaction type. This could be defined as an individualist kind of engagement towards the group, 

a materialistic way of contributing to the group: financial prudence or cost-consciousness. A mere 

adding up of "individualism" and "high-group" of course gives some indication of this score, as 

indicated by the fact that Table 6-37 is roughly consistent with the results in Table 6-38, but it misses 

that element that makes the hybrid more than a sum of two parts. If the actual content of the hybrid 

(cost-consciousness) is better specified, the between-organisational differences on this hybrid will 

better match the between-organisational differences on the EF ethical climate and unethical behaviour 

type. It is to such a specification that we now turn. 

The issue of cost-reduction is clearly strongest in the RVA, where an industrial conflict over the IT- 

and other facilities for inspectors was smouldering at the time of the research. These issues were 

invoked to describe fatalism among the inspectors (see Chapter 5), but now we note that they also 

constitute the core of the hybrid "individualism with a high-group element." The EI is at the opposite 

of the continuum. If cost-reduction is a topic within the EI, it is rather a concern of some inspectors 

that management is not enough cost-conscious than the other way. Probably the most telling example 

of this is the concern, expressed by some inspectors, that the EI-management has a policy that the 

budget for laboratory tests should be finished by the end of the year. The RSZ takes a position 

halfway as several interviewees explicitly pointed out that their material working conditions 

(particularly IT-facilities) are good, but there were no reports of the kind of "finish-the-budget" policy 

that is followed in the EI and a number of material complaints remain (e.g. about kilometre 

reimbursements). 

In sum, these now better specified between-organisational differences on the hybrid "individualism 

and a high-group element" match the between organisational differences on the EF type of ethical 

climate and unethical behaviour. 

 

6.5.3.2. Within-organisational analysis 

 

 Expected Ethical climate 
Ethical decision 

making 
Unethical behaviour 

RVA 

 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Low 

+ 

Medium-low 

++ 

RSZ 
Medium-low 

++ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Environmental 

Inspection 

Medium-low 

++ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Table 6-39: The relative intensity of the Efficiency ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour types 

 

The above specification of "individualism and a high-group element" as being a materialistic 

engagement towards the organisation and thus implying an emphasis on reducing costs, specified new 
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between-organisational differences on this "interaction type.” Yet, it now also guides us to a lower 

degree of relative intensity of this type within the RSZ and the EI. Interaction patterns aimed at cost-

reduction are not central to an inspection, except when management puts a strong emphasis on cost 

reduction (usually forced to do that because of financial constraints), as is the case in the RVA. 

Hence, we replace the original Table 6-39 for a new Table 6-40 where, for the RSZ and the EI, we 

change the expected scores to "low" and keep the RVA-score at medium-low. 

 

 Expected Ethical climate 
Ethical decision 

making 
Unethical behaviour 

RVA 

 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Low 

+ 

Medium-low 

++ 

RSZ 
Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Environmental 

Inspection 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Table 6-40: The relative intensity of the Efficiency ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour types (with adapted expected value for RSZ and EI) 

 

Table 6-40 shows that the adapted predictions for the RSZ and the EI now are largely consistent with 

the dependent variables. One interesting departure still deserves some further analysis.  

While RVA-inspectors report that EF is to a considerable degree expected from them (climate) and 

that their colleagues commit some Efficiency-fetishism (unethical behaviour), they do not seem to 

apply the associated standard in their ethical decision making. We conjecture that this is largely an 

artefact of the instrument. It is indeed difficult to conceive how the Efficiency standard can be 

relevant in the two dilemmas described in the survey. Both dilemmas involve the typical inspector-job 

of interacting with inspectees and the theme of cost-reduction is only very remotely relevant here, 

even in an organisation like the RVA where this issue is prominent. We conjecture that, if the 

dilemma would have involved cost-issues, the relative intensity of the decision making standard 

would have been consistent with the relative intensity of the respective ethical climate and unethical 

behaviour types.  

6.5.4. Friendship 

 

As mentioned above, the Friendship standard is theoretically ambiguous as it involves an engagement 

towards people both within and outside the organisation and was also experienced ambiguously in the 

think-aloud tests. The results are thus difficult to interpret.  

 

Friendship is hypothesised to be associated with egalitarianism and Table 6-41 below shows the 

respective scores for this interaction type. 

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ 

 

EI 

External egalitarianism 29,5 19,5 24,5 

Internal egalitarianism  22 17  20,5 

Egalitarianism Medium-low 

(26) 

Medium-low 

(18) 

Medium-low 

(22,5) 

Between-organisational 

differences 

RSZ<EI<RVA 

Table 6-41: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Friendship 
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6.5.4.1. Between-organisational analysis 

 

 Model fitting 

information 

Pseudo-R
2
 Ordinal regression:  

between-organisational 

differences 

Do differences 

remain when 

controlling for 

other variables? 

Ethical climate ,015 ,039 EI    <<<
****** RVA No, EI<

** 
RVA 

disappears, 

due to “degree” 

Ethical decision making ,106 - - - 

 Dilemma 1 ,172 - - - 

 Dilemma 2 ,034 ,035 RSZ<
* 
RVA Yes 

Unethical behaviour: 

"Nepotism" 

,312 - - - 

Table 6-42: Between-organisational differences for Friendship 

 

The single between-organisational difference on the Friendship standard (in the second dilemma) is 

consistent with the predicted interaction pattern. So no further explanation-building is required. 

 

6.5.4.2. Within-organisational analysis 

 

 Expected Ethical climate 
Ethical decision 

making 
Unethical behaviour 

RVA 

 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Low 

+ 

Medium-low 

++ 

RSZ 
Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Low 

+ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Environmental 

Inspection 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Low 

+ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Table 6-43: The relative intensity of the Friendship ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour types 

The FR standard in ethical decision making scores lower than the FR climate and 

the FR type of unethical behaviour  

 

To interpret this finding, it is useful to distinguish between the scores on the two different FR-items, 

given the ambiguous character of the standard. 

The Friendship-item in the first dilemma said: "I should mainly consider how strong my personal 

relation with Annelies (i.e. an inspectee) is." It thus refers to engagement towards somebody outside 

the organisation only, and this item scores low in all three organisations. This could be because it 

suggests an element of collusion and therefore tends towards unethical behaviour. 

The Friendship-item in the second dilemma said "I should mainly consider which personal tie is 

strongest (the one with my colleague Marjolein or the one with my supervisor)." It thus also 

emphasises only one side of the Friendship concept: engagement towards people inside the 

organisation. This item scored medium-low in the RVA and the EI and low in the RSZ. The latter can 

be accounted for by the low relative intensity of egalitarianism in the RSZ (see above). 
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These figures suggest that engagement towards people inside the organisation and people outside the 

organisation are different things. To avoid further ambiguities in the research, we will henceforth (i.e. 

in the interview-based research) narrow the meaning of Friendship to consideration of others outside 

the organisation whom one knows without reference to the organisation, such as friends, family or 

acquaintances. This choice for an emphasis on "others outside the organisation" is made because 

consideration of others inside the organisation is largely covered by the Team Interest standard.
255
  

As for the proposition, we would hypothesise that this newly conceptualised Friendship standard is 

associated with a particular form of external egalitarianism: external egalitarianism towards family, 

friends and acquaintances. Chapter 5 suggests that this external egalitarianism scores low in all three 

organisations: management in all three organisations expects its inspectees not to work on cases that 

involve family and friends and to pass these on to colleagues or to the supervisor and there are no 

indications that there are other factors that shape these interaction patterns in another direction. Such 

a low score of the interaction patterns is either equal (ethical decision making) or approximate (ethical 

climate and unethical behaviour) to the score on the other variables.  

6.5.5. Team Interest 

 

Table 6-44 below represents the between-organisational differences on internal egalitarianism, which 

are hypothesised to be associated with Team Interest.  

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

Internal egalitarianism Medium-low 

(22) 

Medium-low 

(17) 

Medium-low 

(20,5) 

Between-organisational 

differences 

RSZ<EI<RVA 

Table 6-44: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Team Interest 

 

6.5.5.1. Between-organisational analysis 

 

 Model fitting 

information 

Pseudo-R
2
 Ordinal regression:  

between-organisational 

differences 

Do differences 

remain when 

controlling for 

other variables? 

Ethical climate ,009 ,045 (EI <<<
***
   RSZ) & (EI <<<

******    RVA) No, both 

disappear, 

due to “degree” 

Ethical decision making ,161 - - - 

 Dilemma 1 ,645 - - - 

 Dilemma 2 ,183 - - - 

Unethical behaviour: 

"Team-fetishism" 

,225 - - - 

Table 6-45: Between-organisational differences for Team Interest 
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 The Stakeholder Orientation standard (consideration of others whom one knows professionally) is more clearly 

distinguishable from this reformulated definition of Friendship (consideration of others whom one knows without reference 

to the organisation). 
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The between-organisational differences on the interaction patterns were already modest, and we 

observe the same with the between-organisational differences on the Team Interest standard. The 

small differences disappear when controlling for “degree.” 

 

6.5.5.2. Within-organisational analysis 

 

 Expected Ethical climate 
Ethical decision 

making 
Unethical behaviour 

RVA 

 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

RSZ 
Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Environmental 

Inspection 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Table 6-46: The relative intensity of the Team Interest ethical climate, ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour types 

Table 6-46 shows that the scores of ethical climate and ethical decision making tend to be higher than 

expected on the basis of internal egalitarianism. We conjecture that this is because internal 

egalitarianism is too narrow a concept to predict Team Interest. Consideration of the team is not only 

associated with internal egalitarianism but also with the other internal high-group type: hierarchy. 

Yet, hierarchy also implies a strong grid dimension, which we do not hypothesise to be associated 

with Team Interest. As shorthand to exclude this grid dimension we divide hierarchy by two. This is 

of course a very rough estimate, but it is not entirely arbitrary since, with hierarchy being strong on 

both grid and group, we assume that the degree of group is roughly half of the degree of hierarchy. 

Table 6-47 now represents this newly calculated prediction for Team Interest.
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 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

Internal egalitarianism 22 17 20,5 

Internal hierarchy/2 44,5 35,5 26 

Internal group Medium-high 

(33) 

Medium-low 

(26) 

Medium-low 

(23) 

Between-organisational 

differences 

EI<RSZ<RVA 

Table 6-47: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Team Interest: adapted version 

 

Table 6-48 below shows that the predictive value of the theory now improves for the RVA, while the 

prediction for the RSZ and the EI remains. 
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 If the between-organisational differences on ethical climate (see Table 6-45) would have been more robust, they would 

have been consistent with this newly predicted order (i.e. EI<RSZ<RVA). 
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 Expected Ethical climate 
Ethical decision 

making 
Unethical behaviour 

RVA 

 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

RSZ 
Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Environmental 

Inspection 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Table 6-48: The relative intensity of the Team Interest ethical climate, ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour types (with adapted expected value for RVA) 

 

Three cells still require some further explanation. 

First, the TI ethical climate in the RSZ is somewhat higher than predicted. Yet, the score of the 

prediction (26) is close to medium-low, so no important conclusions should be drawn from this. 

Second, the TI standard in ethical decision making in the EI also scores somewhat higher than 

predicted. This goes against the overall impression of low degrees of group in the EI as exemplified 

by a tendency among the inspectors to group in cliques within a field office. Perhaps, it could be that 

the EI-inspectors define "team" in a narrow sense and confine it to the particular clique of which they 

form part. Third, Team-fetishism is medium-low in the RVA and thus at the same level as in the other 

two organisations. One explanation for this could be that the degree of opportunity to commit this 

kind of unethical behaviour is fairly and equally limited in all three organisations. The opportunities 

to transgress rules to protect colleagues are relatively limited in a working context where the 

inspectors are often on the road and usually manage their own files. This could then explain why the 

relative intensity of this type remains medium-low, whatever the score of climate and decision 

making.  

 

6.5.6. Stakeholder Orientation 

 

Table 6-49 below presents the between-organisational differences on external egalitarianism, which is 

hypothesised to be associated with Stakeholder Orientation (SO). 

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

External egalitarianism Medium-high 

(29,5) 

Medium-low 

(19,5) 

Medium-high 

(24,5) 

Between-organisational 

differences 

RSZ<EI<RVA 

 

Table 6-49: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Stakeholder Orientation 

 

6.5.6.1. Between-organisational analysis 

 

Table 6-50 below shows a few differences, which are all consistent with the prediction in Table 6-49. 

Most explicit in the description of the interaction patterns was the fact that external egalitarianism 

was medium-low in the RSZ, while it was medium-high in the other two organisations. This indeed 

returns in the between-organisational differences on ethical decision making and unethical behaviour. 

 



  

 260 

 Model fitting 

information 

Pseudo-R
2
 Ordinal regression:  

between-organisational 

differences 

Do differences 

remain when 

controlling for 

other variables? 

Ethical climate ,280 - - - 

Ethical decision making ,334 - - - 

 Dilemma 1 ,014 ,041 (RSZ<
* 
EI) & (RSZ<

* 
RVA) Yes 

 Dilemma 2 ,445 - - - 

Unethical behaviour: 

"Partiality, preferential 

treatment" 

,032 ,035 (RSZ <
* 
EI) & (RSZ <<<

***    RVA) No, RSZ <
* 
RVA 

disappears  

due to "age" 

Table 6-50: Between-organisational differences for Stakeholder Orientation 

 

Table 6-50 also provides two other interesting observations.  

First, the relatively higher score of the RVA in the first dilemma, casts considerable doubt on the 

RVA-management's assumption that the RVA-inspectors do not sufficiently apply the SO standard 

and tend to act strictly with the inspectees. Alternatively, this could also be an indication that the 

RVA-management's policy towards more external egalitarianism is successful. Unfortunately, it is not 

possible to distinguish between both claims, as the measurement occurred only at one point in time, 

thus making it impossible to determine whether this is a recent phenomenon or not.  

Second, the relatively higher degree of the unethical behaviour associated with SO (i.e. Partiality) in 

the EI seems to confirm the EI-management's assumption about the prevalence of this type of 

unethical behaviour. Yet, this could also be simply due to the fact that EI-inspectors have somewhat 

more opportunity to commit this type of unethical behaviour as a consequence of their higher degree 

of discretion. 

 

There is no between-organisational difference on the SO ethical climate  

 

Usually, we do not explain the absence of between-organisational differences, but this is an exception, 

since the fact that there is no between-organisational difference between the RVA and the EI on the 

SO climate is rather surprising, given the very different policies within these two organisations. The 

RVA management clearly wants to stimulate external egalitarianism, while the EI wants the 

inspectors to emphasise external hierarchy to the detriment of external egalitarianism. 

Yet, a closer look at the actual items reveals a different picture. The RVA does score significantly 

stronger than the EI on the two items that explicitly refer to "expectations," implicitly suggesting 

these are the expectations of management ("it is expected that you will always do what is right for the 

citizens with whom you deal" and "the effect of decisions on the citizens with whom we directly deal 

are a primary concern in X"). There are no differences, however, on the two items that rather refer to 

the behaviour of colleagues ("people in X have a strong sense of responsibility to the citizens they 

deal with." and "people in X are actively concerned about the citizens they have direct contact with."). 

This observation has two implications. First it explains why the RVA- and MI-management policies 

were not reflected in the averaged ethical climate score. Second, and more importantly, this again 

indicates that the Ethical Climate Questionnaire obscures the important distinction between 

expectations from management and behaviour/expectations of colleagues. This topic will be further 

addressed in the Chapter (8.3.1.2). 
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6.5.6.2. Within-organisational analysis 

 

 Expected Ethical climate 
Ethical decision 

making 
Unethical behaviour 

RVA 

 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

RSZ 
Medium-low 

++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Environmental 

Inspection 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Table 6-51: The relative intensity of the Stakeholder Orientation ethical climate, ethical decision making 

and unethical behaviour types 

Table 6-51 shows that, in spite of the between-organisational differences (see Table 6-50), the relative 

intensity of climate, decision making and behaviour is the same in all three organisations. Thus, two 

of the three cells in the RSZ-line are not correctly predicted. Since we see no other explanation, we 

here invoke the reason that external egalitarianism was probably somewhat underestimated in the 

RSZ. A few points (about 5) more would have upgraded its relative intensity to medium-high and 

would have made a better prediction. One other observation deserves some additional attention. 

 

The SO type of unethical behaviour scores lower than the SO climate and the SO 

standard in ethical decision making 

 

We conjecture that the medium-low score of unethical behaviour is largely an artefact of the 

measurement instrument. Specifically, we note that the SO-item ("colleagues break laws, rules or 

procedures to help a citizen with whom they have direct contact") was preceded by the Friendship 

item "colleagues break laws, rules or procedures to help a friend." The high correlation between both 

items (Spearman correlation = ,699***) and the fact that they share the same relative intensity in all 

three organisations (medium-low), suggest that most respondents did not significantly distinguish 

between both items. With the Friendship item being the first and being expected to score lower, we 

argue that they thus gave a lower score to the SO-item than they would have done without this 

priming effect.  

6.5.7. Personal Morality 

Personal Morality (PM) is a special case since the prediction concerning ethical climate on the one 

hand and ethical decision making and unethical behaviour on the other were split up, as represented in 

Table 6-52 (copied from Table 2-3 in Chapter 2).  

 

Interaction patterns 

            

Dominant Ethical                

climate Type 

Dominant     

Standard in Ethical 

Decision Making 

  Dominant Type of   

    Unethical Behaviour 

 

Personal  

Morality 

 

All types 

  

  

All types 

 

 

 

Egalitarianism  

within the 

organisation 

 

 

 

 

Personal  

Morality 

  

 

Anarchy  

Table 6-52: predictions concerning Personal Morality (see Table 2-3 in 2.1.1) 
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We now discuss each of the two lines in turn.  

 

6.5.7.1. Predicting Personal Morality ethical climate 

 

In the theory presented in Chapter 2, PM ethical climate was hypothesised to be associated with 

internal egalitarianism. 

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

Internal egalitarianism Medium-low 

(22) 

Medium-low 

(17) 

Medium-low 

(20,5) 

Between-organisational 

differences 

RSZ<EI<RVA 

Table 6-53: Interaction patterns originally hypothesised to be associated with Personal Morality 

 

Yet, instead of associating PM with internal egalitarianism, we propose to associate it with internal 

low-grid (i.e. egalitarianism ánd individualism). This choice is inspired by the analysis of impact of 

field office size on the PM standard in ethical decision making that will be reported below (see 

6.6.1.2). Specifically, we argue that PM is not only associated with internal egalitarianism, but also 

with internal individualism because the latter implies lower group cohesion and often also weaker 

supervision, thus creating the kind of discretionary space that enables or even stimulates a PM ethical 

climate (as well as a PM standard in ethical decision making, see below).The relative intensity of 

internal low-grid is now presented in Table 6-54 below. It should be noted that this modification is not 

introduced to increase the predictive value of the theory, but because of the theoretical feasibility of 

this explanation (which was overlooked when developing the theory) as well as to ensure consistency 

with the explanation of the PM standard in ethical decision making and type of unethical behaviour. 

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

Internal egalitarianism 22 17 20,5 

Internal individualism 12 12 22 

Internal low-grid Medium-low 

(17) 

Low 

(14,5) 

Medium-low 

(21) 

Between-organisational 

differences 

RSZ<RVA<EI 

 

Table 6-54: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Personal Morality climate: adapted 

Now we can turn to the actual results. 

 

1. Between-organisational analysis 

 

 Model fitting 

information 

Pseudo-R
2
 Ordinal regression:  

between-organisational 

differences 

Do differences 

remain when 

controlling for 

other variables? 

Ethical climate ,000 ,072 (EI <<<
******    RVA) & (EI <

*** 
RSZ) No, EI<

** 
RVA 

disappears, 

due to “degree” 

Table 6-55: Between-organisational differences for the Personal Morality ethical climate 
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A comparison of Table 6-53 and Table 6-54 with the empirical observations in Table 6-55 shows that 

the adaptation from internal egalitarianism to internal low-grid does indeed not increase (nor 

decrease) the predictive value of the theory.  

Yet, the most obvious conclusion from a comparison of Table 6-55 with Table 6-54 is of course that 

the between-organisational differences are entirely opposite to the predicted differences. The EI 

scores lowest on the PM ethical climate while it scores strongest on the low-grid interaction patterns. 

This surprising observation is reminiscent of the observation we made in Chapter 5 (see 5.6.2) on the 

measurement of autonomy in the RSZ and the EI. Although our qualitative data indicated that there 

was no difference (or that the EI was stronger, if we would assume that the respondents equate 

autonomy with discretion), it was the RSZ which scored significantly higher in the survey. We 

explained these differences by referring to an implicit comparison that is made by the respondents of 

their own situation with a “standard,” which could be the situation of another person or group, an 

individual standard or a "system referent." Here, we invoke the same explanation to account for the 

difference between the qualitative measurement of internal low-grid on the one hand (RSZ<EI) and 

the quantitative measurement of the PM ethical climate (EI<RSZ) on the other. We argue that those 

factors that made the EI-inspectors' expectations concerning autonomy significantly higher than the 

RSZ-inspectors' expectations (see 5.6.2) now also account for the differences concerning the PM 

climate: 

• Others: The RSZ-inspectors arguably compare themselves with their colleagues at the head 

office in Brussels, who have a PM climate that is much lower than theirs, thus accounting for 

relatively low expectations by the RSZ-inspectors.  

• Personal standards: Theoretically, it could be that the higher level of education of the EI-

inspectors might increase their expectations for a PM ethical climate. Yet, the negative correlation 

between "level of education" and the PM ethical climate disappears when controlling for organisation 

and (see Appendix E.1) there is no significant correlation between level of education and the PM 

climate within any of the three organisations. 

• System referents: The legally granted degree of discretion is drastically higher in the EI than in 

the RSZ. Together with the EI-management's rhetoric of internal egalitarianism this is presumably the 

most important factor in strengthening the EI-inspectors' expectations concerning the PM climate. 

 

All these indicators suggest that the EI-inspectors expect more PM than their RSZ-counterparts. Thus, 

although the degree of internal low-grid is objectively higher in the EI than in the RSZ, the PM ethical 

climate that is hypothesised to be associated with these internal low-grid interaction patterns, scores 

lower in the EI because the EI-respondents' implicit standards (and hence expectations) were more 

ambitious. 

 

Thus, rather than a straightforward falsification of the proposition, this observation invites to add a 

proposition to the overall theory: 

 

We expect the (in a survey) observed between-organisational differences concerning ethical climate 

types to be opposite to the predicted between-organisational differences, when the following three 

conditions are satisfied: 

1. The respondents' implicit standards (as shaped by others, personal standards and/or 

system referents) differ importantly from organisation to organisation. 

2. In at least one organisation there is a clear difference between the implicit standard (i.e. 

expectation) and the actual situation, which the respondents tend to experience as frustrating. 

3. The difference mentioned in (2) goes in the direction of the score in the other organisation, 

so that it becomes equal to or even higher (respectively lower) than that other score. 
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This proposition is relevant for the PM climate type as there are different standards (see 1), the reality 

departs importantly from the standard in the EI (see 2) and the latter departure (lower) goes in the 

direction of the score of the RSZ (which is also low) and even overtakes it so that the score of the EI 

becomes lower than the score of the RSZ. As will be explained below, we argue that this mechanism 

might also have worked for the RL climate. Yet, it is not relevant for the other climate types because 

one or more conditions are not satisfied in those other cases.
257
 It should be noted that this is not 

necessarily so. It is entirely conceivable that the proposition could work for those other climate types 

when the ECQ would be applied in other comparative studies.  

The proposition is not relevant for the ethical decision making items, because these measure the 

respondents' own standards, not their perceptions.  

In principle, the proposition could also apply on unethical behaviour, but it does not apply on the PM-

type of unethical behaviour because condition 1 is not satisfied for this item ("Colleagues breach 

(while practising their job) laws, rules or procedures because they do not agree with them out of 

principle."): there is no reason why the EI-inspectors should have higher expectations concerning this 

type of unethical behaviour than their RSZ-counterparts. The proposition does not apply on the other 

unethical behaviour items either,
258
 with the exception of RL-fetishism (see below). 

 

2. Within-organisational analysis 

 

Table 6-56 below presents the relative intensity of the PM ethical climate in the three organisations. 

The predictions are based on the low-grid score (and not solely on internal egalitarianism as above) 

and thus the prediction for the RSZ is adapted (see Table 6-54). 

 

 Expected Ethical climate 

RVA 

 
Medium-low 

++ 

Low 

+ 

RSZ 
Low 

+ 

Low 

+ 

Environmental 

Inspection 
Medium-low 

++ 

Low 

+ 

Table 6-56: The relative intensity of the Personal Morality ethical climate (with adapted expected value for 

RSZ). 

 

The PM climate scores lower than predicted 

 

The PM ethical climate scores "low" in all three organisations, indicating that the respondents 

perceive that their respective organisational environments do not expect them to apply their own 

moral standards or to be innovative at all. As Table 6-56 shows, it also implies that the predictions for 

                                                      
257

 We argue that the proposition is not relevant for the Self-interest, Friendship, Team Interest, Stakeholder Orientation and 

Public Interest ethical climate types since we suspect that at least condition 1 is not satisfied. Second, we also argue that this 

proposition is not relevant for the Organisational Interest ethical climate type because condition 2 is not satisfied: there are 

different implicit standards, but the reality does not importantly depart from these standards. Finally, we argue that this 

proposition is not relevant for the Efficiency standard because condition 3 is not satisfied: the departure from the standard in 

the EI (lower than an already low standard) goes in the other direction than the departure from the standard in the RVA 

(higher than an already high standard). 
258

 The proposition is not relevant for the seven unethical behaviour counterparts of the seven ethical climate types 

mentioned in the previous footnote, for the same reasons. The only difference is that the proposition does not apply for the 

Organisational Interest type of unethical behaviour because condition 1 (instead of 2 in the previous footnote) is not satisfied 

for this type. 
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the RVA and the EI were somewhat exaggerated. Yet a closer analysis of the figures shows that they 

only slightly differ from “medium-low.” Moreover, it is not unlikely that in addition to the already 

medium-low interaction patterns, the inspectors’ environment (and particularly the organisation’s 

management) also gave some more explicit signals that PM is not desired and that the inspectors 

should follow the guidelines. This would then be to compensate for the already considerable degree of 

discretion the inspectors inevitably have as street-level bureaucrats. 

 

6.5.7.2. Predicting the Personal Morality type of ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour 

 

Like in the discussion of the impact of field office size on the Personal Morality standard in ethical 

decision making (see 6.6.1.2) and like in the discussion above about the PM ethical climate, we 

propose to associate the PM type of ethical decision making and unethical behaviour with internal 

low-grid instead of with internal egalitarianism only. Thus, the prediction for ethical decision making 

and unethical behaviour is the same as for ethical climate (see Table 6-54): RSZ<RVA<EI. 

 

1. Between-organisational analysis 

 

 Model fitting 

information 

Pseudo-R
2
 Ordinal regression:  

between-organisational 

differences 

Do differences 

remain when 

controlling for 

other variables? 

Ethical decision making ,002 ,064 (RSZ <
* 
EI) & (RSZ <

*** 
RVA) Yes 

 Dilemma 1 ,000 ,082 (RSZ<
** 
EI) & (RSZ<

*** 
RVA) Yes 

 Dilemma 2 ,696 - - - 

Unethical behaviour: 

"Anarchy" 

,000 ,097 (RSZ <
*** 
EI) & (RVA <

** 
EI) Yes 

Table 6-57: Between-organisational differences for the Personal Morality ethical decision making 

standard and type of unethical behaviour 

 

The prediction turns out to be consistent with the findings in Table 6-57. Yet, if we look more closely 

at the actual strength of the difference, then the prediction seems to work a bit better for unethical 

behaviour (which clearly scores strongest in the EI) than for unethical behaviour. We conjecture that 

this is because of the following reason. Although PM ethical decision making and unethical behaviour 

are both influenced by low-grid in general; internal egalitarianism (RSZ<EI<RVA) weighs somewhat 

stronger in impacting PM ethical decision making, while internal individualism (RSZ&RVA<EI) 

weighs somewhat stronger in affecting PM unethical behaviour. First, as the references to the moral 

development literature in Chapter 2 (see 2.3.2.2) suggest, the PM standard in ethical decision making 

is mainly stimulated by high-group associations with other people in a low-grid context and hence 

egalitarianism. Second, although such high-group interactions might somewhat stimulate the PM type 

of unethical behaviour, we assume that the latter requires a low-grid environment more than a high-

group environment, because the former creates the opportunity for such unethical behaviour to occur.  
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2. Within-organisational analysis 

 

 Expected EEEttthhhiiicccaaalll    ccclll iiimmmaaattteee    
Ethical decision 

making 
Unethical behaviour 

RVA 

 
Medium-low 

++ 

LLLooowww   

+++   

High  

++++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

RSZ 
Low 

+ 
LLLooowww   

+++   

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-low 

++ 

Environmental 

Inspection 
Medium-low 

++ 

LLLooowww   

+++   

High 

++++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Table 6-58: The relative intensity of the Personal Morality ethical climate, ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour types 

The PM standard in ethical decision making and type of unethical behaviour score 

systematically higher than predicted 

 

Table 6-58 now shows that (with the exception of unethical behaviour in the RSZ) ethical decision 

making and unethical behaviour score systematically higher than predicted. We would argue that this 

is the result of an interaction effect between the low-grid interaction patterns on the one hand and an 

individual, psychological need of the inspectors on the other. The low-grid interaction patterns lead to 

the PM standard as explained above, but this would then be reinforced by an individual psychological 

need among all inspectors to expand their de facto discretion and thus to apply the PM standard more 

intensely than would be expected on the basis of the low-grid interaction patterns and the PM climate 

only. This conjecture will be further explored in the interview-based analysis. 

6.5.8. Rules and Laws 

 

Table 6-59 below presents the relative intensity of hierarchy which is by far the strongest interaction 

type in all three organisations. 

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

Internal hierarchy  89 71 52,5 

External hierachy  96 66 59 

Hierarchy  High 

(92,5) 

High 

(68,5) 

High 

(56) 

Between-organisational 

differences 

EI<RSZ<RVA 

Table 6-59: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Rules and Laws 
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6.5.8.1. Between-organisational analysis 

 

 Model fitting 

information 

Pseudo-R
2
 Ordinal regression:  

between-organisational 

differences 

Do differences 

remain when 

controlling for 

other variables? 

Ethical climate ,028 ,034 (RVA <<<
***    EI) No, RVA <

* 
EI 

disappears due to 

"degree" 

Ethical decision making ,127 - - - 

 Dilemma 1 ,083 - - - 

 Dilemma 2 ,040 ,032 RVA <<<
*** RSZ No, RVA<

* 
RSZ 

disappears  

due to "age" 

Unethical behaviour: 

"Rule- and Law- 

fetishism" 

,041 ,032 RVA <<<
***RSZ No, RVA<

* 
RSZ 

disappears due to 

"seniority as 

inspector" 

Table 6-60: Between-organisational differences for Rules and Laws 

 

There are no significant between-organisational differences 

 

The few differences in Table 6-60 disappear when controlling for other variables. This finding is 

somewhat surprising given the fairly strong between-organisational differences on the hierarchist 

interaction type. There are no obvious explanations for this finding, except perhaps for the lack of 

(apparent) difference on the RL ethical climate and RL unethical behaviour. Specifically, it is possible 

that the explanation that was invoked to account for the unexpected finding concerning the PM ethical 

climate also works in this case, but than in the other way. The same reasons that accounted for the EI-

inspectors’ relatively (i.e. in comparison with RVA and RSZ) high expectations concerning the PM 

ethical climate could also account for the EI-inspectors’ relatively lower expectations concerning the 

RL ethical climate and RL unethical behaviour. Thus, with the EI-respondents using a lower standard 

than the RVA- and RSZ-respondents, they might exaggerate the RL climate and RL unethical 

behaviour in the EI and assess them to be at the same level as the RL climate and RL unethical 

behaviour in the RVA and the RSZ, while they are in reality lower. Yet, no similar account is possible 

for RL ethical decision making. 

 

6.5.8.2. Within-organisational analysis 

 Expected Ethical climate 
Ethical decision 

making 
Unethical behaviour 

RVA 

 

High 

++++ 

 

High 

++++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

High 

++++ 

RSZ 
High 

++++ 

High 

++++ 

High 

++++ 

High 

++++ 

Environmental 

Inspection 

High 

++++ 

High 

++++ 

High 

++++ 

High 

++++ 

Table 6-61: The relative intensity of the Rules and Laws climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour types 
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The relative intensity of the RL standard in ethical decision making in the RVA is 

lower than all other scores 

 

The medium-high score of RL in ethical decision making in the RVA casts considerable doubt on the 

assumption of the RVA-management that the RVA-inspectors are too much focussed on the RL 

standard in ethical decision making. Alternatively, this could also be an indication that the RVA-

management's policy towards less external hierarchy is successful. Unfortunately, it is not possible to 

distinguish between both claims, as the measurement occurred only at one point in time.  

6.5.9. Public Interest 

 

As explained above (see 6.2), the original "Laws and Public Interest" (cell 9) type has, following the 

factor analysis on the climate items, in fact been split up in two: on the one hand three items were 

merged with Organisational Rules (cell 8) into the new type "Rules and Laws" that was just 

discussed, and on the other hand one item was kept separately as the new type "Public Interest" (PI). 

While it made sense to associate the original overall "Laws and Public Interest" item with hierarchy, 

the association between the new narrowed type "Public Interest" and hierarchy is less obvious. In fact, 

it makes more theoretical sense to associate this new type with external high-group interaction 

patterns. For both external hierarchy and external egalitarianism refer to a concern that goes beyond 

the organisation and it is to be expected that such an environment stimulates the application of the PI 

standard. Thus, Table 6-62 below presents the scores for external high-group. 

 

 RVA 

 

RSZ EI 

External hierarchy  96 66 59 

External egalitarianism 29,5 19,5 24,5 

External high-group High 

(63) 

High 

(43) 

High 

(42) 

Between-organisational 

differences 

(EI&RSZ)<RVA 

Table 6-62: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Public Interest (adapted version) 

 

6.5.9.1. Between-organisational analysis 

 

 Model fitting 

information 

Pseudo-R
2
 Ordinal regression:  

between-organisational 

differences 

Do differences 

remain when 

controlling for 

other variables? 

Ethical climate ,061 - - - 

Ethical decision making ,279 - - - 

 Dilemma 1 ,142 - - - 

 Dilemma 2 ,713 - - - 

Unethical behaviour  Not measured 

Table 6-63: Between-organisational differences for Public Interest 
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There are no between-organisational differences on ethical climate and ethical 

decision making 

 

Table 6-63 indicates no between-organisational differences although we expected on the basis of 

Table 6-62 that the RVA would score higher than the other two organisations. As for ethical climate, 

inspectors thus seem to put the same emphasis on PI, independent of the organisation and its 

interaction patterns. As for ethical decision making, one reason for the lack of difference could be that 

the PI standard is more affected by individual variables, or at least an interaction between individual 

variables and interaction patterns, than by interaction patterns themselves. Specifically, we conjecture 

that there is a kind of "public interest motivation"
259
 that is, at least partly, shaped by individual 

factors. This will be further investigated in the interview-based research. 

 

6.5.9.2. Within-organisational analysis 

 

 Expected Ethical climate 
Ethical decision 

making 
Unethical behaviour 

RVA 

 

High 

++++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-high  

+++ 
 

RSZ 
High 

++++ 

Medium-high 

+++ 

Medium-high  

+++ 
 

Environmental 

Inspection 

High 

++++ 

 

Medium-high 

+++ 

High  

++++ 
 

Table 6-64: The relative intensity of the Public Interest ethical climate, ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour types 

 

PI scores lower than predicted, both as climate and as standard in ethical decision 

making (with one exception) 

 

We just suggested that PI is not obviously associated with external high-group and we conjectured 

that it is at least partly shaped by a kind of "public interest motivation." Thus, it is not very surprising 

that its relative intensity does not equate the "high" relative intensity of the high-group interaction 

patterns. It nevertheless remains interesting to note that PI is not the most important climate type, nor 

the most important standard in ethical decision making. 

As an ethical climate, PI is systematically outweighed by the RL climate, which scores "high" in all 

three organisations. This thus suggests that the organisational environment in an inspection tends to 

emphasise rules and laws over public interest in a more general sense. 

As for ethical decision making, the importance of the "high" score of the PI standard in the EI (as 

opposed to medium-high in the other two organisations) should not be exaggerated, since the actual 

score is close to medium-high (see 6.3.1.3). It is nevertheless an interesting observation and we 

conjecture that this might be because "public interest" has a somewhat more concrete sense in an 

environmental inspection than in a social inspection. EI-inspectors' ethical decision making often 

involves balancing "the public interest" (in the form of a safe and clean environment) vs. other values, 

where "public interest" has a meaning independent of the rules and laws that are always an imperfect 

expression of it. For social inspectors, on the other hand, public interest mainly coincides with rules 

and laws. For "public interest" in their context tends to refer to a fair and just social security system 

and rules and laws are the constituting parts of this system. Thus, RSZ-inspectors and RVA-inspectors 

                                                      
259

 This term is not to be confused with Perry's concept "public service motivation," which has a broader meaning (see 7.5 

below). 
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are somewhat less used to explicitly apply the public interest concept than their EI-counterparts, 

which could explain why the relative intensity of the PI standard is higher in the EI. The interview-

based analysis can further address this conjecture. 

6.5.10. Summary 

 

In conclusion of this paragraph, we now summarise the most explicit between-organisational 

differences. Table 6-65 below indicates those cases where one organisation was persistently higher or 

lower than the other two organisations and where this association remained when controlling for other 

variables. Differences with only one other organisation are not included. 

 

Strength of the type, compared to the other two organisations:  

Ethical climate Ethical decision making Unethical behaviour 

RVA-inspection    

Efficiency High   

RSZ-inspection    

Organisational Interest High High  

Personal Morality  Low  

Environmental inspection    

Self-interest  High  

Efficiency Low   

Personal Morality   High 

Table 6-65: Types in which the organisation differs from the other two organisations 

 

The RVA significantly departs from the other organisations only on the Efficiency ethical climate 

type. This has been explained by considering "individualism and a high-group element" as a genuine 

hybrid, more than the sum of parts, which essentially coincides with cost-consciousness. The 

qualitative description of the interaction patterns indeed indicated that the issue of cost-reduction is 

clearly strongest in the RVA. 

The RSZ, on the other hand, scores highest on both the Organisational Interest ethical climate and 

ethical decision making standard. This has been explained by associating Organisational Interest with 

external individualism: a pragmatic way of dealing with outsiders (i.e. inspectees) that is focussed on 

collecting the appropriate amount of money, thus furthering the materialistic interests of the 

organisation. With the RSZ being responsible for the collection of social security contributions and 

the RSZ-management being held more and more accountable for the amount they collect, there is 

considerable pressure on the RSZ-inspectors to further the organisation's interests in this way. The 

low score of the RSZ-inspectors on the Personal Morality standard was explained by the relatively 

low degree of internal low-grid in the RSZ. 

The relative strength of the Self-interest standard in the EI was associated with the relatively strong 

degrees of fatalism and individualism in the EI. The low strength of the Efficiency climate indicates 

that the organisational environment in the EI is perceived to signal clearly that cost-consciousness is 

not important. The relatively high degree of the Personal Morality unethical behaviour type (i.e. 

Anarchy) was explained by the high degree of internal low-grid, but with a stronger emphasis on 

internal individualism than on internal egalitarianism. 

 



  

 271 

6.6. A digression: some additional measures and tests 
 

This sixth paragraph is in fact a digression of the main line of argument as it leaves the actual case 

study design for a number of analyses in the survey-tradition. Such an analysis is beyond the case 

study design as it pools data together across cases and, unlike all the other analyses, does not take the 

organisation as a central unit of analysis.  

The first subparagraph presents three additional tests: it first discusses the traditional control variables 

at individual level, then addresses some effects at field office-level and finally presents the results of a 

test to assess the validity of the items measuring unethical behaviour. The second subparagraph 

reports on the results of an analysis of the answers to the questions about what the respondent would 

do in the five presented dilemmas. 

6.6.1. Three additional tests 

 

6.6.1.1. The impact of the control variables at individual level 

 

Appendix E presents the results of those ordinal regression analyses that indicated an effect of a 

control variable on ethical climate, decision making or behaviour. This subparagraph briefly 

summarises the results of those tests.  

 

An interesting difference between male and female (responding) inspectors is that the latter attach 

higher importance to the Team Interest standard in ethical decision making than men. This is 

consistent with previous research (see 1.2.5.1), which suggests that women tend to be more ethically 

sensitive to relational than to non-relational issues as well as with feminist ethical "caring" theories 

(see e.g. Gilligan 1982). It is interesting to note that this male-female difference only occurs for the 

intra-organisational Team Interest standard, not for the extra-organisational Stakeholder Orientation 

standard. More difficult to interpret is the observation that women tend to perceive more of the 

Organisational Interest climate than men. This either suggests that women interpret organisational 

signals differently from men, or that the organisational environment "treats" them differently, so that 

they receive other signals. Yet, this question is beyond the scope of the present research. 

 

The respondents' level of education impacts several variables, but only three associations remain 

when controlling for organisation. First, the higher the level of education, the fewer respondents are 

likely to perceive a Friendship ethical climate in their organisation. One very hypothetical explanation 

could be that a higher level of education is associated with a more critical, sceptical attitude about the 

degree of Friendship in the organisation or perhaps about the concept itself (and particularly its 

inherent ambiguity). Yet, a corroboration of this hypothesis goes beyond the scope of the present 

research. Second, level of education also appears to be negatively associated with the Organisational 

Interest and Efficiency standards in ethical decision making. A higher level of education thus tends to 

guide inspectors to attach less importance to the financial interests and the image of the organisation 

(Organisational Interest) and to cost-reduction (Efficiency). Again, the same tentative hypothesis can 

be invoked, suggesting that higher levels of education might be associated with more critical attitudes 

to these goals. 

 

Age only has an impact on one variable (Friendship type of unethical behaviour) and this is only 

marginally significant (p= ,50).  

Seniority has a significant impact on three variables. 

First, there is a significant association between seniority as inspector in the RVA or the RSZ and the 

Personal Morality ethical decision making standard. The more recent the respondent works as 
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inspector, the lower the importance he or she ascribes to the Personal Morality standard. The fact that 

"age" has no effect on this variable indicates that inter-generational differences do not account for 

these differences. Instead, the fact that the Personal Morality standard seems more prevalent among 

inspectors with more seniority suggests that this standard is associated with intrinsic job 

characteristics (e.g. autonomy, discretion) and organisational factors, of which the effect increases 

with working experience. The association between job characteristics and Personal Morality is further 

addressed below (see 6.5). 

Seniority is also associated with two types of unethical behaviour. 

First, the more recent a respondent started working as an inspector in the RSZ or the RVA, the higher 

the chance that he or she will observe Rule- and Law-fetishism among his or her colleagues. One 

explanation could be that, as inspectors with lower seniority did not work as long for the organisation, 

they were less exposed to the organisation's hierarchy-inducing impact. This would make them less 

"tolerant" for Rule- and Law-fetishism and thus more likely to indicate particular instances of 

behaviour as Rule- and Law-fetishism.
260
 

Second, inspectors who started working for the Environmental Inspection after 1996 tend to perceive 

less excessive application of the Personal Morality standard by their colleagues than those who started 

working before 1996. This could be due to the fact that their fairly recent accession to the EI implies 

that they were less exposed to the debate (which was most fierce in the first years following the 

establishment of the EI in 1991) over the degree of Personal Morality that is to be allowed to the 

inspectors. They entered the EI when its policy towards hierarchy in the interactions with inspectees 

was at full speed and when the most obvious differences among inspectors with different backgrounds 

were eliminated. 

 

Finally, the effect of the respondent's "position" was also assessed. Specifically, ordinal regressions 

were applied to assess the differences between inspectors and management
261
 on the variables of 

interest. There were some rather surprising findings with regards to the ethical climate types.  

Specifically, management seems to perceive more Friendship, Team Interest and Public Interest than 

the inspectors, while the latter perceive a stronger emphasis on Organisational Interest and Efficiency 

than management. Given that a large part of the ethical climate items refer to managerial expectations, 

this suggests a mismatch between what management expects from the inspectors and what the 

inspectors perceive management to expect. Thus, the cleavages discussed in Chapter 5 (see 5.3.1) re-

emerge here as misunderstandings between management and inspectors, taking the form of inspectors 

thinking in stereotypes about managerial expectations. Inspectors seem to perceive management to 

have higher expectations with regards to the immediate, materialistic interest of the organisation and 

lower expectations with regards to Friendship, Team Interest and Public Interest than it really does. 

Interestingly, these differences are only prevalent with regards to ethical climate, i.e. to perceptions. 

As for ethical decision making, there is only one weak difference with regards to the Rules and Laws 

standard: management attaches some more importance to it than inspectors. There are no differences 

in perceived types of unethical behaviour, which suggests that management did not underreport 

unethical behaviour to avoid giving their organisation a bad reputation.
262
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 This more critical attitude of younger inspectors towards Rule- and Law-fetishism seems somewhat at odds with their 

above-mentioned lower score on Personal Morality. It suggests that, although they are critical about the Rules and Laws 

standard and wary of its excesses, they do not feel experienced enough to extend this critical attitude towards the use of the 

Personal Morality standard in ethical decision making more generally.  
261

 As explained above (see 6.1.1), the working group coaches (inspectors at head office) in the EI are included as 

management, not as inspectors.  
262

 This also indicates that the above-mentioned ethical climate differences are genuine differences in perception, not 

differences due to stronger social desirability of management. 
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In sum, these tests indicate that the control variables only have a modest impact upon a few of the 

variables of our interest (ethical climate, decision making and behaviour). This suggests that the aim 

to design the items in such a way that they provoke variation between the organisations, rather than on 

the control variables, was largely achieved. Some tentative explanations were provided for those 

effects of control variables that did occur, but no systematic patterns returned that deserve extensive 

explanation or an important place in the final theory. Particularly useful for the rest of the analysis is 

the observation that only in two instances, control variables (seniority) impacted a type of unethical 

behaviour. This is an important observation, as this supports the assumption (underlying the choice to 

measure unethical behaviour by asking respondents to report on their colleagues' unethical behaviour) 

that this perception is affected by what really happens in the organisation, not by characteristics of 

those reporting their perception. 

 

6.6.1.2. The impact of "field office-membership" 

 

Three analyses were performed at field office-level. A within-organisational comparison of the field 

offices is reported in Chapter 7 (7.1.2), since this allows to perform a superficial comparison of the 

two in-depth studied field offices with the others. An analysis of the impact of the field office's size 

and region on the ethical variables is summarised in this subparagraph. 

 

As the size of a group increases, it is to be expected that the degree of social cohesion and hence the 

degree of "group" within the organisation (not between organisational members and outsiders as in 

external egalitarianism) will decrease, all else being equal.  

First, the ethical climate findings reported in Appendix E.2.1 are consistent with this proposition. 

While the strength of the Team Interest ethical climate, which is associated with high-group 

(egalitarianism), decreases with group size, the strength of the Self-interest ethical climate, associated 

with low-group (individualism and fatalism), increases.  

Second, two associations between size and ethical decision making standards are also consistent with 

this proposition. First, as field office size increases, so does the importance of the Efficiency standard, 

which is hypothesised to be associated with high-group interaction patterns as it concerns some, be it 

materialistic, consideration of the benefits of "the group." Second, with some additional explanation, 

the proposition might also be found consistent with the positive association between group size and 

the Stakeholder Orientation standard. For a decreasing coherence within the group of inspectors might 

account for an increase in consideration of those outside the group. Further empirical research should 

of course test this tentative consideration.  

One ethical decision making association is not consistent with the proposition: the positive 

association between group size and Personal Morality. Personal Morality is hypothesised to be 

associated with the high-group internal egalitarian interaction type and it should thus decrease, instead 

of increase, with group size. Yet, on the other hand, the idea that the lower group cohesion (including 

weaker supervision) in a larger group allows more space for Personal Morality in ethical decision 

making does have some intuitive appeal. It in fact also has some empirical support in the literature, if 

we consider whistle-blowing as an application of the Personal Morality Standard. For, as mentioned 

in Chapter 2 (see 2.1.3), Miceli and Near (1988) report that the chance of individuals blowing the 

whistle increases with group size. For these reasons, we propose to adapt the original proposition, 

now stating that Personal Morality is not only associated with internal egalitarianism, but with 

"internal low-grid" in general (i.e. internal individualism as well as internal egalitarianism). The 

account then becomes as follows: as size increases, interactions become more individualist (i.e. low-

grid) and thus the importance of the Personal Morality standard increases (see adapted proposition). 

The "explanation-building" paragraph below (see 6.5) will further consider this option of associating 

Personal Morality with internal low-grid in general, rather than with internal egalitarianism only. 
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Third, there is a positive association between field office size and the perceived degrees of the 

Stakeholder Orientation and Personal Morality types of unethical behaviour (Partiality and Anarchy 

respectively).
263
 This is consistent with the positive associations between size and the Stakeholder 

Orientation and Personal Morality standards in ethical decision making. 

 

The impact of the province on the ethical variables was also assessed (see Appendix E.2.2). These 

findings are not relevant to our theory, but they do provide an interesting exploratory test of some 

stereotypes in popular culture. The results presented in Appendix indicate a significant effect on two 

types of ethical climate (Efficiency and Public Interest), one type of ethical decision making 

(Efficiency) and two types of unethical behaviour (Self-interest and Personal Morality). Some of these 

findings confirm popular stereotypes (e.g. the high scores of the Efficiency ethical climate and ethical 

decision making standard in Western Flanders), others falsify them (e.g. the high score of the 

Efficiency ethical climate in Limburg). Further research into this variable is beyond the scope of this 

project.  

 

6.6.1.3. An additional test of the validity of the items measuring unethical 

behaviour 

 

The items measuring unethical behaviour describe nine types of unethical behaviour and ask how 

often the respondent observed such behaviour being committed by his colleagues. These items could 

be somewhat problematic as they ask not only for facts but also imply some degree of judgement, 

some implicit standard over when a certain type of behaviour becomes unethical. Attempts were made 

to reduce this potential problem of subjectivity by providing descriptions of instances that are clearly 

unethical (thus reducing the need for subjective judgement), but an implicit judgement cannot be 

entirely ruled out. That is why this subparagraph presents a test to assess the extent to which such 

implicit standards might have biased the measurement of unethical behaviour at individual level.
264
  

 

Specifically, this subparagraph tests for associations between ethical decision making standards and 

perceived degrees of unethical behaviour, arguing that a negative association between the respectively 

related types would be a cause for great concern. The underlying reasoning is as follows. If an 

individual attaches great importance to a particular standard, it is conceivable that he will be relatively 

more tolerant to excessive applications of that standard, thus his threshold (or implicit standard that 

needs to be passed to identify something as unethical) will be higher than that of his colleague who 

attaches less importance to this standard. This is of course a problem since this would imply that the 

measurement of our phenomenon of interest (unethical behaviour by colleagues) would be influenced 

by the bias of the observer, possibly leading to misspecification of the degrees of unethical behaviour 

in a particular organisation.  

An empirical test of this assumption is presented in Table 6-66 below (which only tests the 

associations between matching pairs of decision making standards and unethical behaviour types, not 

all possible associations). These clearly reject the proposition of a systematic individual bias as there 

are no negative associations. In fact, rather than negative associations, Table 6-66 shows four positive 

                                                      
263

 Since these types of unethical behaviour differ from what traditionally is seen as unethical behaviour, this finding seems 

inconsistent with Ford and Richardson's conclusion, on the basis of three studies they reviewed (see also Chapter 1), that "as 

the size of an organization increases, individual ethical beliefs and decision making behavior decreases" (Ford and 

Richardson 1994: 217). Yet, firm conclusions are not possible, given the different ways in which ethical decision making is 

measured. 
264

 Of course, we are particularly interested in implicit standards at organisational level, since these would obscure our 

between-organisational comparison, but these cannot be tested here (as we assume that between-organisational differences 

show genuine differences in unethical behaviour, not differences in implicit standards). Yet, it is assumed that if there are 

implicit standards at organisational level, this should also show in these tests at individual level. 
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associations. In those cases, respondents who tend to apply a particular standard also tend to perceive 

their colleagues to commit the associated type of unethical behaviour. If not a confirmation of the 

theory,
265
 this is at least not a falsification.  

 

 

Ordinal regression Spearman's 

Rho 

Ethical decision making 

standard 

Unethical behaviour type 

Model 

fitting 

info. 

Pseudo-

R
2
 

 

Self-interest Self-interest ,004 ,071 ,225
**
 

Organisational Interest Organisational Interest ,151   

Efficiency Efficiency ,029 ,045 ,152
*
 

Friendship Friendship ,013 ,056 ,153
*
 

Team Interest Team Interest ,373   

Stakeholder Orientation Stakeholder Orientation ,609   

Personal Morality Personal Morality ,062   

Rules and Laws Rules and Laws ,010 ,057 ,244
***
 

Table 6-66: The impact of the ethical decision making standards on the unethical behaviour types 

 

Together with the observation described above that individual control variables have almost no impact 

on unethical behaviour (see 6.6.1.1), these findings provide support for the construct validity of the 

measures of unethical behaviour. 

6.6.2. The behavioural choices in the ethical dilemmas 

 

The survey presented the respondents with five hypothetical dilemmas. For two of them (the 

"restrictive law" dilemma and the "revealed complainant-identity" dilemma), respondents were asked 

to indicate the importance of nine standards in their ethical decision making concerning the dilemma, 

and the results of this were discussed above. Besides that, all five ethical dilemmas were also 

followed by a limited number of behavioural options, and the respondents were asked to indicate what 

they would do. The following subparagraphs discuss these answers for each of the five dilemmas: the 

answers themselves as well as the extent to which a number of variables have a significant effect upon 

the choice in the ethical dilemma: organisation, gender, level of education, age and seniority, 

position,
266
 and size of the field office. Many respondents used the "other" category to indicate an 

action that was not presented, or to give additional commentary. These open answers were also coded 

and are thus presented below.
267
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 Specifically, this observation would provide additional support for the theory if it could be shown that these associations 

are due to the fact that both the respondents' ethical decision making and the unethical behaviour of their colleagues are 

affected by the same variables at organisational (or field office-) level: the interaction patterns. Some tentative additional tests 

indeed tend to support this presumption. If the associations are tested for the organisations separately, then they remain 

within only one of the three organisations (Self-interest in the RVA, Efficiency in the EI, Friendship in the RSZ and Rules 

and Laws in the RSZ) and disappear in the other two. This suggests interaction effects between ethical decision making and 

the organisation, thus indicating that the organisation at least plays some role in affecting the positive association between 

ethical decision making and unethical behaviour.  
266

 With the exception of "position," all tests and reported numbers concern (as above) only the responses of the inspectors, 

not of management. 
267

 In some cases the respondents’ written answer was contradictory to the option they ticked. An assessment was then made 

on the basis of both, and usually priority was given to the written answer. 
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6.6.2.1. The "restrictive law" dilemma 

 

SITUATION 1 

 

You are assigned to provide an internal and confidential recommendation concerning an important exemption, 

which citizens can obtain when they satisfy particular social conditions. Annelies, who has financial problems, is 

legally not entitled to the exemption: nor by the law, nor by the official documents that further explain the law. 

You are convinced, however, that she does belong to the category the legislator targeted, but that her situation is 

so exceptional that it was not foreseen in the law. If she does not receive the exemption, Annelies will experience 

severe financial difficulties. Thus, if you strictly apply the law, she will not obtain the exemption and experience 

serious financial problems, because of what you consider to be a gap in the law. 

 

Will you advise to grant the exemption to Annelies or not? Tick one of the following statements: 

1. I will advise to grant the exemption to Annelies 

2. I will advise not to grant the exemption to Annelies 

3. I cannot decide 

4. Other: ...... 

 

Table 6-67 presents the frequencies for the choices made by the respondents.
268
  

 

 RVA RSZ EI Overall 

Allow exemption 40 

(40,4%) 

13 

(26,5%) 

29 

(46,8%) 

82 

(39,0%) 

Don't allow exemption 36 

(36,4%) 

16 

(32,7%) 

26 

(41,9%) 

78 

(37,1%) 

"Cannot decide" or "other" 10 

(10,1%) 

18 

(36,7%) 

1 

(1,6%) 

29 

(13,8%) 

Discuss with management or head 
office or report the problem 

13 

(13,1%) 

2 

(4,1%) 

6 

(9,7%) 

21 

(10,0%) 

Total (valid) 99 

(100,0%) 

49 

(100,0%) 

62 

(100,0%) 

210 

(100,0%) 

Table 6-67: The behavioural choice in the “restrictive law” dilemma: frequencies 

 

Table 6-67 shows how "allow exemption" and "don't allow exemption" are each responsible for a bit 

less than 40% respectively, while about one out of ten of the respondents proposes to discuss or report 

the issue. Table 6-68 below now reports whether there is a significant association between the 

behavioural choice in the first dilemma and other variables such as organisation, age or size of the 

field office. Table 6-68 and similar tables below only report those associations that are significant.
269
  

                                                      
268

 The categories "allow exemption" and "don't allow exemption" include a number of respondents (7 and 11 respectively) 

who wrote in the open-ended part that they would report the problem in order to avoid future similar situations. Table 6-67 

also merges the "cannot decide" and "other" answering categories. Finally, a new fourth category is added, which groups a 

number of different types of written-out answers in which the respondent does not make an explicit choice, but does intend to 

discuss the problem with management or head office or at least report it to some individual or institution who can avoid 

similar problems in the future (e.g. the legislator or the minister).  
269

 The first column provides a test for the nominal-nominal combination, i.e. the association between the behavioural choice 

on the one hand and organisation or gender on the other. This is measured by means of Cramer's V, a Chi-square based 

measure to determine the association between nominal variables, but with the advantage that it varies between 0 and 1. The 

association between the behavioural choice and the other variables (level of education, age and seniority, position, and size 

of the field office), which are all ordinal is assessed by means of the Kruskal-Wallis test and the Median-test. These 

techniques are appropriate to test whether the scores on an ordinal variable significantly differ depending upon the category 

of a nominal variable. As such they can be seen as the ordinal counterparts for ANOVA. The Kruskal-Wallis test tests the 

null hypothesis that, for a particular dependent variable, several groups are from the same population. It is based on the ranks 
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 Nominal * Nominal Nominal * Ordinal 

 Cramer's V Kruskal 

Wallis 

Median test 

 V Sig. Sig. Sig. 

Organisation ,279 ,000   

Field office size   ,008 ,092 

Table 6-68: The association between the choice in the “restrictive law” dilemma and other variables 

 

Two variables have a significant impact upon the behavioural choice in the first dilemma.  

The first is organisation. The between-organisational differences (as can be seen from the figures in 

Table 6-67) reflect the formal competencies of the inspectors in the three organisations. The EI-

respondents have a significant formal discretion and are used to taking decisions independently. Thus, 

they are least likely to answer “cannot decide” and most likely to be flexible with the regulations (i.e. 

to allow the exemption: (47%)). The RVA-inspectors do not take decisions independently, but they 

are required and thus used to writing recommendations. Since the vignette asked for a 

recommendation, the number of RVA-inspectors who indicated “cannot decide” (10%) was also fairly 

limited, while a considerably large group (40%) answered that they would allow the exemption. The 

RSZ-inspectors are even not allowed to write recommendations. Hence, a relatively large number of 

them (37%) answered that they cannot decide and a relatively smaller group (26,5%) answered that 

they would advise to allow the exemption. Finally, the observation that RVA-inspectors (13%) are 

more likely than their RSZ-counterparts (4%) to discuss the issue with management or head office, 

probably reflects the fact that the RVA-inspectors are physically much closer to the ultimate decision 

makers (who are within the same unemployment office) than the RSZ-inspectors. 

The second variable with a significant impact is field office size. A closer look at the figures reveals 

that a consistent pattern only occurs for the category "allow exemption." The tendency to take this 

flexible position is positively related with unit size. Inspectors in larger units have a stronger tendency 

to be flexible with the rules to the advantage of Annelies than their counterparts in smaller units. This 

is consistent with the observation (see 6.6.1) that the relative importance of the Personal Morality 

standard also tends to increase with field office size, which was in turn explained by the assumption 

that grid tends to decrease with unit size.  

 

6.6.2.2. The gift dilemma 

 

We now build on the previous situation with a second question: 

 

Suppose now that you choose to advise to indeed grant the exemption to Annelies. When she hears this she is so 

happy that she goes out immediately to buy a bottle of good wine, from her modest budget, and offers it to you as 

a gift with a shining smile. 

What will you do? 

 

Will you accept this gift or not? Tick one of the following statements: 

1. I will accept the bottle 

2. I will not accept the bottle 

3. I cannot decide 

4. Other: ...... 

                                                                                                                                                                      
of the cases in the groups. The median test tests the null hypothesis that the distribution of values on either side of a common 

median is the same for two or more unrelated groups. These ordinal techniques are used instead of ordinal regression as it is 

the dependent variable (behavioural choice) which is nominal, and not the independent variable. 
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Table 6-69 below summarises the respondents' answers. A large majority of 84,4% would simply not 

accept the bottle, while about one out of ten would accept it. Among the 10 respondents in the "cannot 

decide or other" category, 5 wrote that they would drink the wine together with Annelies.  

 

 RVA RSZ EI Overall 

Accept the bottle 11 

(11,1%) 

7 

(13,7%) 

5 

(8,1%) 

23 

(10,8%) 

Don't accept the bottle 85 

(85,9%) 

41 

(80,4%) 

53 

(85,5%) 

179 

(84,4%) 

"Cannot decide" or "other" 3 

(3,0%) 

3 

(5,9%) 

4 

(6,5%) 

10 

(4,7%) 

Total (valid) 99 

(100,0%) 

51 

(100,0%) 

62 

(100,0%)) 

212 

(100,0%) 

Table 6-69: The behavioural choice in the “gift” dilemma: frequencies 

 

As could be expected from the figures in Table 6-69, Chi-square and Cramer's V do not indicate a 

significant difference between the organisations with regard to this second dilemma. The same can be 

said for all the other variables: the behavioural choice in this gift dilemma is not significantly 

associated with any of them.  

 

6.6.2.3. The "revealed complainant-identity" dilemma 

 

1. The "revealed complainant-identity" dilemma, part I 

 

SITUATION 2 

 

You are appointed as the mentor of Marjolein, a young, enthusiastic fellow-inspector. By accident she revealed 

the identity of a complainant (Erik). Erik had filed a complaint about illegal practices in the company where he 

worked. When his identity was revealed, he was fired and since then even repeatedly physically threatened. 

Marjolein informs you about her mistake and clearly feels very guilty. 

Erik files a complaint in your head-office and asks for financial compensation. The head office takes the case 

very seriously, particularly because Erik told his story to the press. The head office made a very angry call to 

your supervisor and insisted that he should report, as quickly as possible, by whom the mistake was made. 

Your supervisor has no idea who might have made the mistake. At some point, Erik's case had been discussed at 

a staff-meeting, so everybody knew his identity. Your supervisor therefore decides to ask everybody individually 

whether they know anything. 

It will be your turn soon, and you have to decide whether or not you will say something. You know that if you do 

not say anything, it will never be possible to detect that the mistake was made by Marjolein. You also know that, 

if it is discovered that the mistake was made by Marjolein, this will definitely entail a severe disciplinary 

sanction (at least suspension). Both head office and your supervisor are under heavy pressure from the general 

public. 

 

What will you tell your supervisor? Tick one of the following statements: 

1. I will tell that the mistake was made by my colleague Marjolein 

2. I will tell that I do not know anything about this 

3. I cannot decide 

4. Other: ......  

 

Table 6-70 below presents the answers that were given.
270
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 It should be noted that out of the 54 who say that they will reveal Marjolein's identity, 11 explicitly added that they would 

also take responsibility and protect her. The many other open answers were merged in two other categories. One category 

contains statements in which the respondent proposed to discuss the issue with Marjolein and/or management. The final 
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 RVA RSZ EI Overall 

I will tell it 18 

(18,6%) 

17 

(34,0%) 

19 

(30,2%) 

54 

(25,7%) 

I will tell I don't know 50 

(51,5%) 

19 

(38,0%) 

31 

(49,2%) 

100 

(47,6%) 

"Cannot decide" or "other" 13 

(13,4%) 

5 

(10,0%) 

7 

(11,1%)² 

25 

(11,9%) 

Discuss the issue with Marjolein 

and/or management 

7 

(7,2%) 

4 

(8,0%) 

2 

(3,2%) 

13 

(6,2%) 

I will not reveal her identity 9 

(9,3%) 

5 

(10,0%) 

4 

(6,3%) 

18 

(8,6%) 

Total (valid) 97 

(100,0%) 

50 

(100,0%) 

63 

(100,0%) 

210 

(100,0%) 

Table 6-70: The behavioural choice in the “revealed complainant-identity” dilemma: frequencies 

 

Table 6-70 shows that one quarter of the respondents would reveal Marjolein's identity, while almost 

half of the respondents would lie to protect Marjolein. It is not unlikely that this high number of 

people lying is mainly due to the fact that this was the only explicit option open to those respondents 

who did not want to reveal Marjolein's identity. About 8% explicitly wrote down that they would say 

they know the identity of the wrongdoer (and thus not lie) but do not want to reveal it. Possibly, the 

latter category would have been larger if it was explicitly presented as an option. About 6% of the 

respondents would discuss the issue with Marjolein and/or management. 

 

A significance test on Cramer's V indicates that the between-organisational differences in Table 6-70 

are not significant. Nor do the other variables have a significant impact, with the exception of 

position. Not unexpectedly, management is much more likely to reveal Marjolein's identity than the 

inspectors (42,9 % of management vs. 25,7% of the inspectors) and less likely to lie by telling that 

they don't know who did it (33,3% of management vs. 47,6% of the inspectors).  

 

 Nominal * Nominal 

 Cramer's V 

 V Sig. 

Position ,194 ,050 

Table 6-71: The association between the choice in the “revealed complainant-identity” dilemma and other 

variables 

 

                                                                                                                                                                      
category contains various statements, but in all of them the respondent explicitly mentions that he or she will not reveal 

Marjolein's identity. 
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2. The "revealed complainant-identity" dilemma, part II 

 

We now build on the previous situation with a second question: 

 

Suppose that your supervisor indicates that the person responsible will not be given a disciplinary sanction, but 

only a reprimand. Again, he asks everybody whether they know anything about the issue. 

 

What will you tell your supervisor? Indicate one of the following statements: 

1. I will tell that the mistake was made by my colleague Marjolein 

2. I will tell that I do not know anything about this 

3. I cannot decide 

4. Other: ...... 

 

 

 RVA RSZ EI Overall 

I will tell it 30 

(30,9%) 

23 

(46,0%) 

28 

(45,2%) 

81 

(38,8%) 

I will tell I don't know 43 

(44,3%) 

16 

(32,0%) 

23 

(37,1%) 

82 

(39,2%) 

"Cannot decide" or "other" 8 

(8,2%) 

2 

(4,0%) 

3 

(4,8%) 

13 

(6,2%) 

Discuss with Marjolein and/or 

management 

9 

(9,3%) 

4 

(8,0%) 

5 

(8,1%) 

18 

(8,6%) 

I will not reveal her identity 7 

(7,2%) 

5 

(10,0%) 

3 

(4,8%) 

15 

(7,2%) 

Total (valid) 97 

(100,0%) 

50 

(100,0%) 

62 

100,0%) 

209 

(100,0%) 

Table 6-72: The behavioural choice in the “reprimand” dilemma: frequencies 

 

Table 6-72 shows the results. The number of respondents who would still lie to protect Marjolein 

decreased from about 50% when she was threatened with severe disciplinary sanctions (see above) to 

about 40% when she is only threatened with a reprimand. The number of respondents who would 

reveal her identity increased from about 25% to about 40%.  

 

The between-organisational differences in Table 6-72 are not significant and should therefore not be 

discussed. Nor are any of the other researched variables significantly associated with the choice in 

this third dilemma.  

 

3. The "revealed complainant-identity" dilemma, part III 

 

 

Finally, we also build on the situation with a third question:  

 

Suppose that in your field office work is always done with set teams of two inspectors. Every year, a 

considerable bonus of 2,500 Euros is granted to the duo that performs best. Your partner is Marjolein. It is a 

rule that revealing the identity of a complainant is considered a heavy infringement of the quality of service and 

therefore automatically implies that no bonus is granted to the team that makes such a mistake. 

Again, your supervisor asks who revealed the identity of complainant Erik. This time, the aim is not to sanction 

or reprimand the person, but to know which team cannot receive the bonus. 

You and Marjolein performed very well in the past year and you are convinced that you would normally receive 

the bonus. However, if you tell that Marjolein made the mistake, then you will miss the bonus, which will be for 

another team. 

 

What will you tell your supervisor? Tick one of the following statements: 



  

 281 

1. I will tell that the mistake was made by my colleague Marjolein 

2. I will tell that I do not know anything about this 

3. I cannot decide 

4. Other: ..... 

 

 RVA RSZ EI Overall 

I will tell it 23 

(24,0%) 

25 

(50,0%) 

18 

(29,5%) 

66 

(31,9%) 

I will tell I don't know 49 

(51,0%) 

13 

(26,0%) 

23 

(37,7%) 

85 

(41,1%) 

"Cannot decide" or "other" 6 

(6,3%) 

2 

(4,0%) 

12 

(19,7%) 

20 

(9,7%) 

Discuss with Marjolein and/or 

management 

8 

(8,3%) 

4 

(8,0%) 

5 

(8,2%) 

17 

(8,2%) 

I will not reveal her identity 4 

(4,2%) 

5 

(10,0%) 

3 

(4,9%) 

12 

(5,8%) 

I do not agree with the bonus 

system 

6 

(6,3%) 

1 

(2,0%) 

0 7 

(3,4%) 

Total (valid)  96 

(100,0%) 

50 

(100,0%) 

61 

(100,0%) 

207 

(100,0%) 

Table 6-73: The behavioural choice in the “bonus” dilemma: frequencies 

 

Table 6-73 shows how, compared to the previous dilemma in which Marjolein was threatened with a 

reprimand, the number of people who would reveal Marjolein's identity decreases from about 40% to 

32%. The percentage of those who would lie and say that they don't know anything about it stays 

roughly constant at about 40%. 

 

 Nominal * Nominal Nominal * Ordinal 

 Cramer's V Kruskal 

Wallis 

Median test 

 V Sig. Sig. Sig. 

Organisation ,261 ,002   

Degree   ,033 ,088 

Table 6-74: The association between the choice in the “bonus” dilemma and other variables 

 

Roughly, the patterns of between-organisational differences are similar in the three versions of the 

“revealed complainant” dilemma, but they are most explicit in this last “bonus” version. That is why, 

in contrast with the first two versions, the between-organisational differences are now significant, as 

indicated by the Cramer’s V value in Table 6-74. The actual figures can be read from Table 6-73.  

The fact that the RSZ-respondents are most likely to reveal Marjolein's identity (i.e. to obey) and least 

likely to say that they don't know who did it (i.e. to lie), is arguably associated with the low 

importance of the Personal Morality (PM) standard of ethical decision making in the RSZ (see 6.5.7). 

For to lie in order to protect another ethical standard (e.g. Team Interest) is a typical instance of PM. 

We accounted for the low degree of the PM standard in the RSZ by referring to the relatively stronger 

intensity of grid and invoke the same reason here. 

In addition, Table 6-74 also shows that the level of education has a significant impact upon the 

behavioural choice in this "bonus" dilemma. A closer look at the figures reveals, however, that no 

clear patterns arise: none of the behavioural choices has a (positive or negative) linear association 

with age. Given the strong correlation between organisation and degree, we assume that the presumed 

effect of degree is in fact an effect of the between-organisational differences.  
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4. Comparing the three "revealed complainant-identity" dilemmas 

 

With three versions of the same dilemma, it is now possible to look at the extent to which and the 

direction in which respondents change their minds between the different versions. 

 

First, we compare the answer to the first dilemma with the answers to the second dilemma. While in 

the first version of the story, Marjolein was threatened with severe disciplinary action, she is 

threatened with only a reprimand in the second version. Table 6-75 presents how many people who 

did not reveal Marjolein's identity (i.e. did not tick the box "I will tell it") in the first version, changed 

their mind and revealed her identity (i.e. ticked the box "I will tell it") in the second version. 12,4% of 

all respondents changed their mind in this way, presumably reasoning than the threat of a reprimand 

for Marjolein provides less justification for lying than the threat of a severe disciplinary sanction. 

This provides some modest confirmation for Jones (1991)'s proposition (see 1.2.3.1) that ethical 

decision making is also influenced by the moral intensity of the issue. Specifically, when the 

magnitude of consequences decreases (from sanction to reprimand), one out of ten people report that 

they would change their behaviour and not lie anymore to protect Marjolein. 

 

 RVA RSZ EI Overall 

Respondents who concealed her 

identity in the 1st version, but 

revealed it in the 2nd  

11  

(11,5%) 

6  

(12,0%) 

9  

(14,5%) 

26  

(12,5%) 

Total (valid) 96 

(100,0%) 

50  

(100,0%) 

62  

(100,0%) 

208 

(100,0%) 

Table 6-75: Difference between the two versions of the dilemma (sanction or reprimand) 

 

Statistical tests show that, with the exception of age (see Table 6-76), none of the other variables 

(including organisation) had a significant effect upon the respondents' choice whether or not to 

change opinion between the first and the second situation.  

 

 Kruskal 

Wallis 

Median test 

 Sig. Sig. 

Age  ,010 ,044 

Table 6-76: The association between "changing from version 1 to 2" and age 

 

A look at the actual figures indicates that the chance of inspectors changing their opinion decreases 

with age: the older the respondent, the smaller the chance that he will change his mind. This leads to a 

tentative hypothesis that younger people are more flexible and more sensitive to changes in what the 

supervisors asks from them. Yet, this is not confirmed by the observations in Chapter 6 (see 6.6.1.1) 

above, where age had almost no effect upon climate, decision making and behaviour. 

 

Second, we can also compare the answers to the third ("bonus") version of the story with the answers 

to the first ("disciplinary sanction") and the second ("reprimand") version. This allows us, again, to 

assess whether Jones (1991)'s variable "magnitude of consequences" indeed has an effect. Yet, even 

more interesting is the question what the introduction of a typical NPM-measure would do to the 

ethical decision making of the respondents. Specifically, two tests are useful here.  
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First, we can assess how many people who initially chose to reveal Marjolein's identity (i.e. ticked the 

box "I will tell it"), changed their mind when their own financial interests were affected by this choice 

(the loss of a bonus) and thus chose not to reveal her identity (i.e. ticked the box "I will not tell it"). 

Such behaviour would confirm the proposition, often expressed in the NPM-ethics literature (see 

2.3.2.1), that individualist NPM-innovations lead to an emphasis on the Self-interest standard in 

ethical decision making, over other standards like e.g. Team Interest. Compared to the first dilemma 

("disciplinary sanction") only two respondents changed their mind in this sense, one from the RVA, 

one from the EI. Compared to the second situation, 8 respondents or 4% (see Table 6-77) changed 

their mind, thus considering the threat to their own financial interests as a ground for lying, while 

considering the threat of a reprimand for Marjolein not to be a ground for lying. In sum, this test 

provides only very weak support for the hypothesis that associates performance management with 

Self-interest.  

 

 RVA RSZ EI Overall 

respondents who revealed her 

identity in the 2nd version, but 

concealed it in the 3rd version 

5 

(5,2%) 

1  

(2%) 

2 

(3,3%) 

8 

(3,9%) 

Total (valid) 96 

(100,0%) 

50 

(100,0%) 

61 

(100,0%) 

207 

(100,0%) 

Table 6-77: Difference between two versions of the dilemma (reprimand vs. loss of bonus) 

 

Second, it would also be interesting to see how many people who concealed Marjolein's identity when 

she was threatened with disciplinary sanctions (i.e. did not tick the box "I will tell it" in the first 

version), changed their mind and did reveal her identity when there was no threat of a reprimand, but 

when their own bonus would be lost (i.e. ticked the box "I will tell it in the third version). Building on 

Jones's hypothesis about the effect of the magnitude of consequence, this could suggest that they 

consider the loss of their own bonus to be less severe than a disciplinary sanction for Marjolein. In 

any case, it definitely suggests that the bonus system did not guide these people to the Self-interest 

standard in ethical decision making, rather the opposite. Table 6-78 below shows that about 9% of the 

respondents would perform this behaviour. 

 

 RVA RSZ EI Overall 

Respondents who concealed her 

identity in the 1st version, but 

revealed it in the 3rd  

6 

(6,2%) 

9 

(18,0%) 

4 

(6,7%) 

19 

(9,2%) 

Total (valid) 96 

(100,0%) 

50 

(100,0%) 

61 

(100,0%) 

207 

(100,0%) 

Table 6-78: Difference between two versions of the dilemma (disciplinary sanction vs. loss of bonus) 

 

 Nominal * Nominal 

 Cramer's V 

 V Sig. 

organisation ,174 ,038 

Table 6-79: The association between "changing from version 1 to 3" and organisation 

 

As Table 6-79 indicates, the between-organisational differences presented in Table 6-78 are 

significant. This is due to the RSZ which has 18% of its respondents changing their minds when the 
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threat is not a disciplinary sanction or a reprimand for their colleague but a loss of a personal bonus. 

In the other two organisations it is only about 6% who change their choice in this way. When 

comparing the bonus-version of the story with the second version, instead of with the first, only 4 

people change their minds, all four of them in the RSZ. Thus, the overall conclusion is that RSZ-

respondents are slightly more than other respondents prepared to conceal the truth when their 

colleague is threatened than when they would lose a bonus. One reason for this could be that the RSZ-

inspectors are least familiar with performance measurement systems, which makes the dilemma less 

realistic for them and thus perhaps makes them somewhat more sensitive to social desirability bias.  

 

In conclusion, these fairly small changes between the dilemmas, provide only very limited support for 

Jones's proposition that the issue-contingent variable "magnitude of consequences" has an effect. This 

is confirmed by a last test, presented in Table 6-80. The table simply presents the number of people 

who did not change their mind at all between the three versions of the dilemma. The fairly high figure 

of 71% again shows the limited number of issue-contingent answers. 

 

 RVA RSZ EI Overall 

Respondents who did not change 

their decision 

72/98 

(73%) 

38/50 

(76%) 

40/63 

(63,5%) 

150/211 

(71,1%) 

Table 6-80: Difference between two versions of the dilemma (disciplinary sanction vs. loss of bonus) 

 

 

6.7. Conclusion 
 

The pattern-matching and explanation-building exercises of this chapter guide us to a number of 

conclusions, both about the theory itself and about the methodology applied to test the theory. 

 

As for the methodology, the overall assessment can be fairly positive. The factor analyses on the 

ethical climate items largely corroborated the scales that were anticipated and these resulting scales 

indicated a number of interesting between-organisational differences. The same can be said for the 

instrument to measure ethical decision making. While other instruments to assess between-

organisational differences on ethical decision making (e.g. the SSMS-test, see Chapter 1) found few 

differences within the public sector, the instrument proposed here found a number of significant and 

meaningful differences between highly similar organisations. Likewise, a few interesting differences 

emerged concerning unethical behaviour and, more importantly, several tests in the course of this 

chapter (see particularly 6.6.1.3) suggested that the measurement of unethical behaviour by colleagues 

is only to a very limited extent affected by respondents' bias.  

In spite of all these advantages, a number of problems remain that should be taken into consideration 

in future research. 

• The most important problem concerned the measurement of ethical climate. The think-

aloud test, comments by respondents and a number of detailed analyses of the actual items 

composing a scale (e.g. for the Stakeholder Orientation climate) all suggest that respondents 

distinguish between different sources (colleagues, management, supervisor) of the 

expectations that the climate survey measures. If these sources are not systematically made 

explicit in all the climate items, then the interpretation of the climate scores becomes 

problematic. This issue will be further addressed in Chapter 8 (8.3.1.2). 

• Probably most innovative is a proposition we introduced to account for three surprising 

survey findings (autonomy in Chapter 5 (5.6.2) and Personal Morality (6.5.7) and Rules and 

Laws (6.5.8) above). Essentially, the proposition (explained in 6.5.7) implies that the 
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respondents might have implicit standards when they score an ethical climate item and that 

important differences between these standards in different organisations might account for 

unexpected between-organisational differences. 

• There were also a number of problems with particular items measuring ethical decision 

making and unethical behaviour: 

o The item measuring Organisation-fetishism (“Colleagues conceal unsavory facts for 

people outside X, as they might harm the interests or the image of X”) was found to 

be too specific an instance of Organisation-fetishism to be a good measure.  

o The item measuring the Stakeholder Orientation type of unethical behaviour 

(Partiality: "colleagues break laws, rules or procedures to help a citizen with whom 

they have direct contact") was thought to score lower than it should be because of a 

priming effect: it was preceded by the Friendship item (Nepotism) and we 

hypothesise that the respondents did not sufficiently distinguish between both items.  

• In one case, the unexpected score of a particular ethical decision making standard was 

explained by referring to the hypothetical dilemmas used: 

o The relatively low score of the Efficiency standard in the RVA was explained by the 

fact that the two hypothetical dilemmas were not related to working-cost-issues. 

 

The pattern-matching exercises overall provide significant support for the theory. The findings are 

substantial, given the strong efforts that are made to avoid tautologies between the variables and 

particularly given the different ways in which the variables are operationalised (e.g. different 

typologies) and measured (interaction patterns through documents and interviews, climate through 

perceptions in a survey, decision making through the survey respondents' own standards and unethical 

behaviour through perceptions of others' behaviour).  

Yet, the theory still requires considerable further development and attempts at this were made in the 

explanation-building exercise. We summarise the most significant findings.  

 

First and most importantly, the analysis suggested a number of adaptations to the basic propositions 

that constituted the theory. These are based upon the explanation-building exercise. 

• Organisational Interest is now hypothesised to be associated with "external 

individualism and a high-group element (i.e. half of the mean of "group")" instead of with 

"individualism and a high-group element." 

• Friendship (in its now narrowed-down meaning, see below) is now hypothesised to be 

associated with a particular form of external egalitarianism (towards friends, family and 

acquaintances). 

• Team Interest is not simply hypothesised to be associated with "internal egalitarianism," 

but with internal high-group, which is operationalised as the mean of internal egalitarianism 

on the one hand and the high-group element in internal hierarchy (i.e. half of the mean of 

"internal hierarchy") on the other. 

• Personal Morality is now hypothesised to be associated with "low-grid" instead of with 

internal egalitarianism solely. Moreover, the internal egalitarianism part of low-grid tends to 

weigh somewhat heavier in accounting for ethical decision making, while the internal 

individualism part tends to be somewhat more important in shaping unethical behaviour. 

 

Second, this chapter also proposed a re-specification of two types:  

• The first is a re-specification of a type of the variable "interaction patterns." 

Specifically, we proposed to define "individualism and a high-group element" not simply as 

the sum of the constituting parts, but as a genuine hybrid that has its own meaning. 

Specifically, "individualism and a high-group element" refers to a materialistic way of 
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contributing to the group: financial prudence or cost-consciousness. This re-specification 

makes it a better predictor of Efficiency. 

• The second is a re-specification of the Friendship type of ethical climate, ethical 

decision making and unethical behaviour, which was found to be too ambiguous. Specifically, 

in the explanation-building it was proposed to narrow the meaning of Friendship down to 

consideration of others outside the organisation whom one knows without reference to the 

organisation, such as friends, family or acquaintances. This thus excludes personal ties with 

people inside the organisation from the definition of Friendship (as well as outsiders whom 

one knows professionally). 

 

In addition to these proposed modifications to the initial theory, the explanation-building exercise also 

delivered two additional working hypotheses that, if corroborated in the qualitative analysis, will be 

added to the overall theory.  

First, the analysis suggested to introduce two (at least partly) individual variables that account for 

Personal Morality and Public Interest respectively. 

• The Personal Morality types of ethical decision making and unethical behaviour are not 

only hypothesised to be associated with "low-grid," but also with an individual psychological 

need among all inspectors to apply more Personal Morality than would be expected on the 

basis of the low-grid interaction patterns and the Personal Morality ethical climate only. The 

cause and structure of this individual variable will be further researched in Chapter 7. 

• Public Interest is now hypothesised to be associated mainly with the (at least partly) 

individual variable "public interest motivation" instead of with hierarchist interaction 

patterns.
271
  

Second, the analysis also formulated a specific hypothesis concerning the impact of fatalism and 

individualism. 

• It was hypothesised that there could be something like "a dam" which prevents the 

fatalist and individualist interaction patterns and the associated Self-interest climate in the 

inspectors' environment to affect the inspectors’ individual ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour. This proposition was introduced to account for the fact that the Self-

interest climate in the EI was medium-high, while the Self-interest types of ethical decision 

making and unethical behaviour were low. 

 

Finally, a number of more specific observations were also made.  

• Two findings casted some doubt on assumptions of the RVA-management (but could 

also be seen as a consequence of their policies): 

o The relatively higher score of the RVA on the Stakeholder Orientation standard in 

the first dilemma casts some doubt on the RVA-management's assumption that 

RVA-inspectors do not enough emphasise Stakeholder Orientation. 

o The relatively low score of the RVA on the Rules and Laws standard in ethical 

decision making questions the RVA-management's assumption that RVA-inspectors 

emphasise this standard too much. 

• It was hypothesised that "public interest" has a somewhat more concrete meaning for EI-

inspectors than for the RSZ- and RVA-inspectors, for whom Public Interest tends to coincide 

with Rules and Laws. 

                                                      
271

 In a new version of the hypothesis, Public Interest was also hypothesised to be associated with external high-group 

instead of with hierarchy, but this association was not confirmed. 
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Thus, the quantitative research delivered a number of corroborations and also suggested a number of 

modifications as well as a few new propositions. It should be noted that all these accounts are 

tentative and that the only way to genuinely test them is by doing new surveys, which goes beyond the 

scope of the present study. Instead of this we will now turn to a qualitative analysis where we will 

further investigate and elaborate these modified propositions. 
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77..  QQUUAALLIITTAATTIIVVEE  AANNAALLYYSSIISS::  FFUURRTTHHEERR  DDEEVVEELLOOPPIINNGG  

TTHHEE  PPRROOPPOOSSIITTIIOONNSS  
 

“Er wordt officieel weinig ruimte gelaten  

voor eigen interpretatie/appreciatie,  

hoewel dat in de feiten vaak toch gebeurt.”
272
 

EI-inspector  

(answering the open question in the survey) 

 

"Iedereen heeft ooglappen op als hij op inspectie gaat."
273
 

Inspector 

 

“Die PV’s over kleine overtredingen,  

dat is ook milieu-vervuiling.”
274
 

EI-inspector 

 

 

The aim of this qualitative analysis in this last empirical chapter is twofold.  

First, the analysis intends to provide some further depth to the operationalisation of the variables 

"ethical decision making" and, to a lesser extent, "unethical behaviour." Both variables were 

operationalised by means of a ninefold typology and then measured in the survey by items that were 

thought to be descriptive for the respective types. The present investigation is more inductive, and 

intends to describe how these types actually materialise in daily empirical practice.  

Second, the analysis is not only descriptive, but also explanatory in intent. Specifically, it aims to 

assess whether the associations with ethical decision making standards observed in Chapter 6 are also 

causal relations (see paragraph 7.3). Such a causal analysis is not done for unethical behaviour, since 

this was only measured in the survey and not in the interviews.  

In sum, the overall aim of this analysis is to develop a more nuanced and empirically grounded 

version of the theory, in which the variables (and particularly the types that operationalise the 

variables) are better described and the propositions are better developed. It is denoted qualitative 

analysis, as it is based on two important qualitative sources: the interviews in the field offices
275
 and 

the answers to the open survey question about unethical behaviour. 

 

Three important choices need to be accounted for before we can turn to the actual analysis. The first 

concerns the choice of variables that are studied, the second is about the underlying analytic approach 

and the third concerns the level at which the data are presented. 

 

First, it should be noted that, unlike in the quantitative research, not all variables are measured equally 

intensive. As already noted, the emphasis in the interviews was on ethical decision making and this 

will be discussed most extensively in this chapter. The discussion of unethical behaviour is only 

based on the answers to the open survey question and thus limited to description, without explanation. 

Finally, ethical climate is not measured in the interviews and thus not discussed in this chapter. First, 

                                                      
272

 “Officially not much space is allowed for personal interpretation/appreciation, although this does occur frequently in 

practice.” 
273

 "Everybody wears blinkers when he goes out to inspect." 
274

 "Writing such PV's for small rule-transgression, that is also polluting the environment." 
275

 Like in Chapter 5, we make two notes about the reporting of the interviews. First, the gender of the interviewee is 

sometimes changed in the presentation to ensure anonymity. Second, quotes are presented and translated as truthful as 

possible, but are based on transcripts that were written immediately after the interview (see 3.1.3.2), not on the basis of tape-

recordings. 
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it is an organisational-level construct that is typically measured quantitatively so as to allow 

statistically meaningful generalisation to the organisational level.
276
 Second, when people are asked 

about "perceived expectations" (i.e. climate) in an interview, they seldomly refer to an overall climate, 

but typically distinguish between several sources of these expectations. This makes it very difficult, if 

not impossible, to measure the overall ethical climate as it is conceived by Victor and Cullen (1988) 

and in this research (see Chapter 1).  

 

Second, as already announced in Chapter 3, this qualitative analysis is explicitly exploratory in intent. 

Specifically, the analysis takes the form of an embedded case study with three levels of analysis: the 

individual level at which the (interview-)data are collected; the field office-level and the 

organisational level. For no other than practical constraints, the measurement at these levels is limited. 

First, only a limited number of interviews (4 to 6) is done within each field office, although the actual 

number of inspectors in those field offices varies from 6 in the Churchcity office of the RSZ to 18 in 

the Portcity office of the EI (see Chapter 3). Second, only two field offices within each organisation 

are investigated, although the total number of field offices varies from 5 in the EI to 19 in the RVA.  

If the aim of the analysis would be statistical generalisation from a sample to population, these two 

constraints would of course lead to very poor results. For, in spite of some safeguards in selecting 

interviewees and field offices (see 3.1.3.1), there is no guarantee that the four to six interviewees are 

representative for the whole field office or that the two field offices are representative for the whole 

organisation. Yet, the aim is not statistical generalisation, but analytic generalisation (Yin 1994: 30-

32): generalisation from empirical findings to theory. Specifically, the aim of the qualitative analysis 

in this chapter is to provide some flesh to the bones of the observations in Chapters 5 and 6, by listing 

empirical instances of the types of ethical decision making and unethical behaviour (goal 1) and by 

identifying causal links (goal 2). 

It is not unlikely that, as a consequence of selecting only 6 field offices and a limited number of 

people within those field offices, we might overemphasise particular phenomena and mechanisms, 

while overlooking others. Yet, the basis in empirical research guarantees that all reported phenomena 

also actually occur in practice. Moreover, the triangulation with the quantitative observations (implicit 

in this chapter and done explicitly in Chapter 8) acts as an additional check to avoid over- or 

underestimating phenomena. Finally, the quantitative test in paragraph 7.1.2 indicates that, with a few 

exceptions, the researched field offices do not tend to differ importantly from the other field offices 

on autonomy and participation, ethical climate, and ethical decision making. 

In sum, at the end of this qualitative analysis, we will not have described all important instances of the 

types of ethical decision making and unethical behaviour or all important causal links. Yet, we we will 

have provided a number of empirically significant instances of the types and a number of important 

building blocks (in the form of causal links) of an overall theory on how interaction patterns, ethical 

decision making and unethical behaviour are causally linked with each other.  

 

Third, in order to protect the confidentiality of the interviews, most analyses in this chapter (with the 

exception of paragraph 7.1 of course) will only specify the organisation and not the field office of the 

interviewee(s) who was the empirical source for a particular claim.  

 

The chapter consists of four paragraphs. The first provides some background to the remainder of the 

analysis by describing and situating the researched field offices in the three organisations. The second 

paragraph then initiates the discussion of ethical decision making by summarising some general 

                                                      
276

 As explained in Chapter 3 (3.1.3.2), climate was also measured among a number of interviewees by means of a ranking 

exercise. Although the comments given during this exercise were interesting and are used in the analysis below, the actual 

results of the exercise are not used, because no statistically meaningful generalisation to the organisational or even field 

office-level is possible. 
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observations about the ethical dilemmas that were reported by the inspectors in the interviews. The 

third paragraph contains the bulk of the chapter as it describes and explains the ethical decision 

making standards and a number of commonly found combinations (“hybrids”) of these standards. The 

fourth paragraph describes a number of instances of unethical behaviour, as reported in the answers to 

the open survey-question. The conclusion focuses on two general findings: the importance of civil 

service motivation and the constituting elements of “the dam against fatalism.” 

 

 

7.1. Situating the researched field offices 
 

The first subparagraph briefly summarises the qualitatively observed differences between the 

interaction patterns in the field offices of all three organisations. The second subparagraph then 

analyses quantitatively the between-field office differences on interaction patterns, ethical climate, 

ethical decision making and unethical behaviour. This is used as a rough measure to assess to what 

extent the researched field offices might be considered representative for the rest of their organisation. 

7.1.1. Qualitative analysis: The main differences between the field offices 

 

Chapter 5 described how a number of factors shape the interaction patterns in the three organisations 

in a particular grid-group direction. This subparagraph briefly describes how the interaction patterns 

can differ between the field offices in the three respective organisations and attempts to identify the 

main factors that account for those differences.
277
 The observations in this subparagraph are based on 

two sources: the remarks made by senior interviewees (both at head office and in field offices) about 

what they perceive as the most important differences between field offices and a comparison between 

the researched field offices (based on interviews with the inspectors). Given these limited sources, the 

following description should be considered exploratory and not exhaustively. Moreover, the 

descriptions of the researched field offices remain cursory to avoid jeopardising the confidentiality of 

the interviews.  

 

Arguably most prevalent are differences with regard to the degree of internal group. Three factors 

typically account for between-field office differences on this dimension. Most important are the 

inspectors themselves (“peers as referents”). The working group coaches of the EI for example noted 

that a few dominant figures can play a crucial role in determining the atmosphere in the group and our 

observations in the field offices tend to corroborate this. The second factor is of course the supervisor 

as referent. The fairly high degree of internal conflict within one particular field office, for example, 

was partly ascribed to the supervisor who, according to one inspector “is not a leader, who can force 

something through and hold a group together.” The third factor is the size of the field office.
278
 This is 

particularly relevant in the RVA where the number of inspectors within an unemployment office 

varies from 3 to 23. It is obvious that the interaction patterns and particularly the extent of group will 

strongly differ between these field offices. 

We now specify the differences on this group dimension between the six investigated field offices. 

                                                      
277

 A number of differences have to do with the merely practical organisation of the field office and do not directly affect the 

actual type (in grid-group terms) of the interaction patterns. One example of this is the issue of the distribution of the work 

between inspectors and administrative staff in the RVA: is the preparatory administrative work done by the latter or by the 

inspectors themselves? The fact that there is such a distribution is of course relevant in grid-group terms, but the actual way 

in which the work is distributed is not immediately relevant. Such practical differences are not discussed here. 
278

 In the operationalisation of the variable “interaction patterns”, “size” is an instance of the factor “formal organisational 

structure.” It was not addressed in Chapter 5 since it is assumed to have its impact mainly at field office-level and not at 

organisational level. 
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Within the RVA-inspection, there are no important differences between the two researched field 

offices. The interaction patterns among the inspectors in the Gatecity field office tend to be largely 

egalitarian. The indications are of a good cooperation among the inspectors without any significant 

hierarchy among them and no signs of significant competition. The same can be said for the 

interaction patterns among the inspectors in Portcity. Exemplary for the egalitarian tendency there, is 

the practice to let the inspectors regularly choose their geographical sector on the basis of alternating 

criteria of determining the order in which they can choose (e.g. the oldest chooses first, the youngest 

chooses first, alphabetically, etc.). Thus, independent of objective criteria, all inspectors can now and 

then go first in selecting an interesting geographical sector. There are some clear signs that two 

inspectors in the Portcity office tend to take the role of informal leader, mostly on the basis of their 

extensive experience: the other inspectors tend to turn to them with questions about particular cases. 

Yet, since there is nothing formal about this position, this should not be considered hierarchical. 

Likewise, the analysis of the interviews in the RSZ-inspection indicates little difference on the group 

dimension between the Churchcity and Portcity field offices. As explained in Chapter 5, the degree of 

group within the RSZ-inspection tends to be lower than in the RVA-inspection, because inspectors 

typically meet each other less frequently in the RSZ; in some cases only once a month.
279
 Within those 

constraints, the interaction patterns within the field offices tend to be the same in both organisations. 

They are mostly egalitarian, have a limited degree of competition and no explicit hierarchy, only some 

informal guidance by more experienced inspectors.  

The situation in the two researched field offices in the EI is somewhat different. There is a 

considerable degree of conflict in both offices, albeit around other issues respectively.  

The most prevalent issue of conflict in the Churchcity office seems to be the fact (already noted in 

Chapter 5) that grade A and grade B inspectors receive a significantly different pay for what is 

essentially the same work. This is particularly problematic since a number of the well-paid grade A 

inspectors are said to underperfom significantly, which turns the situation in a textbook example of 

fatalism-inducing inequity. This problem is organisation-wide, but particularly prevalent in this field 

office. Also fairly specific to the field office are regular staff shifts, with inspectors being said to be 

regularly “plucked” by the head office. One consequence of this is that, rather unlike the situation in 

Portcity (see below), the distribution of cases over the inspectors tends to be fairly flexible (although 

essentially based on a geographical division) and there tends to be “a culture of consultation: people 

are used to look for solutions.” 

The Portcity office of the EI scores lowest of all researched offices on the internal group dimension. 

The conflict here is not so much between grade A and grade B inspectors about the different pay, but 

more between generations and about inspection styles. The limited number of interviews did not allow 

to entirely reconstruct the adversary groups, but essentially the constellation seems to be of two 

outspoken opposite groups and a number of inspectors who take a more central position. One group 

contains the “younger” inspectors. They complain about the fact that the older group is not strict 

enough towards inspectees and they ascribe this to laziness and lack of commitment to the 

organisation’s goals and particularly to the environment.
280
 This alleged sloppiness is said to 

demotivate the younger inspectors. The older group, on the other hand, reproaches their younger 

colleagues for emphasising their clique boundaries and for “blindly following the rules,” ascribing 

this to lack of courage of the younger inspectors to resist pressures from head office. The degree of 

group within both cliques tends to be relatively high, but overall, the situation is one of low-group 

with a considerable degree of fatalism. The daily coping strategy seems to be that both groups try to 

                                                      
279

 This does not say anything about the actual atmosphere within the group, though. One RSZ-inspector notes “there are few 

disputes among colleagues, also because we have so little contact that, if we get to meet each other, that's a reason to 

celebrate.” 
280

 One reason for this is that the older inspectors never explicitly chose for the EI, but were simply transferred from their 

previous organisation or unit.  
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avoid open conflict by not interfering in each other’s work. As one inspector notes: “everybody does 

his own municipalities, so I am not too much bothered by those cliques.” Likewise, a colleague notes 

that opinions about concrete cases are not discussed on staff meetings “because then you would again 

be confronted with the same differences between those two groups and there is no use in having this 

same discussion time and again.” 

 

A second axis of variation between the field offices is the extent of internal grid. Again, supervisor 

and office size are important factors, which interact with each other. The impact of size is again most 

explicit in the RVA. An unemployment office's size strongly determines the extent to which the 

director can directly interfere with the daily work of the inspectors. Yet, this factor interacts with the 

director's policy, as is obvious from a comparison of the two researched field offices. Although the 

Portcity office has about twice as much inspectors as the Gatecity office, the director's policy with 

regards to the daily organisation of the work, seems roughly similar in both offices: the inspectors 

manage their work among themselves in an egalitarian way (and with the egalitarian support of the 

head of the inspection) and the director only interferes when there are problems or conflicts. Size does 

have an impact, however, with regard to the grid imposed on the actual decision making by inspectors 

(as opposed to mere organisation), though: the director in the smaller Gatecity office is more closely 

involved in decision making concerning inspectees than the director in Portcity, who tends to delegate 

a large part of the decision making. 

In the RSZ, there were no important differences with regard to internal grid between the researched 

field offices. Yet, there were some reports of other field offices, where supervisors are said to be very 

strict on time use and the use of the activity registration system Pastin.  

As explained above, the degree of grid in the organisation of the daily work differs somewhat between 

the Portcity and Churcity offices of the EI, with the distribution of cases being more flexible in the 

latter than in the former. Both supervisors keep a close eye on the work of their inspectors, but the 

supervisor in Portcity is most outspoken in this and is being said to "read everything," regularly 

returning documents to the inspectors for corrections or additions. 

 

The third axis of possible variation between the field offices is the degree of external grid and group 

respectively. Yet, the within-organisational differences between the researched field offices tend to be 

fairly limited on this. In all six researched field offices, the supervisor tends to shape the interaction 

patterns between his/her inspectors and the inspectees in the same direction as head office (see 5.3.4), 

with the exception of some rather subtle differences. Another factor than can account for some 

variation on this axis is the role of the courts as referents. As noted in Chapter 5 (see 5.4.5), 

prosecution policies in Belgium tend to vary considerably between court districts and some 

interviewees noted that such differences might account for different ways of interacting with 

inspectees.  

 

In conclusion, it is important to note again that these observations are based on limited data, mainly 

gathered in only two field offices. This has a few implications. For example, the fairly high degree of 

group in the researched field offices in the RVA and the RSZ does not automatically imply that this 

can be generalised to all other field offices. In both organisations there were reports of at least one 

other office with significant degrees of conflict between cliques. Likewise, the fact that the 

supervisors in the six researched field offices tend to follow the head office's policy concerning the 

interactions between inspectors and inspectees is no guarantee that this goes for all field offices of all 

three organisations.
281
 On the other hand, the fact that the observed conflicts in the EI field offices 
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 Interviews suggest that at least the EI has a “problematic” field office where inspectors tend to follow a peculiar approach 

that significantly differs from the organisational policy. 
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have a largely structural cause, can suggest that they occur in the non-researched field offices as well, 

albeit perhaps to varying degrees. 

What the analysis nevertheless did provide was a preliminary list of the factors that account for 

between-field office differences and some further background to the remainder of the analysis by 

sketching the situation in the researched field offices. 

7.1.2. Quantitative analysis: situating the researched field offices in their 

organisation 

 

As explained in the introduction to this chapter, no assumption is made that the two field offices are 

representative for the rest of the organisation. It is nevertheless useful to assess on which variables the 

field offices in the organisations differ and where our researched field offices stand on those 

variables. This gives us a rough estimate of how representative our researched field offices are for 

their organisation.  

Specifically, this paragraph lists all those variables (i.e. autonomy, participation, types of ethical 

climate, types of ethical decision making and types of unethical behaviour) for which a difference 

between the field offices
282
 was observed. To enable easy interpretation and to avoid interaction 

effects with the variable "organisation," this between-field office comparison is done within each 

organisation separately.
283
 Finally, it should be noted that the Gatecity field office of the RVA is not 

included in the quantitative analysis because they filled out an earlier test-version of the questionnaire 

and were thus not included in the analysis.
284
 

 

First, Table 7-1 presents the results of an analysis of the between-field office differences on the 

variables "autonomy", "participation in field office" and "participation in head office." These 

variables were not measured in the RVA (see 3.1.2.2), so the analysis only concerns the RSZ and the 

EI. 

 

Ordinal regression  

Model 

fitting 

info. 

Pseudo- 

R
2
 

Does the relationship 

remain when controlling 

for degree? 

RVA    

Not included in survey    

RSZ    

Participation in head office ,029 ,251 yes 

MI    

Autonomy ,010 ,194 yes 

Table 7-1: Differences between field offices on autonomy and participation 

 

                                                      
282

 The RVA has 11 field offices with less than 5 respondents (often only 1 or 2). To avoid that the respondents in these field 

offices would have a disproportionally high weight in the tests, these 11 RVA-field offices were merged into one category 

(N=28). 
283

 This discussion will be cursory and exploratory because detailed information about the field offices can be sensitive and 

possibly jeopardise the anonymity of the survey-respondents. This would be an unnecessary risk, as this analysis in the field 

offices is only of marginal importance for the whole study. That is why no detailed figures will be given about the particular 

field offices, with the exception of those field offices that will be studied qualitatively in the remainder of this study. 
284
 See 6.1.1. 
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Table 7-1 shows variation on only two variables. The field offices in the RSZ differ significantly in 

the extent to which their inspectors perceive that they can participate in decision making at head 

office. A closer analysis shows that this is largely due to one field office which scores exceptionally 

high and two offices which score significantly low. Portcity and Churchcity do not importantly differ 

from the average. Second, the degree of perceived autonomy significantly differs between the five 

field offices in the EI. The actual field office means are fairly evenly spread with no real middle 

group. Portcity scores the lowest of all five, while Churchcity scores second highest. If we assume 

that the respondents did not distinguish between "degree of discretion" and "degree of autonomy," the 

low score of Portcity might perhaps be due to the close supervision by the supervisor on the written 

work by the inspectors (see the previous paragraph 7.1.1). 

  

Second, Table 7-2 shows that there are almost no between-field office differences on the ethical 

climate scales. 

 

Ordinal regression  

Model 

fitting 

info. 

Pseudo- 

R
2
 

Does the relationship 

remain when controlling 

for degree? 

RVA    

Self interest ,010 ,192 Yes 

RSZ    

-    

MI    

-    

Table 7-2: Differences between field offices on ethical climate  

 

The first and most important conclusion from Table 7-2 is of course that this strongly supports the 

claim that ethical climate is an organisational-level construct. If ethical climate would significantly 

vary across field offices, this would imply that the ethical climate mainly exists at field office and not 

at organisational level. Second, within the RVA, the Self-interest ethical climate varies from field 

office to field office. The Portcity field office tends to be rather high on the Self-interest climate, but 

this is consistent with its size, as all large field offices tend to have a higher Self-interest climate (see 

also the overall positive association between unit size and the Self-interest ethical climate that was 

noted in 6.6.1.2).  

 

Third, Table 7-3 shows that the between-field office differences on the ethical decision making items 

are also very limited. 
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Ordinal regression  

Model 

fitting 

info. 

Pseudo- 

R
2
 

Does the difference 

remain when controlling 

for degree? 

RVA    

Efficiency ,001 ,279 Yes 

RSZ    

-    

Environmental inspection    

Stakeholder Orientation ,011 ,202 Yes 

Table 7-3: Differences between field offices on ethical decision making 

 

Within the RVA there is a significant between-field offices difference with regard to the extent to 

which inspectors apply the Efficiency standard in ethical decision making. A closer analysis reveals 

that this is largely due to two field offices that score significantly higher than the other field offices.
285
 

As for the EI, there is a significant difference between the field offices in the application of the 

Stakeholder Orientation standard in decision making. This is largely due to one field office which 

applies the standard extensively and one field office which scores very low. The researched field 

offices have no explicit profile on any of the two variables. 

 

Finally, Table 7-4 shows a considerable number of types of unethical behaviour on which the field 

offices differ. Yet, these items should, at field office-level, be interpreted with caution. The question 

and the items explicitly referred to colleague-inspectors in the organisation and not to colleagues 

within the actual field office. The items are thus not necessarily descriptive for the field office.  

 

As was the case for the Self-interest ethical climate, the RVA field offices also differ in the extent to 

which the respondents perceive self-interested unethical behaviour (i.e. Selfishness). Again, the 

incidence of Selfishness is somewhat associated with size, with more of it in the larger field offices, 

but this association is weaker than in the case of the Self-interest ethical climate. In fact, the 

difference is largely due to one large field office (not one of the two investigated offices), where Self-

interest scores very high (1,67 while the second highest score is ,81). As for the between-field office 

difference on Efficiency-fetishism, the lowest score is for the field office in Portcity (,5 with the 

second lowest being 1,0). The qualitative analysis suggests no obvious explanation for this score.  

Between-field office differences on the four types of unethical behaviour in the RSZ are largely due 

to two field offices which score higher (albeit no more than score "2", i.e. the category "rarely") than 

the other field offices on all four listed types of unethical behaviour. One of those two field offices is 

the researched office in Portcity. The interviews in this office provide no explanation for this 

observation. It could simply be that the respondents were not thinking about colleagues in their own 

field office, but about colleagues in the adjacent office where there appears to be some problems of 

unethical behaviour.  

Finally, most between-field office differences in the EI are weak and disappear when controlling for 

demographic variables, such as gender or degree. The between-field office difference concerning self-

                                                      
285

 This is not attributable to size and we do not have information about other characteristics of these field offices that can 

explain these differences. 
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interested unethical behaviour is the only one that survives control for other variables. This is largely 

due to the high scores of the two qualitatively researched field offices: Portcity and Churchcity. This 

might reflect the above-mentioned qualitative observation that the conflicts in both offices tend to go 

with reproaches of laziness and selfishness. In the interviews, the lower paid grade B inspectors in 

Churchcity make such accusations towards their grade A colleagues and the younger inspectors in 

Portcity reproach this to their older colleagues.
286
  

 

 

Ordinal regression  

Model 

fitting 

info. 

Pseudo- 

R
2
 

Does the difference 

remain when controlling 

for other variables? 

RVA    

Selfishness  ,023 ,189 Yes 

Efficiency-fetishism ,020 ,183 Yes 

RSZ    

Selfishness ,002 ,388 Yes 

Nepotism ,004 ,346 Yes 

Team-fetishism ,010 ,309 Yes 

Partiality ,008 ,332 Yes 

Environmental inspection    

Selfishness ,001 ,316 Yes 

Nepotism ,019 ,193 No 

Partiality ,033 ,172 No 

Anarchy ,020 ,188 No 

Table 7-4: Differences between field offices on unethical behaviour 

 

In conclusion, these statistical tests show almost no between-field office differences on ethical climate 

and ethical decision making and a considerable degree of differences on unethical behaviour. Yet, 

given that unethical behaviour is measured through the survey, this is not an important problem for 

our qualitative analysis.  

 

 

7.2. Ethical dilemmas 
 

The interview with the inspectors typically started with a question probing for ethical dilemmas. 

Many of these dilemmas will be touched upon in the following paragraphs, when the ethical decision 

making standards are described and explained. Yet, by means of introduction, this paragraph already 

reports two general observations about the answers to this question. First, we discuss the dilemma that 

was most prominent in all organisations and then we discuss two types of dilemmas that were 

reported much less than we expected. 

                                                      
286

 This should not necessarily guide us to the conclusion that conflicts occur in only these two offices. For the Churchcity 

(highest) and Portcity (lowest) field offices both have the extreme scores on the Team Interest climate, suggesting that 

together they represent respectively low and high degrees of conflict (rather than both representing high degrees of conflict). 

It does suggest, though, that the conflict in these offices takes the form of reproaches of Selfishness more than in other 

offices. 
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The most commonly found dilemma was the dilemma described in Chapter 1 (see 1.2.3.1) as the 

responsiveness vs. justice dilemma. Should an enforcement officer be responsive to the citizen he 

directly interacts with (i.e. Stakeholder Orientation) or should he emphasise Rules and Laws? 

Many interviewees in all three organisations mentioned situations where they were obliged to apply 

the law, but where this would inflict serious harm on the inspectees, whose rule-transgression was 

understandable from a compassionate point of view. The situation can also get a Personal Morality 

aspect when the inspector considers not applying the Rules and Laws standard strictly (although he is 

formally obliged to do so) out of ethical considerations. 

To illustrate the dilemma, we cite two examples. First, an RSZ-inspector describes a situation where a 

lady was first registered as self-employed, but suddenly registered as an employee of her small 

company, although the contents of her work did not change. From his investigation, the inspector 

learned that the lady became pregnant of a handicapped twin and registered with the RSZ as employee 

since that enabled her to receive much better financial benefits such as increased child allowances for 

handicapped children, support to pay for nursing homes, etc. The inspector nevertheless was forced to 

observe that she in reality still worked as a self-employed person and is therefore not entitled to these 

benefits. Second, typical for EI-inspectors are dilemma situations where the law requires them to 

close companies (or to impose changes that the company can never afford) and where this will have 

important social consequences. This occurs most commonly with small family companies such as 

petrol stations or farms. One interviewee describes a situation where this was particularly painful 

because the reason for the closure was merely bureaucratic and the rule-transgression was 

understandable on the part of the inspectee. Specifically, the inspected farmer did not receive his 

permit for breeding pigs because he submitted his application too late. When visiting the farm, the 

inspector discovers that the delay was due to the sudden death of the farmer’s wife, following a car 

accident. Yet, the inspector is legally required to close the farm for lack of permit. 

 

The interviewees also typically mentioned a number of additional considerations that complicate this 

Stakeholder Orientation vs. Rules and Laws dilemma. We note three such considerations. The first 

two tend to guide towards an emphasis on the Stakeholder Orientation standard, while the third is less 

explicit. 

First, the most commonly mentioned consideration involves the fact that socially and intellectually 

vulnerable individuals are much easier to capture (and thus punish) on rule-transgressions than well-

informed and well-prepared individuals, cunning criminals or well-supported larger companies and 

organisations. Inspectors from all three organisations cite this consideration repeatedly as an element 

that makes it particularly difficult to emphasise the Rules and Laws standard in the kind of dilemma 

situations just mentioned. The contrast between the vulnerable people (like the pregnant woman or the 

farmer in the examples above) against whom the law prescribes to take drastic measures on the one 

hand and cunning individuals who can get away with much larger offences on the other, invites the 

Personal Morality consideration that this injustice should be “corrected” (see paragraph 7.3.13). 

The second consideration refers to another injustice. None of the three organisations are capable of 

capturing all the transgressions of the rules they enforce. Thus, for each individual who is caught and 

punished (with all concomitant and possibly dramatic consequences), there are scores of other 

individuals and organisations who are not punished, not only because of their slyness (see the first 

consideration), but simply because the organisations do not have the capacity to do so. 

Third, when the inspectees invoke mitigating circumstances to justify their unlawful behaviour, it can 

be very difficult for the inspector to assess to what extent they speak the truth. For example, if an 

unemployment beneficiary is doing a small bricklaying job in the house of an old lady, it is difficult 

for the RVA-inspector to assess whether he is simply giving her a hand (e.g. by repairing a doorstep 

that would otherwise collapse) or whether he is really working, which would imply that he breaks the 
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unemployment regulations. Likewise, other RVA-respondents recall stories of people who represent 

themselves as socially much weaker than they really are. Such considerations were mostly mentioned 

by RVA-inspectors, but can also be relevant in other organisations. One particular version of this 

dilemma was noted by EI-inspectors. They sometimes have to assess whether a complainant is really 

hindered by an operator or whether the complaint simply involves a neighbour’s quarrel. By focussing 

on objective indicators of nuisance (e.g. smell, noise), they have to ensure that they do not become the 

instrument of quarrelling neighbours. 

 

The other striking observation from the answer to the question about ethical dilemmas is the fact that 

a number of dilemmas were scarcely mentioned, although we expected them.  

The first concerns the dilemma whether or not to accept a small gift offered by an inspectee. 

Essentially this is an instance of the Self-interest vs. Rules and Laws dilemma, but it can also carry a 

Stakeholder Orientation aspect, when it is to be expected that the inspectee will feel insulted when the 

inspector declines the gift. Interestingly, there were almost no references made to this dilemma. All 

indications are that inspectors in the three organisations are almost never offered gifts of significant 

value (i.e. other than a coffee or soft drink). Although this finding might be partly due to social 

desirability bias, there are reasons to believe that it is not only an artefact of the method: the risk of 

socially desirable answers is in fact modest since it concerns unethical behaviour by others (i.e. those 

who offer the gift), since those inspectors and management who were explicitly asked whether they 

were sometimes offered gifts all agreed that this occurred rarely to never,
287
 and because, in the 

answers to the open survey question about unethical behaviour, only one respondent reported that 

citizens sometimes offer gifts (see 7.4.1). 

Second, when asked about intra-organisational ethical dilemmas, most interviewees answered they 

could not recall such a situation. A few referred to conflicts with colleagues or management, but these 

did not really amount to ethical dilemma situations where the inspector had to choose between several 

ethical standards.
288
 More than the previous observation, this underreporting could be an artefact of 

the research method. Although all interviewees were systematically asked about intra-organisational 

dilemmas, the interviewer tended to put less emphasis on it and there is the obvious sensitivity of such 

intra-organisational issues. This potential bias should thus be kept in mind with the interpretation of 

the rest of the analysis. 

 

 

7.3. Describing and explaining ethical decision making 
 

In agreement with the overall aim of the chapter, this paragraph aims at two things: (1) to identify 

empirical instances of the nine types of ethical decision making and (2) to identify antecedents that 

explain why inspectors apply those standards.  

The subparagraphs discuss the standards separately: first the nine pure standards and then the hybrids.  

These hybrids are combinations of standards that were found as such in the empirical research. While 

systematic attempts are made to develop an explanation for the nine pure standards, this is done less 

so for the hybrids. Where this was not done, it was assumed (and often also observed) that the 

explanation for the hybrid equals the explanation for the standards that constitute the hybrid. For 

example, the antecedents that account for Self-interest and Rules and Laws separately also account for 

the hybrid “Self-interest with Rules and Laws.” 
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 Yet, a few of them noted that this is not generalisable to all inspections and they cited examples of inspections other than 

our three studied organisations where gifts are offered and accepted more commonly. 
288

 One instance was a notable exception. One inspector felt that a colleague of him was treated unfairly by his direct 

supervisor. He described how he faced the dilemma whether or not to stand up for the colleague. The dilemma was 

complicated by the fact that he was a new recruitee at the time of the incident. 
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Before turning to this discussion, one caveat has to be made. A crucial aim of the interviews was to go 

beyond the initial standard answer of most inspectors that they were not regularly confronted with 

ethical dilemmas and that in most cases they simply had to apply the law in a straightforward way. 

The interviews not only aimed to identify the antecedents that accounted for this dominance of the 

Rules and Laws standard, but also intended to probe for other, possibly implicit, standards that might 

underlie what is perceived as “straightforward application of the law.” For it are of course the implicit 

standards that are most powerful, and it is an aim of this research to make these as explicit as 

possible.
289
 However, an unintended side-effect of this search for implicit dilemmas and standards is 

that the resulting analysis might somewhat overestimate the role of both. Although all reported 

dilemmas and standards of course occurred in practice, it is probable that the straightforward situation 

where an inspector simply applies an unambiguous and ethically acceptable law without ethical 

complications occurs more commonly than the analysis below suggests.
290
 In sum, it should be kept in 

mind that, however elaborate the discussion of the other standards, the Rules and Laws standard is 

clearly the most important standard in all three organisations. 

7.3.1. Self-interest 

 

The quantitative research indicated that the Self-interest standard is low in all three organisations and 

a similar impression was given in the interviews. A few instances of the standard were nevertheless 

noted. We discuss each in turn, together with an attempt at explanation. The first instance will turn 

out to be associated mostly with fatalism and the second with individualism.  

As this discussion will show, it is sometimes difficult to draw the line between “Self-interest” as a 

standard in ethical decision making and “Selfishness” as a type of unethical behaviour. Both 

“shirking” and “result-fetishism” reside on the border between ethical and unethical behaviour. 

 

7.3.1.1. Shirking 

 

The interviews indicated three forms of shirking.  

The first is to postpone the difficult work to the next step in the decision chain. One RVA-respondent 

e.g. noted that some inspectors reason "I am not sure what to decide, but I take a decision and if it is 

wrong, then the inspectee should go to court." Some conflicts between the RSZ-inspectors and the 

Control Department suggest that the former also might attempt to evade their work. Yet, probably 

most prevalent are the instances where EI-inspectors forward part of their work and, more 

importantly, their responsibility to the next stage. One example is the tendency of some inspectors to 

request the body that issued the environmental permit (e.g. the Ministry of the Flemish Community-

division Environmental Permits) to suspend or withdraw (part of) the permit or to modify the permit 

conditions, rather than taking enforcement measures (e.g. sealing machines) themselves. This 

approach clearly reduces the EI-inspectors' responsibility, as they dispose of the hot potato, without 

taking any decision, since they only file a request to the permit-granting body. Although this kind of 

evading responsibility is most prevalent in the EI, there was some mentioning of this in other 

organisations as well.  

A second and related way of shirking, which was also noted in the EI, is simply to leave a case 

unaddressed for a while, hoping that it will solve itself, e.g. when the complainant gives up.  
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 One RVA-inspector indeed notes: “A situation that, according to us, does not occur very frequently might in reality occur 

frequently without us noting it, because, as a consequence of our experience, we are so used to it that we avoid such 

situations without realising that it was in fact a dilemma. I am convinced that that occurs now and then.” 
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 Indeed, this is suggested by the consistently “high” position of the Rules and Laws standard in all three organisations (see 

6.5.8) and is confirmed by several interviewees who emphasised explicitly that ethical dilemmas are the exception. 
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A third form of shirking consists of simply not reporting particular rule-transgressions for reasons of 

laziness (and not e.g. out of Stakeholder Orientation reasons vis-à-vis the inspectee). 

 

When asked for the reasons for these types of shirking, respondents typically referred to fatalist 

interaction patterns. Three instances illustrate this.  

First, fatalist working conditions have in the literature often been identified as causes of Self-

interested or Selfish behaviour such as absenteeism and poor performance (see e.g. Lipsky 1980: 80). 

One EI-respondent, who was very open about his shirking behaviour, explicitly linked this with some 

of the fatalist conditions in the EI that were described in Chapter 5, such as the high constraints on 

what is legally a rather broad discretion. Second, many interviewees in the EI ascribed the EI-

inspectors' tendency to evade decisions to their personal liability for the potential consequences of 

those decisions, which has significant fatalist aspects as described in Chapter 5.  

Third, several interviewees associated shirking with the fear of aggression, also a clearly fatalist 

condition. One EI-interviewee noted that he was very happy to pass on a case to the public 

prosecution, because it involved very serious criminals in the waste mafia, who had threatened him. 

Other EI-respondents admitted that, after one very shocking case of aggression committed by a 

farmer, they were less likely to go to farmers.  

 

7.3.1.2. Result-fetishism 

 

Given the initial intention of this research project to assess the impact of NPM-reforms (see 

Introduction), all interviewees were systematically asked what the impact of the respective 

measurement systems is on their decision making. One of the reasons for this was to test whether the 

individualism that tends to be implied in performance measurement systems indeed provokes Self-

interested and Selfish behaviour in the form as the NPM-critics frequently argue (see 2.3.2.1), most 

notably in what could be described as "result-fetishism."  

The interviews did not indicate many such instances and this could have been expected, since the 

measurement systems in all three organisations only involve limited degrees of individualism. 

 

Two interviewees (from two different field offices) in the EI reported that some of their colleagues 

tended to show some "result-fetishism." They tend to do inspections or write PV's for futile 

transgressions, rather than focus on heavy and significant cases, but which require more time and are 

thus not good for the statistical record.
291
 These instances are consistent with the individualist aspects 

of EI's pay for performance system (the combination of the File Monitoring system with a staff 

appraisal cycle and a bonus for the best-performing staff members). Interestingly, they occur in spite 

of the fact that all managerial interviewees insist that they combine the quantitative element of the 

File Monitoring System indicators with indicators about the quality of the inspector's work in their 

appraisal. 

Chapter 5 (see 5.3.3.2) explained that management in the RSZ is somewhat ambiguous about what it 

does with all the performance information it acquires through its measurement systems Pastin, Orestes 

and the datawarehouse system. While the official policy is that they are not used for individual 

appraisal, there are indications that some supervisors (outside the researched field offices) use these 

data to monitor performance systematically. Moreover, one interviewee noted that, possibly as a 

consequence of the management agreement between the RSZ and the government, "there are 

colleagues to whom it has been said that they have to submit more files." While most inspectors said 

that they ignored this potential element of control and pressure, two interviewees noted that there are 

a few colleagues who seem to be focussed on the number of finished cases, apparently assuming that 
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 There were no explicit indications, though, of a tendency to go after those who can be easily caught, rather than the better-

informed and more powerful who are more difficult to catch. 
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management assesses them in an individualist logic. One RSZ-inspector explained how colleague-

inspectors sometimes split up a file in different files, thus increasing their total number of finished 

files without actually doing any extra work.
292
  

Finally, there were also a few mentionings of result-fetishism in the RVA, e.g. in the form of 

focussing on the number of finished PV's rather than on their quality. Interestingly, these instances of 

result-fetishism were not associated with the Promes measurement system, which was explicitly 

designed to avoid such result-fetishism by focussing on efforts at group level instead of on output at 

individual level. Rather they seem to be remnants of a former practice in the RVA-inspection to use 

output indicators (like the number of PV's) as a performance indicator. 

 

In sum, the limited degree of NPM-like individualism in the EI appears to provoke some Selfishness 

in the form of result-fetishism; while the mixed signals about the individualist character of the 

measurement system in the RSZ lead to result-fetishism by only a few individuals; and the remnants 

of a former practice to focus on output-indicators in the RVA also engenders a rare case of result-

fetishism.  

7.3.2. Organisational Interest 

 

Two instances of the Organisational Interest (OI) standard were noted during the interviews. They in 

fact reflect the two words that were used in the item that measured the OI standard in the survey: "My 

main concern should be that my advice in this case will not damage the financial interests or the 

image of X," where "X" is the respondent's organisation.  

 

The first instance of OI thus is an emphasis on the financial interests of the organisation. A few 

RSZ-inspectors indicated that this standard sometimes plays a role in their ethical decision making. 

Yet, the number of times this was mentioned and the emphasis with which the RSZ-inspectors say 

they apply this standard
293
 is not consistent with the relatively high score of the OI standard in the 

RSZ that was observed in the survey (see 6.5.2). One reason for this could be that the respondents in 

the RSZ mainly thought about the other word in the item (the organisation's image, see below) when 

they answered the survey-question about OI. Yet, the low score of OI in the RSZ-interviews could 

also partly be an artefact of the way in which the interviews were conducted. Since the interviews 

focussed on difficult ethical dilemmas, it could be that the OI standard was simply not very relevant in 

those contexts and is more relevant in more routine decision making. In addition, a social desirability 

bias could also have motivated them to downplay OI's importance. 

In any case, there were a few RSZ-inspectors who did refer to the OI standard and who were asked to 

account for their use of it. Chapter 6 had hypothesised the following account for the prevalence of OI 

in the RSZ. The RSZ is itself responsible for the collection of the contributions and if an RSZ-

inspector regularises a certain amount, this will benefit the organisation. Thus, it was observed in 

Chapter 5 that several intra- and extra-organisational factors (particularly management and the 

government) shape the inspector-inspectee interaction patterns in an individualist way, which was in 

turn hypothesised to stimulate the use of the OI standard in ethical decision making.  

Yet, interestingly, those inspectors who applied the OI standard only partly referred to these pressures 

by management and government. It seems that these, fairly mild, pressures are in fact reinforced by 
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 The other inspector explained in a similar vein: "The control on company cars can simply be done by going to the tax 

administration offices and checking the files. That way you can finish ten to twenty files a day. If you go to the employer 

himself and you check more than that, then you of course complete less files in a day." 
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 Those who did admit that financial considerations sometimes do play a role also emphasised that they are of limited 

importance. They typically clarified this by saying that they might equally take decisions that will cost the RSZ a lot of 

money if the law would prescribe that. 
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the inspectors' own professional pride, their willingness to do a good job. An RSZ-inspector e.g. 

rather referred to this professional pride than to management's expectations when he describes "It 

feels good to regularise a situation, because your efforts then become concrete. You have a feeling 'I 

found something and I am the one who will report this: thanks to me this has been reported.' Probably 

somebody else would have done that in my place anyway, but I still have the feeling that I did a good 

job."  

 

The second instance of OI is an emphasis on the image and the reputation of the organisation. Yet, 

only very few inspectors identified this as a standard in their ethical decision making. One RSZ-

inspector emphasised this interpretation when he was asked to explain some preliminary results of our 

survey. When asked about the high score of the RSZ on this standard (see 6.5.2), he conjectured that 

this could be because RSZ-inspectors are concerned about the image of their organisation for 

pragmatic reasons: if the RSZ-inspectors act correctly towards the inspectees, then they contribute to 

the image of the organisation and will be more effective in getting things done from the inspectees. 

Yet, although the RSZ-respondent argues that this reasoning occurs more in the RSZ than in the RVA, 

we found at least one RVA-respondent who formulated a similar thought: "If the RVA does not do its 

job, then that is not in the general interest. If we do a good job, then this will lead to satisfaction, 

which improves our image, which implies that we will be better received at the next inspection visit, 

etc." Interestingly, both the RSZ- and the RVA-inspector thus referred to both the high-group aspect 

(identification with the organisation) and external individualism (a pragmatic attitude towards 

citizens) that were hypothesised to account for OI.  

An RSZ-supervisor, on the other hand, explicitly emphasised the high-group side when he was asked 

to explain the high score of OI in the RSZ in the survey: "Most people [in the RSZ-inspection] still 

really stand for their job. There is in fact little dissatisfaction with the organisation itself. Now there is 

disappointment with Copernicus, but that is not associated with the organisation. (...) You can see that 

the inspectors really stand for the fact that they are part of the RSZ."  

 

In sum, the instances of and explanation for the OI standard is an area that deserves further research. 

Particularly important is that further survey measurement of the item should distinguish between 

"financial interests" and "image" as two separate instances of OI. 

7.3.3. Efficiency 

 

In Chapter 6 (6.5.3), the "low" relative intensity of the Efficiency (EF) standard in ethical decision 

making in the RVA (in spite of the "medium-low" score of the EF ethical climate and the EF type of 

unethical behaviour in the RVA) was explained as an artefact of the measurement instrument. Yet, the 

interviews now also suggest a low relative importance of this standard, as none of the respondents 

referred to EF as a standard in their ethical decision making. However, the interviews are not a good 

measure of the frequency of a standard, particularly since the interviewees were not systematically 

asked how important this standard was in their ethical decision making. Thus, no significant 

conclusions can be drawn from this observation and this remains a topic for further investigation. 

7.3.4. Friendship 

 

The explanation-building exercise of Chapter 6 (6.5.4) proposed to narrow down the meaning of the 

Friendship standard to consideration of others outside the organisation whom one knows without 

reference to the organisation, such as friends, family or acquaintances. One instance of this standard 

was found a few times: a few interviewees specified that they sometimes give general information to 

their acquaintances. Yet, none of them reported that the consideration of family, friends or 
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acquaintances played a role in her or his actual decision making. Interviewees from all three 

organisations explained this by referring to the fact that their organisation does not allow its 

inspectors to treat cases of family and friends (and thus does not allow going into the concomitant 

external egalitarian interaction patterns). Specifically, management in all three organisations obliges 

the inspectors to immediately refer cases that involve family or friends to the supervisor or to 

colleagues. One inspector noted that those family or friends not always appreciate this. 

7.3.5. Team Interest 

 

There were almost no references to the Team Interest (TI) standard in all three organisations, although 

this standard scored medium-low to medium-high in the survey. This is probably a consequence of the 

fact, noted above (paragraph 7.2), that the number of intra-organisational dilemmas reported in the 

interviews was limited. For it is of course in the discussion of intra-organisational dilemmas that the 

TI standard is likely to be most relevant. The underreporting of intra-organisational dilemmas was 

explained, at least partly, by the way the interviews were conducted. Thus, no important conclusions 

should be drawn about the relative strength of the TI standard on the basis of this low incidence in the 

interviews.  

7.3.6. Stakeholder Orientation 

 

Many instances of the Stakeholder Orientation (SO) standard are discussed in the next paragraph, 

where a listing is provided of the ways in which inspectors push the boundaries of their informal 

discretion (7.3.7.2).
294
 Essentially, the SO-versions of those PM-instances involve doing more for 

citizens than is legally required (or in some cases allowed). Examples of this include issue-blindness, 

emphasising mitigating circumstances, providing additional information etc. 

Yet, inspectors not always have to push the boundaries of their discretion to apply the SO standard. 

Some applications of the standard fit perfectly within the formal discretion. We cite two examples. An 

EI respondent explains that, once an operator received his permit, it is important for the inspector to 

go and visit the operator. "Usually people are simply happy that they received a permit and they forget 

to look at the conditions. The inspector should explain those conditions and monitor the progress. (...) 

But this of course requires time. I can also wait until the deadline, then go out to the site and observe 

that nothing happened." An RVA-inspector referred to a typical instance of SO that is stimulated by 

management: customer service orientation. "Ten years ago, a visitor to the unemployment office 

sometimes had to wait for an hour, when the inspector was busy doing other things. Now, we are 

required, once it takes longer than a quarter of hour, to go out and explain why we stay away."
295
 

 

As for the explanation, SO seems to be shaped by both interaction patterns and individual variables. 

 

First, the theory hypothesised that SO is associated with egalitarianism in the interactions with 

citizens, and the interviews seem to confirm this. Two interviewees from the RSZ e.g. explained that 

they applied the SO standard as a way to strengthen cooperation with inspectees and thus extra-

organisational egalitarianism. Interestingly, they both added that this external egalitarianism is 

something that is not so much shaped by the organisation management, but rather by the inspectees 

themselves. One RSZ-inspector e.g. clarifies that he "learned" the external egalitarianism "on the job 

and through experience."  

                                                      
294

 They are discussed there since these expansions of the discretion are not only used to apply the SO standard, but also for 

other purposes. 
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 Yet, the customer service orientation has its limits. He goes on to explain: "Of course, when that inspector is hearing 

somebody else, and somebody has to wait because of that, then this is force majeur." 
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Second, inspectors from all three organisations also referred to (at least partly) individual factors. 

These turn out to be twofold.  

The first is a kind of feeling of "compassion," which is in fact a dimension of Perry's (Perry 1996; 

Perry and Wise 1990) concept of "public service motivation" (see below). This can have its effect 

both consciously and unconsciously. As for the latter, an RVA-interviewee e.g. explains that he tries 

to avoid being biased by the social circumstances of the inspectee, but admits that SO-considerations 

might play a role "unconsciously." An EI-inspector also referred to individual psychology when he 

explained his application of the SO standard: "Perhaps I am too soft for this job." 

The second is a professional pride over the way one deals with people, over one's politeness. One 

RSZ-respondent referred to her primary socialisation as the reason for her emphasis on the SO 

standard: "It has to do with my upbringing, with politeness. I always think 'how would I like to be 

treated myself?'" Likewise, an RSZ-inspector referred to this skill of being able to deal with people as 

something that is "in your genes and in your upbringing." These references to politeness tend to go 

with a professional pride that one is able to handle inspectees. There were inspectors from all three 

organisations who explained with some pride that they were able to get things done from difficult 

inspectees. One EI-inspector e.g. explains: "You have to be able to convince the people. I can do that, 

while there are colleagues who always get into trouble." This latter remark was noted in all three 

organisations and is an indication of the fact that this is, in origin, an individual variable.
296
 Yet, there 

are also indications that professional pride is affected by the interaction patterns (and particularly by 

how the latter are shaped by inspectees). An RVA inspector e.g. describes how he learned to cope 

better with aggression in the course of the years: "you learn to stay calmer and to calm down the 

people." Likewise, an RSZ-inspector says that his colleagues differ somewhat in the way in which 

they deal with inspectees, but adds: "Yet, in the course of the years, you tend to act in the same way, 

because of the work. If you always enter like the SS used to do, you don't even sustain this during a 

year; because you realise nothing." 

7.3.7. Personal Morality 

 

The first subparagraph discusses the most obvious and standard application of Personal Morality 

(PM): when an inspector uses the formal discretion the law and his organisation grant him to make a 

decision that is indeed based on his personal ethical standards. Yet, more interesting than these 

formally expected instances of PM are those occurrences where inspectors in fact push the boundaries 

of their formal discretion. Although most interviewed inspectors first only referred to their formal 

discretion and how limited that was, further questioning based on concrete stories typically revealed a 

number of ways in which inspectors can move beyond their strict formal discretion in order to apply 

their own standards. These instances are described and then explained in the second subparagraph.  

 

7.3.7.1. Personal Morality as the use of formal discretion 

 

Most important of course are the areas of formal discretion. These constitute a core factor that 

determines the degree of low-grid and thus the degree of PM in ethical decision making. Can 

inspectors issue warnings (possibly with a term within which the situation should be regularised) or 

do they have to immediately take action that will lead to a sanction? Are they merely allowed to 

describe the situation (RSZ) or do they have the discretion to write a recommendation (RVA) or even 

take decisions themselves (EI)? Such aspects of the interaction patterns were extensively discussed in 

Chapter 5 and Appendix A. The interviews confirmed that the inspectors indeed use their discretion 
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or, in the language of the framework, that the degree of low-grid was associated with the degree of 

PM in ethical decision making. 

Yet, the interviews also provided two additional insights that are more interesting.  

 

First, the interviews indicated that there is an additional area where the organisation formally allows 

some low-grid and thus some PM in ethical decision making. Specifically, the three organisations 

permit an (albeit increasingly limited) discretion in the selection of who and what to be inspected.  

First, all inspectors can have some discretion in selecting who (i.e. which individual or organisation) 

they will inspect. This discretion has significantly reduced in all three organisations in recent years. In 

the RVA, the selection of inspected "objects" is largely determined by the Promes system. Yet, even 

within the Promes constraints there is still some discretion in the choice of the exact companies and 

individuals to be investigated. Moreover, Promes still does reserve a proportion of the working time 

for "spontaneous controls." Such spontaneous controls seem to occur least in the EI and the RSZ. In 

the EI, this is mainly due to the many inspection actions planned in the working groups and in the 

RSZ this is simply because of the fact that the many assignments from outside the inspection leave 

very limited room for inspections at the inspector's initiative. Second, even when the scope for 

selection of inspection venues is limited, inspectors still have some discretion in choosing what (i.e. 

which aspects of the legislation) they will inspect once they are at a site. This discretion was most 

frequently referred to in interviews with RSZ-inspectors. They have the discretion to limit themselves 

to a narrow review of those aspects they are assigned to review, or they can go broader. Remarks 

show that they can thus develop their own "policy." One RSZ-inspector e.g. noted that he 

systematically checks whether the employees of a company have an insurance for industrial accidents, 

explaining "I ask that because I myself think that this is important." 

 

Second, the interviews also indicated a number of instances where inspectors in fact somewhat denied 

their (formal or informal) discretion. They thus in effect went with the broader fiction that public 

servants merely implement the law. A senior RVA-respondent explains this behaviour as a way for 

the inspectors to “cover themselves.” Typically, after having first emphasised that they have no 

discretion and that they merely apply the law, and after some insistence by the interviewer, the 

interviewees then tended to nuance their claim and to indicate some areas where they do have formal 

or informal discretion. It is to the latter instances that we now turn.  

 

7.3.7.2. Personal Morality as expanding discretion 

 

A large part of most of the interviews was aimed at probing for instances of those cases where 

Personal Morality took the form of going beyond the formally allowed discretion. For this kind of 

reasoning where one stretches the rules out of ethical considerations is a textbook instance of the 

higher levels of ethical reasoning in the framework of Kohlberg and his collaborators. As the 

discussion will show, most of the examples came from RVA- and RSZ-inspectors. Because their 

discretion is limited (they do not take final decisions themselves), their need for such informal types 

of discretion increases. Again, the reader should be warned that this discussion does not specify 

anything about the frequency of these instances of PM. Although all described instances do occur, 

their frequency might be limited. 

 

In practice, inspectors use this acquired discretion to further other ethical standards, such as 

Stakeholder Orientation or Rules and Laws. Which these are and which form they take will be 

discussed in paragraphs 7.3.13 and 7.3.14, where the hybrids with PM are discussed. Here we only 

specify the ways in which the inspectors expand their discretion. First, we describe the four categories 
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of ways in which inspectors expand their discretion and then we attempt to explain these instances of 

PM. 

 

1. PM in observing the inspection venue and hearing the inspectee(s) 

 

First, inspectors can vary their persistency in the interrogation of inspectees or in the investigation in 

general. Such persistency can be to the inspectee's disadvantage. Several inspectors indicated that the 

choice between simply accepting the inspectee's initial story on the one hand or relentlessly 

investigating the correctness of his claims on the other can make an important difference. A case in 

point are the typical RSZ-investigations into the truthfulness of the claim of an inspectee that he is 

self-employed (and thus owes much less RSZ-contributions than if he would be an employee). Well-

prepared inspectees typically have a story ready, but if the inspector really makes the effort to do 

further investigations (e.g. interrogate more people, retrieve information from other governmental 

units, thoroughly investigate the company's books, etc.), he might be able to prove otherwise.
297
 

Similar examples could be given in the other two organisations. 

Alternatively, persistency can also be to the advantage of the inspectee, when the inspector makes 

efforts to retrieve information in defence of the inspectee. Such information can e.g. concern 

mitigating circumstances that, when they are noted in the file, might make a difference for the final 

decision. A number of interviewees interestingly note that this can indeed require some persistency, 

since people are not always likely to admit that they have problems: "there is much hidden 

poverty."
298
 

 

A second important aspect of the interviewing approach is the information that is given at the 

beginning of the interview. The inspector can first ask for all kinds of information and only afterwards 

clarify what he needs the information for. Alternatively, he can specify the aim of his visit at the 

beginning, thus allowing the inspectee to be a bit more on his guard about the kind of answers he 

gives. One reason why inspectors might choose for the second option is because this corrects 

somewhat for the inequity between the well-informed who know very well what the inspector is 

looking for and the weakly informed who might talk themselves into serious trouble without realising 

it (see also 7.3.13).  

 

Third, inspectors can also create their own discretion in the extent to which they report what they 

have observed. A working group coach of the EI noted that international networks concerning 

environmental inspection call this "the problem of issue blindness." One social inspector noted: 

"when I know that somebody helps [her uncle] only one day a year during a festival, then I will not go 

to that festival", while another said "you go to a bar that is closed and a cleaning lady is working 

there. Nobody knows you have seen it, and the employer will definitely not report this to Brussels." 

An EI-inspector noted that for small transgressions he sometimes tells the inspectee: "you solve the 

problem now immediately and then I haven't seen it. If it happens again next time, then I will of 

course be strict and write a PV."
299
 Overall, only few inspectors admitted to this behaviour, with the 

others typically arguing that the risks are too high and that such transgressions come out in the open 

eventually (see 7.3.8). This low number of instances is probably partly due to social desirability 

during the interviews, but some interviewees also noted that the scope for issue blindness reduces 
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 This is an area of some discretion since the inspector's report does not entirely show how relentless he has been in his 

investigations. 
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 An RSZ-respondent noted that it could also be to the advantage of the inspectee not to be persistent on the spot, but to 

allow the latter some time to prepare his case, admitting that this also has a Self-interest aspect: "That is to prevent [the 

inspectees] from talking themselves into trouble, but it is also easier for me when they know what they are talking about." 
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 Other EI-inspectors also specified that they did not write a PV for lighter transgressions (which is in fact condoned by the 

organisation), but they at least noted the transgression in their report. 
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with the increasing number of checklists and formats for inspections and interrogations, particularly 

in the RSZ and the EI.  

 

2. PM in writing the report 

 

Most interviewees typically start out by saying that they have to write their report objectively. Yet, 

after some insistence most of them clarify that the way of formulating things in the report or PV can 

make a difference. An RSZ-inspector explains: "The differences are actually not so much in how the 

inspection occurs (those are usually done thoroughly enough), but in the report. There are people who 

really put a lot of effort in it and there are others who write less." 

 

This is very obvious when the report is intended to classify something in legal terms, which can have 

important consequences. We explain this with one example from the RVA. In specific circumstances 

of force majeur (e.g. bad weather in construction work, fire or water damage to the company’s 

premises,..), employers can request a suspension of the labour agreement with their employees. The 

latter then receive an “unemployment benefit,” but they keep their contract and remain connected to 

the organisation. This allows the company to bridge a difficult period without going bankrupt and 

while keeping its employees. Of course, whether an actual situation fits the definition of force majeur 

often requires considerable interpretation. One inspector e.g. notes that it is difficult to judge to what 

extent economic problems in the tourist sector are a consequence of force majeur (the 9/11 attacks, 

the bankruptcy of the Belgian national carrier Sabena) or simply due to bad economic circumstances. 

The way the inspector describes the situation in his report can then have an important impact upon the 

final decision. He specifies “it can sometimes depend on a nuance in the description of the situation. 

Dots and commas can make a large difference.” 

 

In addition to the clear issue-blindness which was mentioned above, there are also more subtle forms 

in which the inspector can neglect or emphasise aspects of an observed situation in his report. An 

RVA-inspector e.g. notes that, when describing that somebody was in a working outfit on a 

construction site, it would make an important difference if the report would also mention that there 

were two cubic metres of bricks there, ready for construction. An RSZ-inspector explains: "You can 

of course exert some influence, e.g. by the use of language, by repeating something, etc." 

 

3. PM in the reporting of mitigating circumstances 

 

Another area where the inspector's personal ethical considerations can make a difference is the extent 

to which they report mitigating circumstances of the inspectee that could (partly) justify the latter's 

rule-transgressions. This is most relevant in the RVA and the RSZ, where the decision is taken by 

someone other than the inspector. 

There are typically three ways in which inspectors can report such circumstances. 

First and most obviously, they can note them in the report (for the administrative procedure) or in a 

complementary letter to the PV (for the penal procedure) and some inspectors indeed do. Yet, 

sometimes this can be inappropriate. As an RVA-interviewee notes, the fact that somebody has weak 

intellectual capabilities can be very relevant to justify his rule transgression, but is difficult to write 

down in an official report. Moreover, another RVA-respondent notes that such an official mentioning 

of mitigating circumstances might have a reversed effect, because it might be interpreted as proof for 

the inspectee's intention to deceive. Thus, there is a practice in both the RVA and the RSZ to transfer 

this information informally. In the RSZ, where the decisions are taken at the head office, this is 

typically done by adding a letter to the file with the request to remove him later on or, more recently, 
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by sending the mitigating information in an e-mail.
300
 The same is done in the RVA, but, as the 

decisions are taken in the same field office, such information is also sometimes simply communicated 

orally with colleagues from other departments or the director. 

 

4. PM in providing additional information to the inspectee 

 

Still largely within the formal discretion (but not obliged and thus depending upon the inspector's PM) 

is the RSZ-inspectors' possibility to suggest the inspectee to ask the RSZ for a payment by 

instalments. Several RSZ-interviewees identified this as the only thing they can do to "soften" the 

harsh decisions to which they contribute with their inspection report. More beyond the inspectors' 

formal discretion is their decision to provide the inspectee with additional information about how he 

could "walk just past the law," as one RVA-inspector put it. An EI-respondent described a situation 

where "the wife of a small farmer was standing in tears with crying children around her" and added 

that he could then "whisper in her ears" some unusual appeal procedures that might grant her some 

temporary respite. Finally, a particular form of giving additional information beyond the boundaries 

of formal discretion is technical-environmental advice by EI-inspectors. The latter are in fact not 

allowed to do this: they merely observe rule transgressions and it is the inspectee's task to solve the 

problem or to pay a specialist to do so. One EI-inspector recalled one case where he departed from 

this, because he felt that the engineers asked too much money from a small farmer.  

 

5. Explaining “PM as expanding discretion” 

 

The interviews indicated that these instances of PM can to a significant extent be explained by a 

number of low-grid aspects of the interaction patterns, which are mainly shaped by management. 

First, some types of PM are explicitly tolerated or even stimulated by management. For example, the 

practice in the RSZ to add a mitigating note to the report or to suggest an instalment pay plan is 

recognised by management as an acceptable practice. Second, some other types of PM are implicitly 

tolerated by the organisation management. These typically concern instances where an application of 

the law would be rather absurd, but where the management cannot officially admit this since it is 

bound to apply the law. No examples can be given here for reasons of confidentiality, but several 

instances were described in the interviews (although the interviewees typically added that these occur 

rather rarely). After having described such an example, one inspector clarified that nobody of 

management ever explicitly allowed that instance of issue-blindness: “They cannot do that. An 

inspection cannot afford to proclaim that it is acceptable for inspectors to turn a blind eye on a rule 

transgression.” Yet, in practice, no inspector would apply the law strictly in that case and management 

would not complain about this. The following quote is representative for what the inspectors typically 

answered when asked what the organisation management's position was about such PM-applications: 

"Since they [i.e. management] do not react, we think that they agree with it. On such a moment you 

decide autonomously. We do what we think we have to do, and we will hear it when we do something 

wrong, I guess." In sum, the organisation management sometimes implicitly shapes the interaction 

patterns in a low-grid way, thus stimulating use of the PM standard. 

 

If there is one standard where individual variables (or partly individual variables) can be expected to 

play an important role, then it is PM. Chapter 6 (see 6.5.7) accounted for the relatively high score of 

the PM standard in ethical decision making by hypothesising an interaction effect between the low-

grid interaction patterns and an individual psychological need of the inspectors to expand their 

discretion through PM. Indeed, in the interviews, some inspectors justify their PM by referring to their 
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 This occurs rather rarely, though. A respondent at head office (in a department where the decisions on the basis of the 

inspector's files are taken) e.g. noted that he only received such an extra letter about three to four times in his career. 
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professional pride: they refer to their experience, their "intuition." One RVA-inspector e.g. said 

"Sometimes I have this feeling 'there is something unusual here.' And then I decide myself to 

investigate this further." References to this intuition were also made in other organisations.  

Although in origin an individual variable, this professional pride is also shaped by the interaction 

patterns. Interestingly, we did not so much observe an interaction effect between this professional 

pride and low-grid interaction patterns, but with high-grid interaction patterns (i.e. the attempts by 

management and other actors to reduce the inspectors' discretion). This occurs in two ways. First and 

most obviously, if management reduces formal discretion, we can expect that professional pride will 

strengthen the inspectors' need to regain at least part of this discretion in an informal way. Second, 

professional pride makes that management's attempts to increase control not only strengthen the need 

for, but also the pleasure in expanding discretion in this PM-like informal way. In several interviews, 

the inspectors showed evident satisfaction that they managed to maintain their discretion in spite of 

the attempts to reduce it. When asked what he thought about the fact that RVA-inspectors were not 

allowed to act on the basis of anonymous complaints anymore, an RVA-inspector said that he 

completely disagreed with this, adding with a telling facial expression "we have many opportunities 

[to evade this constraint]." An RVA-inspector from another field office noted with similar 

satisfaction: "those of the Internal Audit unit know so little about the practice of the inspection and 

they also see so little [when they audit us]." There were examples of this in the other organisations as 

well. 

7.3.8. Rules and Laws 

 

The Rules and Laws (RL) standard is clearly the dominant standard in all three organisations, as was 

also indicated by the survey-based analysis. In practice, applying RL can imply at least two things. It 

can imply that one applies the law with a considerable degree of strictness, but it can also imply that 

one attempts to apply the law on a high number of cases. In both instances, the aim is to reinforce the 

law as much as possible.
301
 Since the pure application of the RL standard is by definition 

straightforward, there are not many interesting instances to be noted. One particular case is an 

interesting exception. An RVA-inspector told that he once, in an important case concerning a large 

firm with many employees, applied the law according to the letter, with the aim to signal the problem 

that the law was too strict. He succeeded in his aim since the story was extensively covered in the 

media and the minister changed the law.  

 

We can now immediately turn to an explanation for the dominance of the RL standard. 

First, the socialisation into external high-grid that was described in Chapter 5 is of course a crucial 

factor in guiding inspectors to the RL standard in ethical decision making. A number of inspectors 

also explicitly linked their application of the RL standard with particular factors, such as training (as 

part of HR-management, see Chapter 5). Most explicitly, of course, the EI-inspectors explained how 

their organisation management shapes the inspector-inspectee interactions in a hierarchist way. An 

RVA inspector described how he was learned, through role-playing exercises, “not to be influenced 

and mislead,” but to stick with the objective characteristics of the case. Also in the RVA, several 

interviewees referred to earlier impact of management on the interaction patterns as an explanation 

for the fact that many RVA-inspectors still interacted in a hierarchist way (and thus emphasised the 
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 Interestingly, the choice between these two ways of applying RL can in fact present itself as a dilemma, particularly since 

all three organisations have some system that registers the number of files that are being completed by an individual 

inspector. As mentioned in Chapter 5, senior staff of all three organisations emphasise that they either do not use this 

individual-level information (RVA) or that, if they use it (RSZ and EI), they combine this with qualitative information, such 

as the observation that the low number of files completed by an inspector might be due to intensive work on a small number 

of cases on serious fraud. There are indications, nevertheless, that some inspectors have a tendency to emphasise quantity 

over quality when they apply the RL standard. 
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RL standard) with the inspectees, while the present management tends to emphasise egalitarianism 

(and thus SO). One senior RVA-interviewee explained: “some [inspectors] still have difficulties with 

not observing a transgression. They then feel like they have failed somewhat. That is because they 

have been reinforced in this behaviour during so many years.”  

Second, internal high-grid aspects also play a significant role in accounting for the application of the 

RL standard.  

First, several interviewees explained their use of RL by referring to the consequences of not 

complying with the high-grid interaction patterns. Inspectors from all three organisations e.g. said that 

if they would not apply the RL standard (and e.g. apply the SO standard instead), this might 

eventually be discovered (“everything is always revealed eventually, because people pass it on 

anyway”) and bring them into trouble.  

Second, the high-grid environment also implies that recurring practices are routinised. Several 

interviewees explained that this leads to “habituation” and in turn helps to be more objective. One 

RVA-inspector specifies: “skin colour or descent are irrelevant for the inspection. Inspection depends 

on the regulations and not on the person you are facing.” He also explains how routines are important 

as a way to maintain authority and not allow oneself to be cheated.  

Third, internal high-grid can also have a more indirect effect. As noted in Chapters 1 and 2, internal 

grid not only refers to strict applications of the law, but also to a tendency to emphasise boundaries 

and distinctions. Such a tendency is central to hierarchy in general and to the Weberian-style 

bureaucracy specifically. The interviewees referred to three such distinctions when they were asked 

how they could maintain applying the RL standard. The first one is particularly important in the RVA 

and the RSZ: the organisational distinction between the inspector’s role as mere observer on the one 

hand and the role of the actors who take the decision on the other. An RVA-inspector e.g. honestly 

clarifies: “We were always told that we are merely observers and that we do not have to take 

decisions. I must say that this is an argument behind which we sometimes like to hide.” He thus in 

fact points out that this formal distinction between “observing” and “deciding” not only works to 

emphasise the RL standard (and through that impartiality and objectivity), but also to reduce 

responsibility, thus echoing the bureau-critique literature that was briefly reviewed in Chapter 2. This 

distinction is less relevant in the EI, because in most cases the EI-inspectors take the decisions 

themselves. The second distinction concerns task divisions with other organisations. An RVA-

inspector e.g. explains that in order to be able to apply the RL standard, it helps to think: “eventually, 

there are other organisations like the “public centre for social welfare” (Openbaar Centrum voor 

Maatschappelijk Welzijn) e.g., who can help the people. We have always been told that the RVA is 

not a charity organisation.” Third, some interviewees explained their tendency (or perhaps rather 

ability) to apply the RL standard by referring to the distinction between private and professional life. 

An RVA-inspector explains “I always told myself that, if I come home, my job should be finished 

(…). If I come home, I can go to sleep with a quiet mind. I don’t have any problems with that.”  

 

Yet, internal and external high-grid are not sufficient to engender applications of the genuine RL 

standard. Without any significant degree of group, this will lead to a hybrid of SI and RL: application 

of rules and laws, but only for opportunistic reasons and once the high-grid constraints would weaken 

(e.g. because of weaker daily supervision), the inspectors would lose their motivation to apply the RL 

standard and start shirking. Instances of this hybrid are discussed below (see 7.3.10 below). 

Here, we want to explain the pure form of the RL standard and thus look for an additional 

explanation. We found that in an element of what we will later identify as “civil service motivation” 

(CSM). Specifically, quite a number of respondents accounted for their application of the RL standard 

by referring to what we identify as "professional duty" and define as a hierarchist mode of civil 

service motivation. It is thus the result of the interaction between an individual motivation and the 

hierarchist interaction patterns. Typical examples of professional duty are the reference by one RVA-
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inspector to “loyalty to his employer,” and the reference by two RVA-inspectors and an RSZ-

inspector to their oath. One of them specifies: “In the beginning I had difficulties [with being strict], 

but I took an oath, that is my job.” Likewise, another RVA-inspector also referred to his professional 

duty when he explained “I am getting paid to judge objectively.” The hierarchist mode of civil service 

motivation can also materialise in interactions with inspectees. One particular instance of this is the 

enjoyment some inspectors describe of being able to "catch" somebody who flagrantly broke the 

rules. An RVA-inspector describes e.g. "To establish that somebody works and still enjoys 

unemployment benefits: I am not saying that I get a kick out of that, but it does give me satisfaction."  

7.3.9. Public Interest 

 

Chapter 6 (see 6.5.9) indicated that the Public Interest (PI) standard is of relatively modest importance 

(medium-high), when compared with the RL standard. This image is confirmed in the interviews. Not 

a single reference was made by the interviewees to "public interest" ("algemeen belang") in general, 

although a number of inspectors referred to more concrete specifications of this general term. As also 

conjectured in Chapter 6, these concrete specifications take a somewhat different form in the EI, 

compared to the RVA and the RSZ. It was conjectured that "public interest" has a more concrete 

sense in an environmental inspection than in a social inspection. While in the latter "public interest" 

tends to coincide with "rules and laws," “public interest” in the EI has a meaning independent of the 

rules and laws that are always an imperfect expression of it. Moreover, ethical decision making in the 

EI often involves balancing “the public interest” (in the form of a safe and clean environment) vs. 

other values. This conjecture was corroborated in the interviews. EI-inspectors were indeed more 

likely to see contradictions between the RL standard on the one hand and PI on the other than their 

RVA- and RSZ-counterparts. The latter rather tended to apply the RL-PI hybrid (see 7.3.15) because 

PI and RL tend to coincide in a social inspection. 

 

As for the explanation for the application of the PI standard, two observations are notable, the first of 

which was already conjectured in Chapter 6 (6.5.9). 

First, to account for the lack of between-organisational differences on the PI standard, Chapter 6 

conjectured that PI might be more associated with an individual variable than with the external high-

group interaction patterns it was originally hypothesised to be associated with. The interview-based 

analysis indeed confirms that there is something like a "Public Interest Motivation" (PIM).
302
 

Although the form PI takes tends to differ from organisation to organisation (see above), we found 

examples of this PIM in all three organisations. In the EI, several EI-inspectors identified the 

environment as one of the reasons for joining the EI and remaining there, as also often suggested by 

their postsecondary training in some environment-related area. In the RVA and the RSZ, PIM 

typically took the form of the interviewee saying that he applies the RL-PI hybrid because he 

personally thinks that the public interest (particularly in the form of "social justice") should be upheld 

(see 7.3.15 below).  

Second, there were indications that the PIM is not only shaped by individual variables, but also partly 

by the interaction patterns. Yet, this occurs in a somewhat unexpected way. We did not find any 

evidence suggesting that external high-group interactions reinforce PIM. Rather, we found that 

external low-group interaction patterns reduce PIM. Specifically, several interviewees pointed at 

low-group (and often fatalist) aspects in the inspector-inspectee interactions that create a kind of 

"realism." Inspectors operate in a fairly hostile environment with no inspectee really looking forward 

to their visit and with some inspectees being verbally and sometimes physically aggressive. Together 

with the other fatalist aspects summarised in the conclusion of Chapter 5, this requires a certain 
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 This term is not to be confused with Perry's concept "public service motivation," which has a broader meaning (see 7.5 

below). 
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toughness, which does not leave much space for idealistic "Sunday morning words" and detached PI-

considerations. One RVA-inspector referred to this as cynicism: "That cynicism is the best way to 

deal with the problems here. My wife thinks that I sometimes react very cynically." 

 

In sum, the interviews did not provide evidence for the hypothesised causal link between external 

high-group and the PI standard. Rather, they suggested that PI is engendered by a "public interest 

motivation," which is individual in origin, but sometimes moderated by external low-group (and 

particularly fatalist) characteristics of the job. One RSZ-inspector describes this moderating effect as 

follows: "When you start hitting the road as an inspector you might begin with ideals, but you tend to 

give up those ideals a bit. Before you hit the road, you might perhaps say that you will change the 

world, but from hindsight it then appears that that is impossible."  

Yet, these findings should be considered tentative, since the probes for PI were only one of the many 

issues in the interviews and this description is thus based on limited evidence.  

 

Having discussed all nine standards separately, we can now turn to a number of hybrids that returned 

regularly in the course of the interviews. 

7.3.10. Self-interest with Rules and Laws 

 

By the hybrid “Self-interest with Rules and Laws” (SI-RL) we in fact refer to ethical decision making 

that is only shaped by high-grid interaction patterns. The fatalist side of high-grid then engenders the 

SI side of the hybrid and the hierarchist side of high-grid then provokes the RL side of the hybrid. 

The three main empirical elements of high-grid were described above in accounting for the RL 

standard (see 7.3.8): threats of problems due to non-compliance, routinised behaviour, and 

distinctions in the decision making chain that reduce responsibility. If these high-grid characteristics 

are not compensated for by the high-group characteristics described in the discussion of the RL 

standard, they will lead to the SI-RL hybrid. This hybrid took two forms in the researched 

organisations.  

 

1. “The opportunistic rule-follower”: by SI motivated compliance with RL  

 

Typical for this type is that these inspectors will shirk once the high-grid constraints are alleviated. In 

the interviews, we in fact only met one inspector with such an outspoken profile and with a fairly 

notorious position in the organisation (the EI). He accounted for his behaviour by referring to some of 

the fatalist job conditions, but the limited number of people with such an outspoken profile guides us 

to assume that it is largely due to individual variables. 

A milder type that is more obviously shaped by the interaction patterns was found in the RSZ. A 

number of younger inspectors (outside the researched field offices) were said to be so frustrated with 

the fatalist aspects of the Copernicus reform for them (see 5.4.3), that they decided to do only the 

minimum in their work and nothing extra.  

 

2. “The frustrated rule-imposer”: imposing RL as a way to vent frustration 

 

While RSZ- and EI-respondents tended to react to their fatalist working conditions by shirking (see 

7.3.1.1), it appears that RVA-respondents rather apply this SI-RL hybrid as way to cope with their 

fatalist conditions. These inspectors apply the RL standards in a strict way, not so much out of 

genuine commitment towards the regulations but rather out of frustration, fostered by fatalist working 

conditions. We suggest two accounts for this behaviour. 
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First, this behaviour was referred to by a rather senior RVA-respondent, who suggested that 

frustration as a consequence of recent constraints on inspector-inspectee interactions (particularly on 

investigations into the family situation) might account for such behaviour. Second, a possible reason 

why this behaviour is more prevalent in the RVA than in the other two organisations is that the RSZ- 

and EI-inspectors typically meet their inspectees (mostly employers and operators) repeatedly in the 

course of the years. Although RVA-inspectors also develop such long-term interactions with 

employers, a large part of their work is aimed at controlling unemployed people whom they might 

meet only once or twice. This is in fact a low-group aspect of the interactions between inspectors and 

inspectees, making it more likely that the interactions take a fatalist than a hierarchist form, thus 

leading the RVA-inspectors to apply this SI-RL hybrid rather than a pure form of the RL standard.  

7.3.11. Self-interest with Team Interest 

 

Inspectors in all three organisations said they never comment on mistakes or even rule-transgressions 

by colleagues, unless those colleagues explicitly ask for help, which sometimes occurs in all three 

organisations.
303
 We identify this as partly Team Interest, because people indeed do not betray their 

colleagues and take the well-functioning of the team into consideration. Yet it is also partly Self-

interest, as genuine Team Interest would imply a more constructive, supportive attitude by proposing 

colleagues to help them, rather than simply staying silent. 

We hypothesise that the Self-interest component is associated with individualism (the fact that 

inspectors are often out on their own), while the Team Interest component is associated with internal 

high group. Yet, no empirical corroboration can be given for this claim as the respondents did not 

provide explanations for their choice for this hybrid. 

7.3.12. Self-interest with Stakeholder Orientation 

 

The hybrid SI-SO returned repeatedly in the interviews in the EI. Its most obvious guise is when 

inspectors are flexible with the regulations to the advantage of the inspectees (SO) to avoid problems 

and thus for opportunistic reasons (SI). As for the explanation, we would argue that particularly the 

fatalist aspects of the EI-inspectors’ personal liability and the lack of appropriate legal support for 

inspectors (see Chapter 5) make it likely that the EI-inspectors will avoid the risk of being under legal 

attack, through being flexible to the inspectees.  

7.3.13. Personal Morality with Stakeholder Orientation, Rules and Laws and 

Public Interest 

 

Above (see 7.2), it was described that inspectors from all three organisations reported situations 

where they felt uncomfortable with the contrast between the socially and intellectually vulnerable 

inspectees against whom they are expected to apply drastic sanctions on the one hand and cunning 

individuals who can get away with much larger offences on the other. In fact, such a consideration is a 

special case of a more general phenomenon where inspectors distinguish between mitigating and 

aggravating circumstances and let these considerations play a role in their ethical decision making.  

 

In the language of the framework, this is a complex hybrid of four standards. At the core is PM, 

because these considerations demonstrate that the inspector makes his own ethical judgement, beyond 
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simple application of the organisation's regulations.
304
 If the inspector judges that there are mitigating 

circumstances in support of an inspectee, then he will tend towards the SO standard. The backside of 

this is that he will apply the RL standard when he judges there are no mitigating circumstances. 

Finally, the hybrid also has a PI-element because inspectors typically invoke arguments of "justice" or 

"equity" to account for their application of the SO standard in one case and of the RL standard in 

another. 

 

We now list the three main "dimensions" on which inspectors, in all three organisations, tend to vary 

the mitigating and aggravating circumstances surrounding the inspectee and his behaviour. 

 

A first dimension concerns the seriousness of the rule-transgression and the related consideration 

whether the transgression was made in good or in bad faith. One RVA-inspector e.g. says "I will do a 

serious effect to catch the real culprits." A special case of this is when inspectees propose to "arrange" 

something with the inspector. An RVA-inspector e.g. says "if they do that, then I become really tough. 

I would also write that in the report."
305
  

 

Second, inspectors also consider how cooperative the inspectees are with the investigation. An EI-

inspector e.g. describes "If it is a company that knows that it is wrong and does nothing to solve the 

situation, then I will be strict: no excuses. When I feel that they are fooling me, then of course I have 

no moral objection against being strict." An RVA-inspector describes a situation where he was strict 

towards a Turkish employee, because the latter said that he could not speak Dutch, although he was 

born in Belgium. "That thus implies that he went to school in [Belgium] until he was 18. (...) But he 

claimed that he could not speak Dutch and that he thus needed an interpreter [for the interrogation]. 

Yet, that is often a trick to be able to discuss in Turkish what he should answer. This is thus an 

aggravating circumstance, and the reason why I wrote a PV." An RSZ-inspector combines the 

consideration of cooperativeness with the previous dimension when he says, about inspectees who 

will have difficulties to pay their debt to the RSZ: "If they are people who are in good faith and who 

did not leave me standing in front of their door a few times, then I will advise them to negotiate with 

the head office." 

One special aspect of this dimension is the extent to which the inspectees are aggressive. An RVA-

inspector e.g. noted that he will be stricter when inspectees show verbal aggression: "That aggression 

means that he knew that he was wrong and that he is a bad loser." 

 

The third dimension concerns the fact how informed and prepared the inspectees are. This is in fact 

the consideration that was mentioned above (see 7.2) as it is usually the weaker inspectees who are 

least informed and the large companies or genuine culprits who are best informed. This dimension 

was referred to repeatedly by RSZ-inspectors when they described investigations into the truthfulness 

of the claim of an inspectee that he is self-employed (and thus owes much less RSZ-contributions than 

if he would be an employee). Since this classification can depend upon subtle characteristics of the 

work context, being well-prepared can make a crucial difference for the inspectee. Yet, the same 

occurs in the other organisations. An EI-inspector describes how he in fact has a real policy being 

stricter to larger companies for this reason:  

 
"Petrol stations, for example. Suppose that a large oil company departs from the rules for 60% and a 

small petrol station owner departs for 80%. Then I will be stricter in that large company (...), because 

[that company] has the means to put things in order quickly. They know the legislation. (...). I show more 
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 Sometimes this PM can fit within the formal discretion (particularly in the EI), but often inspectors use informal 

discretion to allow such considerations to play a role. 
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 As an aside, it should be noted that there were only very few instances were interviewees referred to such “invitations” by 

inspectees. 
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understanding for a small company. I will write a PV in both cases, but where we have discretion is in the 

terms we can grant them to put things in order. Of course, I will not apply such a flexibility [for the small 

company], when there is a risk for the environment, e.g. when it concerns an LPG-tank.” 

 

As for the explanation for this hybrid, the different antecedents that account for the standards 

separately also foster this hybrid. For example, the EI-inspector who was just quoted explained that 

his policy of being more flexible to smaller companies is implicitly accepted by the organisation. He 

thus referred to what we identified (see 7.3.7.2) as low-grid interaction patterns that account for the 

use of the PM standard. Two other inspectors explicitly referred to professional pride, a variable that 

was identified to engender PM. An RSZ-inspector said “You also have the professional experience 

that helps you to assess fairly quickly when somebody tries to hide something” and his RVA-

colleague said in a similar vein: “You should do a good job. It would be regrettable if fraudsters could 

go on and weak people would always be the victim.” 

 

Finally, it is important to again emphasise that the interviews were somewhat biased in favour of 

identifying such considerations. There are many instances where the inspector simply applies the RL 

standard, without mitigating or aggravating circumstances playing a role. Likewise, a considerable 

number of inspectors pointed at cases where, however mitigating the circumstances, they had no 

alternative but to apply the RL standard. Interestingly, a few inspectors also pointed out that they saw 

it as their duty not to be influenced by such circumstances. One RVA-inspector e.g. indicated that 

when an unemployed person owns an expensive car and a nice house, this does not necessarily imply 

that he is cheating and has to be treated more strictly than obviously poor people. "Because the 

Mercedes can date from the time when he was still the director of a company; and who says that the 

house has been paid off? It could be a case of hidden poverty." He thus lets such elements not play a 

role in his judgement. Likewise, other inspectors emphasise that they try not to be influenced by 

aggression by the inspectee. An RSZ-inspector e.g. said "I would not be [stricter to aggressive 

persons] to punish them or something. You should not take things too personally in this job." Finally, 

some inspectors also indicated that it can be risky to consider mitigating circumstances because it is 

often difficult to know how truthful these claims are. 

In sum, the PM-SO-RL-PI hybrid is applied to a significant extent in all three organisations, but we 

conjecture that the straightforward application of the RL standard is still more prevalent. 

7.3.14. Personal Morality with Stakeholder Orientation and Rules and Laws  

 

This PM-SO-RL hybrid typically takes the form of inspectors being very strict on the important 

transgressions (RL), while still being friendly, providing information and perhaps being a bit 

foregoing on minor transgressions (SO). The latter typically requires a certain degree of PM, 

sometimes in the form of expanding informal discretion. A case in point is an RVA-inspector who 

describes how, during a typical inspection visit, he will start out by being strict and doing the 

observations. “Then I turn to the employer, I confront him with the facts and ask him whether he has 

an explanation. After that, I give him advice (…). You have to take sufficient time for that. At the end 

(…) I give him my card.” Another RVA-inspector describes a roughly similar procedure and 

concludes: “this way you have the perfect symbiosis between customer service and repressiveness.” 

Similar instances of this hybrid were noted in the other two organisations. 

 

As for the explanation, as usual, the hybrid is shaped by the causes of its respective constituting parts. 

Yet, it is worth nothing that the professional pride that was identified to account for PM is also a 

prominent antecedent of this PM-SO-RL hybrid. An RVA-inspector e.g. described with considerable 

pride how he might detect serious transgressions at an inspection site and confront an infuriated 
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inspectee, and still leave a contented inspectee at the end of the visit, because he has been friendly and 

informative. 

7.3.15. Rules and Laws with Public Interest 

 

A number of the interviewees appear to combine professional duty with public interest motivation, 

resulting in the hybrid of RL and PI. One RVA-inspector e.g. explicitly links this hybrid with both 

antecedents when he describes that he favours an image of the RVA-inspector as "somebody who 

maintains the social security system that, at the end of the day, got here through legislation," and 

identifies "the principle of solidarity" as the basis of his motivation. Another RVA-inspector justifies 

his strictness (reimbursing a large amount of money that was received unlawfully from a poor family) 

by saying "We cannot tolerate that those people receive community money (...) to which they are not 

entitled, when all those other people lived in poverty during those same six years." Finally, an RSZ-

inspector explained his practice not to bend the rules to the advantage of poor people on the grounds 

that "you create legal inequity this way."  

Most inspectors applying the RL-PI hybrid were found in the RVA and, to a lesser extent, in the RSZ. 

That there were only few in the EI is explicable, as EI-inspectors are sometimes confronted with 

contradictions between the RL- and the PI standard (see above), making it less likely that they will 

combine both in a hybrid.  

 

 

7.4. Describing unethical behaviour 
 

"Unethical behaviour" was essentially measured in three ways. First, it was measured through nine 

items of "questionable" behaviour, referring to the nine hypothesised types. The results of this 

measurement were reported in Chapter 6. Second, unethical behaviour was measured in a more 

qualitative way through an open question following these nine items. Third, unethical behaviour was 

also measured by asking management in all three organisations about the number of disciplinary 

procedures for inspectors in their organisations. These figures were very low with only about one or 

two cases in each organisation in recent decades. These cases included one case where an inspector 

had accepted bribes for being more flexible, another case where an inspector who had "turned mad" 

and "had made a scene,” a case where an inspector had manipulated the electronic system to pretend 

that he had written a letter, and a case where an inspector had lied about his presence at an inspection 

site.  

 

We now thus report on the main qualitative source concerning unethical behaviour: the answers to the 

open question. At the end of the survey, after the question in which they were asked to indicate the 

frequency of incidence of unethical behaviour (see above), the respondents were presented with the 

following open-ended question: 

 

 

On the previous page, a number of types of questionable behaviour were listed. Which type (types) of questionable 

behaviour occurs (occur) most in your organisation. Could you possibly give examples of this? Of course this might concern 

types of unethical behaviour that were not listed above. 

 

 

To reduce the risk of social desirability, respondents were thus asked to report on "questionable" 

(betwistbaar) behaviour. To allow for consistency with the theoretical framework we will 

nevertheless maintain the term "unethical behaviour." Table 7-5 below presents the response ratios. 
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This is relatively evenly spread over the three organisations. Management responded somewhat more 

than the inspectors, particularly in the RSZ, where 70% of management responded to this question.
306
  

 

 RVA RSZ EI Overall 

Inspectors 38/102 

(37,3%) 

21/51 

(41,2%) 

27/63 

(42,9%) 

86/216 

(39,8%) 

Management 11/20 

(55%) 

7/10 

(70%) 

5/13 

(38,5%) 

23/43 

(53,5%) 

Total  49/122 

(40,2%)) 

28/61 

(45,9%) 

32/76 

(42,1%) 

109/263 

(41,4%) 

Table 7-5: Response to the open question on “questionable behaviour” 

 

Some respondents used the opportunity of this open question to formulate remarks about the survey or 

to criticise management. Both aspects were discussed above in Chapter 6. Here we only discuss the 

direct responses to the question. They help to depict the different types of unethical behaviour that 

occur in the organisation.  

 

The tables below now report the types of unethical behaviour that were mentioned, as well as the 

number of times they were mentioned by members of each of the organisations. Of course, these 

frequencies should be interpreted with great caution, as one person can mention several instances, 

and can thus heavily influence the overall picture. They nevertheless do provide some rough picture 

of the instances of unethical behaviour. Most mentioned instances were examples of the hypothesised 

nine types of unethical behaviour (7.4.1). A few instances did not easily fit in the grid-group typology 

and are mentioned in a separate subparagraph (7.4.2). 

7.4.1. Instances of the nine types of unethical behaviour 

 

Table 7-6 describes some interesting examples of the hypothesised types.  

 

First, it indicates a number of interesting instances of Selfishness, the excessive use of the Self-

interest standard.  

The first two instances reside at the boundary between the Self-interest standard in ethical decision 

making and the Selfishness type of unethical behaviour. They were both already described in the 

discussion of Self-interest, as they emerged during the interviews. First, "shirking" was described 

above as a type of Self-interest (see 7.3.1.1), but is thus also described by a number of respondents as 

questionable behaviour. In the open question, it was most noted in the RVA and the EI. As for the 

contents, the actual examples that were given match the examples noted above. Most noted are cases 

of ignoring breaches of the rules, not out of Personal Morality, but out of sheer laziness. Not 

cooperating with colleagues or passing on heavy work to colleagues are other forms of shirking that 

were mentioned. Second, in the RVA, two respondents reported instances of “result-fetishism” (see 

7.3.1.2), which was also described above as an instance of Self-interest. Specifically, one respondent 

indicated that colleagues sometimes leave important cases unattended to focus on cases that are less 

important but “good for the statistics,” while another respondent laments that his/her colleagues tend  
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 The discussion below includes the remarks of both inspectors and management. 



  

 319 

 

 RVA RSZ EI Overall 

Selfishness     

Shirking, lack of initiative and lack of cooperation 8 

(7,8%) 

2 

(3,9%) 

6 

(9,5%) 

16 

Result-fetishism 2   2 

Fraud with working hours  3 1 2 6 

Fraud with car   2 2 

Abusing or leaking confidential information 2 1 2 5 

Organisation-fetishism     

Cover-up of unacceptable behaviour within the organisation 1   1 

Efficiency-fetishism    - 

Nepotism     

Family and friends 8 

(7,8%) 

  8 

Politically motivated nepotism 1   1 

Team-fetishism     

Distrust between teams, no fellowship between teams 1 1  2 

Partiality 2  3 5 

Anarchy     

Selfishness with Rule- and law-fetishism 5 1 3 9 

Total number of respondents 102 51 63 216 

Table 7-6: Types of unethical behaviour by inspectors that fit in the ninefold typology 

 

 to focus on behaviour that is measurable rather than useful, e.g. writing a PV instead of doing 

preventive work.
307
 It is interesting to note that no such references to result-fetishism were made by 

RSZ- and EI-respondents, although the interviews suggested some instances of this. We should thus 

conclude that result-fetishism is only of limited relevance in all three organisations.
308
 

The other three instances of Selfishness were not noted in the discussion of Self-interest. First, in all 

three organisations there are a few reports of fraud with working hours. This is fairly easy to do for 

inspectors of all three organisations as they usually work outside their office, without any close 

supervision. Second, two EI-inspectors report that the “company car” is sometimes abused for private 

purposes. Finally, in each organisation at least one respondent reported that confidential information 

was used for improper purposes. The two cases in the EI (both from the same field office) referred to 

leaking to the press. This is particularly sensitive in the EI, which regularly deals with serious cases 

that attract a lot of media attention. 

A particularly important overall observation concerning the Selfishness type of unethical behaviour is 

that none of the respondents refer to instances of straightforward, serious corruption.
309
 Together with 

the very few disciplinary sanctions (see above), this contradicts, at least for the researched 
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 As explained above (see 7.3.1.2), we would argue that these instances are remnants of a former habit to use the number of 

PV's as performance indicator, and not the consequence of the Promes measurement system. 
308

 If result-fetishism is an existing but small problem in all three organisations, then there is of course a higher chance of it 

being reported in the RVA than in the other two organisations, simply because there are more respondents in the RVA. 
309

 Given the fact that the survey was anonymous and the sometimes serious criticisms of management ventilated in this open 

question (see 5.6.1), we would argue that this is not due to social desirability bias. 
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organisations, widespread perceptions that Belgium has a relatively high incidence of corruption, 

compared to other European countries (Hodess 2001; Pujas and Rhodes 1999).  

 

As for the other two types of unethical behaviour associated with egoism, only one instance was 

mentioned of Organisation-fetishism and no Efficiency-fetishism was reported. 

 

As for instances of Nepotism, two important conclusions can be drawn. First, this problem only 

seems to occur within the RVA, and not in the RSZ or the EI. The cited examples refer to being more 

flexible with acquaintances than the regulations allow. There is no obvious explanation for this 

observation as the references to Nepotism come from different field offices and as the RVA-score on 

the Nepotism-item in the survey did not differ significantly from the score in the other organisations. 

The interviews provide no clarification either, as no reference was made to this type of unethical 

behaviour. This observation should thus be interpreted with caution, given this lack of corroboration. 

Second, and more importantly, political intervention seems to be virtually non-existent in the three 

organisations. This confirms the observation made in Chapter 5 and implies an obvious challenge, at 

least for these three organisations, to the commonly held assumption about the importance of political 

interventionism in the Belgian administration. In the same line is the observation that “gifts” do not 

seem to constitute an important problem in the inspection. Only one respondent (of the RVA) reported 

that citizens sometimes offer gifts, while only one other respondent (a working-group coach of the EI) 

reported and complained about inspectors accepting small gifts, e.g. a lunch in the company’s 

canteen, noting that these are “without a return, but still damaging for the Environmental Inspection’s 

image.”  

 

As for unethical behaviour associated with the Team Interest standard, only two examples were 

given, both of situations where teams did not cooperate with other teams. Excessive application of the 

Stakeholder Orientation standard was reported five times. Two of the three respondents in the EI 

who observed this type of unethical behaviour were from management. This exemplifies the basic 

cleavage in opinion between management and a relatively large group of inspectors who think that 

management is too tough on inspectees and too rule-focused.  

 

None of the respondents mentioned examples of clearly unethical behaviour associated with the 

Personal Morality standard. Yet, a fairly large number of respondents (4 in the RVA, 2 in the RSZ 

and 5 in the EI) did mention instances of excessive application of the PM standard but explicitly 

added that they did not consider them to be unacceptable (thus in fact suggesting that they were 

normal applications of the PM standard). Typically, they then gave examples of situations where it 

can be ethical not to apply a particular guideline.  

An RVA-inspector e.g. considers it ethical to allow inspectees some time to comply with the law, 

instead of immediately writing a PV. Another RVA-inspector distinguished between organisational 

rules on the one hand and laws on the other, and considered “not following internal rules or 

procedures, without breaching the law itself" acceptable, "if citizens can thus be helped to escape 

unemployment.” A colleague from the RVA referred to “common sense” and noted that his/her 

colleagues “take into account the social aspects while taking decisions; they however apply the law 

strictly in cases of rule breaking in bad faith.”  

An RSZ-inspector points out that inspectors sometimes look for a compromise. For example in the 

case of moonlighting one can assume that this already existed for some time before it is recorded. 

Some negotiation then takes place with the employer to reach an acceptable agreement about the 

period.  

EI-inspectors are relatively most numerous in mentioning such examples of PM ethical decision 

making (5 or 8%). This of course again refers to the cleavage between management and most 
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inspectors concerning the strictness with which the rules should be applied. One EI-inspector points 

out that the legal obligation to register (with a PV) every single breach of the environmental 

legislation is practically not executable. “Thus, everybody should make his ‘own’ choice in this 

respect.” Another EI-inspector points out that the criterion for success is the effect on the 

environment, not the number of recorded breaches of rules.  

In conclusion, it could be argued that, on the condition that these kinds of choices are founded on 

developed and explicit ethical reasoning, they should not be identified as unethical behaviour, but as 

examples of applying the PM standard. They are indeed reminiscent of the types of PM that were 

listed in the interview-based analysis above (7.3.7). 

 

Finally, each organisation has at least one respondent giving an example of the unethical behaviour 

counterpart of the SI-RL hybrid described above, i.e. the hybrid Selfishness with Rule- and Law-

fetishism. Two EI-respondents indicated that the Rule-fetishism of their colleagues comes from a 

“concern for one’s own career,” thus linking it with Self-interest. 

The respondents also suggest some explanation for this behaviour, which is consistent with the above-

described explanation for the SI-RL hybrid: high-grid that is not balanced by high-group elements that 

could turn it into hierarchy. Specifically, they refer to two such high-grid aspects. First, several EI-

respondents ascribed the behaviour to "pressure" or more specifically, to "pressure from the head 

office." Although most explicit in the EI, pressure by management towards Rule-fetishism is also 

referred to by one respondent in the RSZ. Second, "fear of Brussels" (EI-respondent) and “lack of 

courage, public servant-like cowardness” (RVA-respondent) were also mentioned as possible reasons.  

7.4.2.  Instances of unethical behaviour outside the ninefold typology 

 

The answers to the open question also provide a number of examples of unethical behaviour that do 

not easily fit in the ninefold typology. These are presented in Table 7-7 below.  

 

 RVA RSZ EI Overall 

Alcoholism, alcohol during office hours 4 1  5 

Racism  2   2 

Bullying, no team spirit 1  1 2 

Complaining (within or outside the organisation)  1 2 3 

Non-uniformity, subjectivity 3 2 1 6 

Lack of knowledge of the law  2  2 

Total number of respondents 102 51 63 216 

Table 7-7: Types of unethical behaviour by inspectors outside the ninefold typolgy 

 

The first four types in Table 7-7 could be seen as instances of the Selfishness type of unethical 

behaviour (cell 1) in a broad sense. The four cases of alcohol (ab)use in the RVA (none of the 

respondents made clear whether they referred to management or inspectors) and the reference to 

bullying are all cited by respondents from the same (large) field office. Ethical problems in this field 

office were already indicated by the exceptionally high incidence of the Self-interest type of unethical 

behaviour reported by the respondents of the field office (see above). The picture depicted in the 

commentaries seems to be one of an incompetent director, successfully applying a “divide and rule” 

tactic among the inspectors. This should be interpreted with caution of course. As the qualitative 

research did not include this field office, no corroboration with other sources of evidence is possible. 

Finally, one respondent in the RSZ and two respondents in the EI indicated "complaining behaviour" 
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by their colleagues as a type of questionable behaviour. The RSZ-respondent and one EI-respondent 

referred to complaining within the organisation, while the other EI-inspector referred to complaining 

to outsiders. 

 

In all three organisations, there are some concerns about the lack of uniformity of the decisions of 

the different inspectors. This is of course a classic problem of street-level bureaucracy, especially 

when it includes taking (or advising on) authoritative decisions. The RVA- and RSZ-respondents who 

note this problem blame this on the lack of hierarchical steering and guidance from management. 

Finally, two respondents of the RSZ (one from management, one inspector) report that unethical 

behaviour usually occurs as a consequence of lack of knowledge of the law, rather than consciously. 

We would argue that these two types do not easily fit our typology, because the answers to the open 

question did not provide enough information. If the lack of uniformity is really described as an 

organisation-level problem, then we would classify this as an element of the interaction patterns. If, 

on the other hand, it is identified as an individual tendency towards subjectivity then it would be 

classified as Nepotism or Partiality (which is possibly stimulated by interaction patterns of course). 

Likewise, further information should indicate whether "lack of knowledge of the law" is an element of 

the interaction patterns or rather an element of Selfishness. 

 

 

7.5. Conclusion 
 

As explained in the introduction to this chapter, this qualitative analysis provided a number of 

empirically significant building blocks for an eventual theory. It is not unlikely that a number of 

relevant instances of the types or causal links in the RVA, the RSZ or the EI were missed because 

only a limited number of people were interviewed in a limited number of field offices. Yet, the fact 

that the quantitative between-field office comparison (see 7.1.2), indicated that, with a few 

exceptions, our researched field offices do not differ too importantly from the rest of the organisation, 

leads us to conjecture that the number of building blocks that would have been added to the theory if 

we would have done more interviews in more field offices is rather limited. 

 

The building blocks provided by this chapter will be summarised and brought together in Chapter 8. 

Here we limit ourselves to two general conclusions that bring together a number of the observations 

made in this chapter.  

 

First, the discussion of the separate standards in ethical decision making suggested, at several points, 

that a number of aspects of what we call "civil service motivation" (CSM) can play an important 

role in accounting for ethical decision making. Specifically, we identified four such aspects.  

• The first was identified as "professional pride." We follow Bouckaert in defining 

"pride" as "the quality or state of being proud, of having self-esteem or being esteemed" 

(Bouckaert 2001: 20). "Professional pride" was invoked to partly account for three ethical 

decision making standards. First, it accounted partly for the use of the Organisational Interest 

standard in the RSZ, because it reinforced the external individualist interaction patterns: it was 

not only because of management's impact upon the interaction patterns that the RSZ-inspectors 

took into account the money their work delivers to the RSZ (applying the Organisational 

Interest standard), but also because of their own professional pride: they wanted to do useful 

work. Second, professional pride also impacts Stakeholder Orientation. As explained above, 

quite a number of inspectors take pride in being polite and correct to their inspectees. Third and 

most importantly, the interviewees also referred to professional pride to account for their use of 



  

 323 

the Personal Morality standard. When asked why they use this standard, several inspectors 

referred, with some pride, to their intuition and their experience. 

• The second aspect was described as "professional duty" and was identified as one of the 

antecedents of the Rules and Laws standard. This was defined as a hierarchist mode of civil 

service motivation since, although it has an individual basis, it clearly is shaped by hierarchist 

interaction patterns. It is interesting to note that this motivator was also identified in another 

investigation in the Belgian public sector. The survey in the Belgian federal ministry of finance 

that was already referred to in Chapter 5 (Depré et al. 1995: 32-34) identified "professional 

duty" (measured by the item "I do my job as good as possible because it is my duty as public 

servant"
310
) as one of the most important motivators of the questioned public servants. 

Interestingly, public servants in fiscal units (which include many inspectors) scored somewhat 

higher on this variable than public servants in other units. 

• The third aspect was described as "compassion." This interacted with "professional 

pride" to stimulate the use of the Stakeholder Orientation standard. 

• The fourth aspect was described as "public interest motivation" and accounted for the 

use of the Public Interest standard.  

We thus define "civil service motivation" (CSM) as the propensity to act upon one or more of these 

four motives. None of these four elements could be unambiguously allocated to either interaction 

patterns or individual variables. We thus propose to gather them in a new variable in the basic 

conceptual framework, which is impacted by the interaction patterns, the individual variables or an 

interaction between them. Figure 7-1 now presents this adapted version of the basic framework with 

the new variable.
311
  

 

Figure 7-1: The adapted conceptual framework (with “civil service motivation”) 

 

It is interesting to assess to what extent these four aspects of the “civil service motivation” (CSM) of 

our inspectors converge with the dimensions of the "public service motivation" (PSM) concept as 

developed by James Perry (1990; 1993;  1996; see also Vandenabeele and Hondeghem forthcoming) 

that was briefly presented in Chapter 1. Perry developed his theoretical concept into a construct with 
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 "Ik doe mijn job zo goed mogelijk omdat het mijn plicht is als ambtenaar" (Depré et al. 1995: 32). 
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 We did not empirically identify any association between CSM and ethical climate (partly because the latter was only 

measured quantitatively), but an assocation between both is conceivable and that is why an arrow links both boxes in Figure 

7-1. 
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six subscales: attraction to policy making, public interest, social justice, civic duty, compassion, self-

sacrifice (Perry 1996). While the latter has almost no resemblance to any of the four aspects of our 

CSM concept, the other five do share some meaning. First, most obvious is the association between 

Perry's concept of "compassion" and the compassion we identified as an antecedent of Stakeholder 

Orientation. Second, Perry's "commitment to the public interest" and “social justice”
312
 partly 

correspond to our "public interest motivation." Specifically, “social justice” largely corresponds to the 

“public interest motivation” we found in the two investigated social inspections (RVA and RSZ), 

while Perry’s “commitment to the public interest” differs somewhat from our “public interest 

motivation” as Perry's items strongly emphasise contributions to "the community." Third, Perry's 

concept of civic duty resembles, to some extent, our concept of professional duty. Yet, we defined the 

latter as a hierarchist mode of CSM that mainly refers to commitment and obligation towards the 

organisation, while civic duty typically takes a broader, societal view.
313
 Finally, the concepts with the 

weakest resemblance are Perry's "attraction to policy making" and our "professional pride." 

Underlying the latter construct is a need among the inspectors to have some impact, to make a 

difference, which could thus be seen as the street-level counterpart to Perry's concept. Yet, the 

operationalisation of both concepts is entirely different, with Perry's concept being operationalised in 

items like "politics is a dirty word" or "I don't care much about politicians." Indeed, as Bouckaert 

(2001: 20) notes, Perry does not "refer to pride as a separate category."  

In sum, the categories of our “civil service motivation” concept are only loosely connected to the 

categories of Perry’s “public service motivation” concept. In fact, this difference with Perry’s concept 

is the only reason why we chose to denote our variable “civil service motivation” and not “public 

service motivation.” By using “civil” as opposed to “public” we thus do not intend to identify a 

particular category of public servants,
314
 we simply want to distinguish our concept from Perry’s. 

Future research will have to corroborate our CSM concept and assess to what extent it is genuinely 

different from Perry’s PSM concept (see also 8.2.3.2). 

 

The second conclusion goes back to an observation made in Chapter 6 (see 6.5.1). There, it was noted 

that the medium-high score of the Self-interest ethical climate in the EI, was inconsistent with the 

"low" score of the Self-interest standard and the Selfishness type of unethical behaviour. We 

conjectured that there must be something like a "dam against fatalism," which precludes that the 

fatalism in the EI and the associated Self-interest ethical climate lead to Self-interest in ethical 

decision making and unethical behaviour and we intended to investigate this in the interview-based 

research. In fact, the interviews suggested that this "dam" also exists in the other two organisations. 

There were interviewees in all three organisations who complained about fatalist aspects of their 

environment, but at the same time remained fairly conscientious in their ethical decision making and 

did not allow this fatalism to affect their ethical decision making. This question about what 

constituted this dam against fatalism became a recurrent theme in the interviews. Overall, the 

inspectors indicated four elements that help them to reduce the impact of fatalism.  

The first two are interaction patterns other than fatalism of which the inspectors say that they 

counterbalance fatalism and thus reduce its effect. First, an EI respondent explicitly invoked the 

above-mentioned hierarchist distinction between his private and his professional life as one means to 

avoid Self-interested behaviour: “There is more than my job.” Second, a few inspectors also referred 

to the egalitarian interaction patterns among the inspectors as a way to deal with fatalism. Two RVA-

inspectors referred to joking among colleagues as way to cope with respectively fatalist policy 

                                                      
312 Perry (1996: 14) found a strong correlation between both, concluding that “the two dimensions were not unique and 

lacked discriminant validity.” 
313 That is why Perry (1996: 14) found a strong correlation between “civic duty” and “public interest.” We expect our 

“professional duty” concept to be more distant from our “public interest motivation” concept. 
314 In the British tradition “civil service” typically refers to civil servants of central government. 
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measures and aggression by inspectees. One of them adds: “If you would not have that kind of contact 

you would be crazy after three months.” 

The third and the fourth element are in fact aspects of "civil service motivation." They do not really 

counterbalance fatalism, but rather act as an intermediary variable that blocks its effect. First, a 

number of interviewees explicitly referred to their professional duty as constituting a dam against 

fatalism. An RVA-inspector e.g. sees it as part of the job, not to be demotivated by elements of 

fatalism. When asked whether the new arrangement concerning the investigation of the family 

situation (by many experienced as a fatalist measure, see Chapter 5) affects his motivation, he 

answers “No. If you are demotivated by a policy decision, you are not up to the job.” A colleague 

from another field office says about the same measure: “A real inspector does his best to do his job. 

We shouldn’t be too fatalist about those changes.” Second, some inspectors explained that their public 

interest motivation also blocked fatalism from affecting their ethics. One EI-inspector e.g. explained, 

when asked why the fatalist elements in his working environment do not affect his decision making: 

“I was concerned about the environment. That is the reason why I chose to work here and that stays. It 

would be much more difficult to motivate myself if I would be working in the Belgian army.” 
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88..  TTOOWWAARRDDSS  AA  TTHHEEOORRYY  OONN  PPUUBBLLIICC  SSEERRVVAANNTTSS''  EETTHHIICCSS  
 

“Every organizational structure can promote an ethical stance  

yet at the same time contain the seeds of pathology”  

Kathryn Denhardt
315
 

 

 

At the outset of the study we formulated the research question as follows: What is the causal 

relationship between intra- and extra organisational interaction patterns and the ethics of street-level 

bureaucrats?  

The answer was essentially that there is indeed a causal relationship, and that this can meaningfully be 

understood in the framework and theory developed at the outset of the study. The conceptual 

framework and the operationalisation of the variables by means of the typologies (Chapter 1) 

provided a useful map to describe the association between the intra- and extra-organisational 

interaction patterns on the one hand and the ethics of street-level bureaucrats on the other. The 

propositions that linked the actual types (Chapter 2) proved to have an acceptable predictive value, 

which is expected to increase in future research, as a consequence of the adaptations made to the 

propositions on the basis of the quantitative (Chapter 6) and the qualitative (Chapter 7) research.  

 

This concluding chapter now summarises the empirical data and proposes an adapted version of the 

theory on public servants’ ethics that was presented in Chapters 1 and 2. The first paragraph 

summarises the main empirical observations, organised according to the nine types of the Victor and 

Cullen typology. The second paragraph then presents the adapted theory on public servants’ ethics, on 

the basis of analytic generalisation: the generalisation from the empirical data to the theory. The 

chapter concludes with some methodological and theoretical reflections in the third paragraph. 

 

As announced and substantiated in the Introduction, the theory essentially focuses on street-level 

bureaucrats, as defined by Lipsky: “public service workers who interact directly with citizens in the 

course of their jobs, and who have substantial discretion in the execution of their work” (Lipsky 1980: 

3). As the empirical research was among inspectors only, it is not unlikely that the resulting theory 

might be somewhat biased towards antecedents and mechanisms that are specific to this particular 

kind of street-level bureaucrats. Yet, the strong roots in a broad range of literature (see Chapters 1 and 

2) provide sufficient theoretical support for the claim that at least the core of the theory encompasses 

all street-level bureaucrats. The ultimate test of course is in the empirical replication of the findings in 

street-level bureaucracies other than inspections (see Chapter 8 (8.3.2.2) on further avenues for 

research).  

 

 

8.1. Main empirical observations  
 

This first paragraph does not present any new information, but instead a summary of the main 

empirical findings presented in Chapter 6 and 7, thus bringing together the results of the quantitative 

and the qualitative research. Specifically, the following nine subparagraphs discuss the propositions 

concerning each of the standards. Each subparagraph contains a table with the summary of the 

quantitative research and then a discussion of these quantitative results, brought together with the 

interview-based findings. By means of introduction we first discuss the contents of each of the nine 

tables. This also allows for a brief recapitulation of the line of reasoning underlying the empirical 
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research. Table 8-1 below is a copy of the first table that will be presented (involving Self-interest) 

below. It is presented here merely as an example. 

 

The top line of each table represents the proposition concerning the standard, and particularly with 

which kind of interaction pattern it is associated. It is important to emphasise that these are not the 

original propositions as they were stated in Chapter 2, but the adapted propositions as modified 

following the quantitative research described in Chapter 6. This was thought appropriate because the 

present paragraph intends to present the empirical observations, not to repeat the elaborate discussion 

of how and why the original propositions were adapted following the research.
316
  

 

Interaction patterns 

(IP) 

Ethical climate 

(EC) 

Ethical decision making 

(EDM) 

Unethical behaviour 

(UB) 

The mean of fatalism and  

internal individualism 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: low 

� RSZ: low 

� EI: medium-low 

 

Differences:  

(RVA&RSZ)<EI 

 

Self-interest 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: low 

� RSZ: low 

� EI: medium-high 

 

Differences:  

RVA<EI  

  

Self-interest 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: low 

� RSZ: low 

� EI: low 

 

Differences:  

(RVA&RSZ)<EI 

 

 

Selfishness 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: low 

� RSZ: low 

� EI: low 

 

Differences:  

None 

 

 

IP 

 

 

IP  

 

 

 

 

IP 

 

EC 

 

 

 

 

EC 

 

EDM 

 

 

EDM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

UB 

Table 8-1: An example: The proposition concerning Self-interest, compared with the empirical data 

 

The second line of each table then represents, for each organisation, the within-organisational 

relative intensity of the respective interaction type, ethical climate type, standard in ethical decision 

making, and type of unethical behaviour. The aim of describing this relative intensity is to compare 

this information with the six basic propositions that were formulated in Chapter 2:  

 

• If the relative intensity of interaction type X is Y, then 

1.. the relative intensity of the related ethical climate type will be Y 

2.  the relative intensity of the related ethical decision making standard will be Y 

3.  and the relative frequency of occurrence of the related unethical behaviour type will be Y. 

• If the relative intensity of ethical climate type X is Y, then 

4.  the relative intensity of the related ethical decision making standard will be Y 

5. and the relative frequency of occurrence of the related unethical behaviour type will be Y 

• If the relative intensity of the ethical decision making standard X is Y, then 

6. the relative frequency of occurrence of the related unethical behaviour type will be Y 
[Where Y is one of the four categories of relative intensity (low, medium-low, medium-high, high)] 

 

These six propositions are in fact the six possible associations between the four main variables of the 

basic conceptual framework (interaction patterns ethical climate, ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour) and are represented by six arrows at the bottom of each table. 
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 The original propositions are nevertheless repeated in a footnote. 
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The third line of each table then describes the between-organisational differences for the respective 

interaction type, ethical climate type, standard in ethical decision making, and type of unethical 

behaviour. The aim of describing these between-organisational differences was to allow testing 

another set of propositions. These were deduced, in Chapters 5 and 6 from the set of propositions just 

mentioned. Because there is no overlap for the same interaction type (see 6.4. for an explanation of 

this condition), the following predictions concerning the between-organisational differences were 

possible: 

 If the between-organisational differences for interaction type X are A<B<C, then 
1.  the between-organisational differences for the related ethical climate type will be A<B<C 

2.  the between-organisational differences for the related ethical decision making type will be A<B<C 

3.  and the between-organisational differences for the related type of unethical behaviour will be A<B<C. 

• If the between-organisational differences for ethical climate type X are A<B<C, then 

4.  the between-organisational differences for the related ethical decision making type will be A<B<C 

5.  and the between-organisational differences for the related type of unethical behaviour will be A<B<C. 

• If the relative intensity of the ethical decision making standard X is Y, then 

6. and the between-organisational differences for the related type of unethical behaviour will be A<B<C. 
[Where Y is one of the four categories of relative intensity (low, medium-low, medium-high, high)] 

 

Again, these propositions reflect the six possible associations between the four main variables of the 

basic conceptual framework, as represented by the arrows at the bottom of each table. 

 

Finally, the bottom part of each table represents the six possible arrows that link the four variables. 

When the data concerning the relative intensity of the type (line 2) or concerning the between-

organisational differences (line 3) are consistent with the proposition, the arrow is in black; if not it is 

turned blank.
317
 Because the tables present the adapted and not the original propositions, this 

presentation of black and blank arrows should not be considered as a test of the original theory (that is 

done in the pattern-matching exercises in Chapter 6), but rather an indication of those associations 

that, even after an adaptation, still do not work and therefore require further explanation in the text.
318
 

Taking Table 8-1 as an example, we now briefly describe why we consider some empirical 

combinations as genuine associations (i.e. a black arrow) and others not (i.e. a blank arrow).  

The top-right arrow (i.e. the association between "fatalism and internal individualism" on the one 

hand and the SI ethical climate type on the other) is in black for the following two reasons. First, the 

relative intensity of "fatalism and internal individualism" is the same (in the RVA and the RSZ) or 

approximately the same (in the EI) as the relative intensity of the SI ethical climate type. Second, the 

between-organisational differences for "fatalism and internal individualism" are consistent with the 

between-organisational differences for the SI ethical climate type. 

The top-middle arrow (i.e. the association between the SI ethical climate and the SI standard in ethical 

decision making) is blank because of one reason. In one organisation (the EI), the relative intensity of 

the SI ethical climate type ("medium-high") was significantly higher than the relative intensity of the 

SI standard in ethical decision making ("low"). We thus conclude that there is no association between 

both, and the analysis will have to provide an account for this. 

A same logic is applied to the other arrows in this and the following tables. 
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 Specifically, an arrow is turned blank when one or both of the following two conditions are satisfied: (1) in one or more 

of the three organisations, the relative intensity of the respective types are significantly different (i.e. not the same nor 

approximate, e.g. medium-low and high); (2) the between-organisational differences for both types are clearly inconsistent 

(e.g. RVA<EI for one type and EI<RVA for the other).  
318

 In addition to the black and blank arrows, Table 8-8 (which describes the associations involving “Personal Morality”) also 

contains a third type of arrow, which is covered by a cross, and in fact means that we do not hypothesise an association. 
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In addition to the table, each subparagraph provides some additional interpretation of the quantitative 

data presented in this table and complements this with qualitative data. First, the interaction patterns 

are briefly addressed. This discussion is kept to a strict minimum as the interaction patterns in the 

three organisations were extensively discussed in Chapter 5 and summarised in its conclusion. 

Subsequently, the results concerning the specific ethical climate type are discussed. This is also fairly 

limited as ethical climate was only measured quantitatively. Third, the discussion of ethical decision 

making is the most extensive, as this was not only measured in the survey but also in the interviews. 

The discussion in the subparagraphs below thus briefly summarises the findings reported in Chapter 

7: the forms the ethical decision making standard takes in concrete dilemmas, and where appropriate 

some conclusions about its antecedents. The observations concerning the hybrids of two or more 

standards (see 7.3.10 to 7.3.15) are only referred to cursorily because the antecedents of such a hybrid 

typically are a combination of the antecedents of its constituting parts. Finally, each paragraph also 

briefly discusses the findings concerning unethical behaviour, as observed in the survey items and the 

open-ended survey-question about unethical behaviour. 

 

This discussion will show that, for a number of standards (particularly Organisational Interest, 

Efficiency, Friendship, and Team Interest), the conclusions are largely limited to general observations 

and suggestions for further research. This is because of measurement problems in the survey and/or 

measurement biases against these standards in the interviews. The standards Self-interest, Stakeholder 

Orientation, Personal Morality, Rules and Laws, and Public Interest are more extensively researched 

and deliver more contentwise conclusions.  

8.1.1. Self-interest 

 

Probably the most important observation concerning Self-interest (SI) is that the study clearly 

suggests that none of the organisations has really major problems concerning this standard. 

Respondents from all three organisations answered that the SI standard is of low importance in their 

ethical decision making and that the Selfishness type of unethical behaviour ("colleagues break laws 

rules or procedures out of pure self-interest") occurs "never" to "very rarely." This low degree of 

Selfishness is confirmed by the very limited degree of disciplinary procedures in all three 

organisations.  

 

SI was hypothesised to be associated with fatalism and internal individualism and this hypothesis 

was not adapted. Yet, since a dependent variable can only take one value at the same time, we took 

the mean of fatalism and internal individualism as the predictor of SI, as is shown in Table 8-2. 

 

As Table 8-2 shows, the only exception to the positive picture about low SI is the "medium-high" 

score of the SI ethical climate in the EI (as opposed to "low" in the RVA and the RSZ). This score is 

approximately consistent with the "medium-low" score of its hypothesised antecedent: "fatalism and 

internal individualism" in the EI. Chapter 5 indicated that, of these two, fatalism was most important. 

Particularly salient fatalist factors were the personal liability of the EI-inspectors, the high 

discrepancy between the EI-inspectors’ expectations concerning discretion and the low discretion they 

actually have; and the fact that EI-inspectors receive different pay for the same work, depending on 

their degree. 
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Interaction patterns Ethical climate Ethical decision making Unethical behaviour 

The mean of fatalism and  

internal individualism 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: low 

� RSZ: low 

� EI: medium-low 

 

Differences:  

(RVA&RSZ)<EI 

 

Self-interest 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: low 

� RSZ: low 

� EI: medium-high 

 

Differences:  

RVA<EI  

  

Self-interest 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: low 

� RSZ: low 

� EI: low 

 

Differences:  

(RVA&RSZ)<EI 

 

 

Selfishness 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: low 

� RSZ: low 

� EI: low 

 

Differences:  

None 

 

 

IP 

 

 

IP  

 

 

 

 

IP 

 

EC 

 

 

 

 

EC 

 

EDM 

 

 

EDM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

UB 

Table 8-2: The proposition concerning Self-interest (SI), compared with the empirical data 

 

Two important observations can be made on the basis of the quantitative measurement of the SI 

standard in ethical decision making. First, the EI-inspectors are significantly more than their RVA- 

and RSZ-counterparts likely to apply the SI standard in ethical decision making. This is consistent 

with the higher incidence of fatalism and, to a lesser extent, internal individualism in the EI. Second, 

this difference is not reflected in the relative within-organisational intensity of the SI standard in 

ethical decision making. SI scored "low" in all three organisations. Thus, the "medium-high" score of 

the SI climate in the EI does not lead to an equally high score in ethical decision making (and 

unethical behaviour, see the blank arrows). This was identified as a "dam against fatalism" in Chapter 

6 (6.5.1) and its constituting elements were discussed at the very end of Chapter 7 (7.5).  

 

In Chapter 7 (7.3.1), it was also noted that it is difficult to distinguish between the SI standard in 

ethical decision making and the Selfishness type of unethical behaviour. We chose the pragmatic 

distinction to classify the instances that were mentioned in the interviews as "Self-interest" and those 

mentioned in the answers to the open survey question about questionable behaviour as "Selfishness." 

Yet, in actual fact the distinction is a matter of degree and it is eventually local circumstances, moral 

opinion and regulations that will determine on which side of the border a concrete instance would 

locate itself.  

Two types of Self-interest/Selfishness were found in both the interviews and the answers to the open 

question on the survey. The first was shirking work and responsibility. This was identified to be 

mainly associated with fatalist interaction patterns. In addition to the fatalist elements already 

mentioned above, inspectors also referred to aggression by inspectees to account for their shirking. 

Second, there were a few instances of “result-fetishism” in all three organisations, which were 

associated with the individualist aspects of the measurement systems. Specifically, the limited degree 

of NPM-like individualism in the EI provokes some result-fetishism; while the mixed signals about 

the individualist character of the measurement system in the RSZ lead to result-fetishism by only a 

few individuals and the high-group Promes system in the RVA engenders result-fetishism in the form 

of a hybrid of Self-interest and Team Interest. Thus, given the low degree of individualism in these 

measurement systems, our initial research question that focussed on the impact of NPM-measures on 

ethics could only be tested to a very limited degree.  
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Other types of Selfishness that were only noted in the answers to the open survey question included 

fraud with working hours and the abuse or leaking of confidential information. The survey also 

revealed a few instances of alcoholism, racism and bullying, which could be considered instances of 

Selfishness in a broad sense. 

8.1.2. Organisational Interest 

 

As the figures in Table 8-3 below show, Organisational Interest (OI) varies from "low" to "high," 

depending on the organisation and on whether it refers to ethical climate, decision making or 

unethical behaviour. One significant problem with the interpretation of the OI survey results is that 

the survey merged two concepts within the same item: the organisation's financial interests and the 

organisation's image. The interviews suggest that people distinguish between these two 

operationalisations and future measurement should thus do likewise. This problem made the 

interpretation of the survey-based data difficult. 

 

In an adapted version of the proposition, OI was hypothesised to be associated with external 

individualism and a high-group element.
319
 This scores clearly highest in the RSZ, where an 

important consequence of the inspectors' work is the collection of inspectees' money that is due to the 

RSZ. It was argued in Chapters 6 (6.5.2) and 7 (7.3.2) that this stimulates individualism in the 

inspector-inspectee interactions: a pragmatic attitude of the inspectors towards the inspectees that is 

more materialistically focussed and aimed at collecting money than in the RVA and the EI. Yet, it 

also has a high-group aspect since this pragmatic attitude is aimed at collecting money for the 

organisation, not for the individual inspector.  

 

Interaction patterns Ethical climate Ethical decision making Unethical behaviour 

External individualism &  

a high-group element 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-low 

� RSZ: medium-low 

� EI: low 

 

Differences:  

EI<RVA<RSZ 

 

Organisational Interest 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: low 

� RSZ: medium-high 

� EI: low 

 

Differences:  

(EI&RVA)<RSZ 

 

Organisational Interest  

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-low 

� RSZ: medium-low 

� EI: medium-low 

 

Differences:  

(EI&RVA)<RSZ 

 

 

Organisation-fetishism 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: high 

� RSZ: medium-high 

� EI: medium-high 

 

Differences:  

None 

 

 

 

IP 

 

 

IP 

 

 

 

 

 

IP 

 

EC 

 

 

 

 

EC 

 

EDM 

 

 

EDM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

UB 

Table 8-3: The adapted proposition concerning Organisational Interest (OI), compared with the empirical 

data 
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 Originally, it was hypothesised to be associated with external and internal individualism and a high group element. 
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The ethical climate scores on OI were indeed approximate to the scores on external individualism 

and high-group. Both the relative intensity of the items within the organisation and the between-

organisational differences indeed identify that the OI climate scores relatively strong in the RSZ. The 

RSZ-inspectors thus indeed perceive more than their counterparts of the RVA and the EI, that they are 

expected to emphasise the financial interests and their organisation's image. 

 

The distinct position of the RSZ is less obvious in ethical decision making. Although the RSZ still 

scores significantly higher than the other two organisations, the relative intensity of OI within the 

organisation is medium-low in all three organisations.
320
  

The interviews provided examples of the two instances of OI. First, there were some instances, 

particularly in the RSZ, of inspectors considering the organisation's financial interests in their ethical 

decision making. Second, in the RSZ and to a lesser extent in the RVA, inspectors said that they took 

into consideration the organisation's image and reputation. They clarified that they did this for the 

organisation's good (high-group), but also for pragmatic reasons (external individualism) as a good 

image of the organisation makes it easier to get things done from the inspectees.  

 

Most striking in Table 8-3 is of course the medium-high to high score of the OI type of unethical 

behaviour: Organisation-fetishism. The three blank arrows indicate important differences between 

this unethical behaviour type and OI ethical climate and ethical decision making. It was conjectured in 

Chapter 6 (6.5.2) that this is largely due to the operationalisation of Organisation-fetishism: 

“Colleagues conceal unsavoury facts for people outside X, as they might harm the interests or the 

image of X” (where X is the organisation). Although this is an instance of Organisation-fetishism, it is 

a very specific instance. The high relative intensity of this item and the fact that there are no between-

organisational differences suggest that this is an instance of unethical behaviour that is typical among 

all inspectors. Specifically, it was conjectured that the fairly "hostile" environment in which the 

inspectors operate strengthens a tendency towards secrecy, while the fact that all organisations have a 

considerable degree of high-group intra-organisational interactions might also strengthen this secrecy.  

8.1.3. Efficiency 

 

Chapter 1 defined "Efficiency" (EF) as materialistic consideration of the interests of "the public 

sector" or of "society," whereby the latter are considered as a “a reified, indivisible unit that can be 

understood to have needs and preferences” (Victor and Cullen 1988: 106-107). In the survey, this was 

defined narrowly as "cost-saving" (kostenbesparing) or "cheap" (goedkoop) because "efficiency" 

(efficiëntie) in Dutch tends to have a meaning that goes beyond materialistic interests and is moreover 

often confused with effectiveness. As Table 8-4 shows, these items score low to medium-low for all 

three organisations and all three ethical variables. 

 

EF was hypothesised to be associated with individualism and a high-group element. Yet, Chapter 6 

(6.5.3) argued that this combination of interaction patterns should not be considered a mere sum of 

both constituting parts, but a genuine hybrid that thus amounts to something like a new interaction 

type. This could be defined as an individualist kind of engagement towards the group, a materialistic 

                                                      
320

 This diverges somewhat with the interview-based observation that RSZ-inspectors say that they consider the financial 

interests of the organisation not so much because it is expected from them, but out of professional pride, to have the feeling 

that their work is useful. Thus, while the latter would suggest that the inspectors' civil service motivation increases the 

relative importance of the OI standard compared to the relative importance of the ethical climate type, we in fact see a small 

decrease. This could again be a consequence of the fact that the OI items merged both meanings of OI: consideration of 

financial interests and of the organisation's image. Perhaps the inspectors were more thinking of the organisation's financial 

interests when they answered the climate items and of the organisation's image when they answered the ethical decision 

making item. 
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way of contributing to the group: financial prudence or cost-consciousness. This interaction type then 

is clearly strongest in the RVA, where an industrial conflict over the IT- and other facilities was 

smouldering at the time of the research. It is equally clearly lowest in the EI, where management e.g. 

uses the spent budget for laboratory tests as a measure to monitor progress in the implementation of 

its inspection plan and thus in fact as an implicit performance indicator. 

 

Interaction patterns Ethical climate Ethical decision making Unethical behaviour 

Individualism &  

a high-group element 

(operationalised as "financial 

prudence") 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-low 

� RSZ: low 

� EI: low 

 

Differences:  

EI<RSZ<RVA 

Efficiency 

 

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-low 

� RSZ: low 

� EI: low 

 

Differences:  

EI<RSZ<RVA 

Efficiency  

 

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: low 

� RSZ: low 

� EI: low 

 

Differences:  

None 

 

Efficiency-fetishism 

 

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-low 

� RSZ: medium-low 

� EI: low 

 

Differences:  

EI<RVA 

 

 

 

IP 

 

 

IP 

 

 

 

 

IP 

 

EC 

 

 

 

 

EC 

 

EDM 

 

 

EDM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

UB 

Table 8-4: The adapted proposition concerning Efficiency (EF), compared with the empirical data 

 

The score of the EF ethical climate type is consistent with the theory. The qualitatively observed 

between-organisational differences with regard to cost-consciousness (i.e. individualism and high-

group) are consistent with the quantitatively observed between-organisational differences on the EF 

ethical climate type.
321
 It should be noted that, although the RVA has the strongest EF climate, the 

actual relative intensity of it still remains medium-low. 

 

The between-organisational differences disappear for the EF standard in ethical decision making 

(where all three organisations score low), but largely return for unethical behaviour (where RVA 

and now also RSZ score medium-low). Thus, although the RVA-inspectors report that EF is to a 

considerable degree expected from them (climate) and that their colleagues commit some EF-

fetishism (unethical behaviour), they do not seem to apply the associated standard in their ethical 

decision making. It was conjectured in Chapter 6 that this is largely an artefact of the measurement 

instrument. It is indeed difficult to conceive how the EF standard can be relevant in the two 

hypothetical dilemmas described in the survey. However, it was noted in Chapter 7 (7.3.3) that the 

interviews did not indicate any instance of the EF standard in ethical decision making in the RVA 

either. Yet, the interviews are not a good measure of the frequency of a standard, particularly since the 

interviewees were not systematically asked how important this standard was in their ethical decision 

making. Thus, no significant conclusions can be drawn from this observation and this remains a topic 

for further investigation. 
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 Tautology between "cost-consciousness" as interaction type (i.e. individualism and high-group) and "efficiency" as ethical 

climate is avoided by the four distinctions specified in Chapter 1 (1.1.2): interactions vs. ethics; grid-group vs. Victor and 

Cullen; classification by researcher vs. classification by respondents; qualitative measurement vs. quantitative measurement. 
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8.1.4. Friendship 

 

Victor and Cullen's concept of "Friendship" (FR) was, by definition, ambiguous as it refers to 

consideration of other people "irrespective of organisational or specific stakeholder memberships" 

(Parboteeah and Cullen 2003: 141). Thus, the items in the survey referred to concern about other 

people "whether they are colleagues or outsiders." Yet, as explained in Chapter 6 (6.5.4), the results 

were difficult to interpret and an analysis of the responses to the FR ethical decision making items 

suggests that people do distinguish between concern for "friends" within the organisation on the one 

hand and concern for people outside the organisation on the other. That is why in Chapter 6 the 

decision was taken to narrow the meaning of FR to consideration of others outside the organisation 

whom one knows without reference to the organisation, such as friends, family or acquaintances.
322
  

 

This narrowed definition of FR was hypothesised to be associated with a particular form of external 

egalitarianism: external egalitarianism towards friends, family and acquaintances. As indicated in 

Table 8-5, this scores low in all three organisations. For management in all three organisations 

expects its inspectees not to work on cases that involve family and friends and to pass these on to 

colleagues or to the supervisor. 

 

Interaction patterns Ethical climate Ethical decision making Unethical behaviour 

External egalitarianism 

towards friends, family and 

acquaintances 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: low  

� RSZ: low 

� EI: low 

 

Differences:  

None 

Friendship 

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-low  

� RSZ: medium-low 

� EI: medium-low 

 

Differences:  

 None 

Friendship  

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: low  

� RSZ: low 

� EI: low 

 

Differences:  

None 

 

Nepotism 

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-low  

� RSZ: medium-low 

� EI: medium-low 

 

Differences:  

None 

 

 

IP 

 

 

IP 

 

 

 

 

IP 

 

EC 

 

 

 

 

EC 

 

EDM 

 

 

EDM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

UB 

Table 8-5: The adapted proposition concerning Friendship (FR), compared with the empirical data 

 

The FR ethical climate items all four specify a concern for others "whether these are colleagues or 

outsiders." This makes them broader than the Friendship concept as we just defined it and thus very 

difficult to interpret. No conclusion can therefore be drawn on the basis of this observation, other than 

that future operationalisations of the climate items should be more specific. 

 

The FR ethical decision making items are also difficult to interpret and different from our redefined 

Friendship concept. The first item referred to consideration of the personal relationship with an 

inspectee and the second to personal ties with people within the organisation. Again, the main 
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 As a standard of ethical decision making, this would be close to unethical behaviour, but we did find applications of this 

standard that could be morally acceptable, e.g. when the concern for acquaintances only involves giving information and not 

providing any particular advantages. 



  

 336 

conclusion is that new items should be developed to measure FR in its new operationalisation. This 

might require the introduction of a new hypothetical dilemma in the survey that involves family, 

friends or acquaintances. The interview-based research indicated a few inspectors who say that they 

sometimes give information to acquaintances. Yet, none of the interviewees admitted to providing 

other favours, typically referring to the practice that such cases are passed on to colleagues or 

management. 

 

Finally, the FR unethical behaviour item (Nepotism) is in fact the only item that comes close to our 

new definition of FR: "Colleagues break laws, rules or procedures to help a friend."
323
 Interestingly, 

this item scored medium-low in all three organisations, in spite of the policy not to treat cases of 

acquaintances (as reflected in the score "low" in the left-hand column of Table 8-5). Together with the 

fact that 8 respondents in the RVA referred to Nepotism in their answer to the open question about 

questionable behaviour, this suggests that there is some more Nepotism than the interviews and the 

supposed policy not to treat cases of acquaintances suggest. Although the actual score of the item 

(between "very rarely" and "rarely") is still modest, the fact that its relative intensity is medium-low 

remains an interesting avenue for further research.  

More straightforward is the observation, made in the qualitative research, that political intervention at 

street level seems to be virtually non-existent, at least in the three investigated organisations. Together 

with the observation that inspectors report that they are never or very rarely confronted with 

inspectees offering gifts, this provides an interesting challenge to the commonly held perception of 

Belgium as having a politico-administrative culture in which everything "can be arranged” (the 

Belgian version of “l’arrangement à la française” (Mény and Rhodes 1997: 103)).
324
 It should 

nevertheless be noted that inspectors referred to other inspections (which we did not investigate) 

where gifts would be accepted more commonly. Further research is thus needed to corroborate this 

finding in other inspections. 

8.1.5. Team Interest 

 

As shown in Table 8-6, Team Interest (TI) scored medium-low to medium-high in all three 

organisations and for all three variables. In an adapted
325
 version of the original proposition, TI is 

hypothesised to be associated with internal high-group.
326
 The RVA scores highest on internal high-

group as both hierarchy and egalitarianism are stronger in the RVA. The EI scores lowest, which is 

consistent with the relatively higher degree of conflict within the EI as exemplified by the cliques 

within field offices. 

                                                      
323

 It is still possible, though, that some respondents also thought of "a friend" within the organisation. 
324

 Both observations were based on the interviews at head office (Chapter 5), in the field offices (Chapter 7), and on the fact 

that almost no references to this kind of intervention were made in the answers to the open survey question (Ibid.). There are 

thus reasons to believe that this finding is not solely attributable to social desirability bias. 
325

 Originally, Team Interest was hypothesised to be associated with internal egalitarianism solely. 
326

 This was operationalised as the mean of internal egalitarianism on the one hand and the high-group element in internal 

hierarchy on the other. The latter is operationalised as half of the mean of "internal hierarchy," arguing that as hierarchy is 

strong on both grid and group, it makes some sense to assume that the degree of group is roughly half of the degree of 

hierarchy (see 6.5.5). 
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Interaction patterns Ethical climate Ethical decision making Unethical behaviour 

Internal high-group 

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-high  

� RSZ: medium-low 

� EI: medium-low 

 

Differences:  

EI<RSZ<RVA 

Team Interest 

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-high  

� RSZ: medium-high 

� EI: medium-low 

 

Differences:  

 None 

Team Interest  

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-high  

� RSZ: medium-low 

� EI: medium-high 

 

Differences:  

None 

 

Team-fetishism 

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-low  

� RSZ: medium-low 

� EI: medium-low 

 

Differences:  

None 

 

 

 

IP 

 

 

IP 

 

 

 

 

IP 

 

EC 

 

 

 

 

EC 

 

EDM 

 

 

EDM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

UB 

Table 8-6: The adapted proposition concerning Team Interest (TI), compared with the empirical data 

 

The relative intensity of the TI ethical climate is consistent with the adapted prediction. Only the 

RSZ scores a bit higher than expected, but no important conclusions should be drawn from this as the 

actual figure is close to medium-low. 

Likewise, the scores on TI ethical decision making are also largely consistent with the interaction 

patterns. Here, the score of the EI is somewhat higher than expected. It was conjectured in Chapter 6 

(6.5.5) that this could perhaps be due to the fact that inspectors define "team" in a narrow sense and 

confine it to the particular clique of which they form part. The interviews provide no additional 

information here, as there were almost no references to the TI standard. Chapter 7 (7.3.5) conjectured 

that this is probably a consequence of the low reporting of intra-organisational dilemmas, which was 

in turn explained as, at least partly, an artefact of the interviewing approach.  

The TI type of unethical behaviour ("Colleagues transgress laws, rules and procedures to protect 

colleagues of the same team or the same group") is also as predicted, with one exception. The RVA 

scores medium-low on TI while the associated interaction patterns, ethical climate and ethical 

decision making in the RVA score medium-high. Chapter 6 suggested that this could be due to the 

fact that the opportunity to commit this kind of unethical behaviour is fairly limited for all inspectors, 

irrespective of the degree of high-group within their organisation. The opportunities to transgress 

rules to protect colleagues are, also in the RVA, relatively limited in a working context where the 

inspectors are often on the road and usually manage their own files. 

8.1.6. Stakeholder Orientation 

 

Stakeholder Orientation (SO) was hypothesised to be associated with external egalitarianism and 

this hypothesis was maintained following the empirical research. External egalitarianism (i.e. 

egalitarianism in inspector-inspectee interactions) was found to be relatively low in the RSZ, because 

the factors that shape the interaction patterns (particularly management and the political context) tend 

to balance external egalitarianism with external individualism (see above) in the RSZ. External 

egalitarianism scores higher in the RVA and the EI, but for different reasons. In the EI, most 
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inspectors have a tendency to emphasise external egalitarianism and management attempts to reduce 

this tendency and to emphasise hierarchy in the inspector-inspectee interactions. The situation is 

opposite in the RVA: external egalitarianism is shaped by management, while the inspectors have a 

tendency to interact in a mainly hierarchist way with their inspectees. These differences were 

extensively discussed in Chapter 5. 

 

 

Interaction patterns Ethical climate Ethical decision making Unethical behaviour 

External egalitarianism 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-high 

� RSZ: medium-low 

� EI: medium-high 

 

Differences:  

RSZ<EI<RVA 

Stakeholder Orientation 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-high 

� RSZ: medium-high 

� EI: medium-high 

 

Differences:  

None 

Stakeholder Orientation  

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-high 

� RSZ: medium-high 

� EI: medium-high 

 

Differences:  

None 

 

Partiality 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-low 

� RSZ: medium-low 

� EI: medium-low 

 

Differences:  

RSZ<EI 

 

 

 

IP 

 

 

IP 

 

 

 

 

IP 

 

EC 

 

 

 

 

EC 

 

EDM 

 

 

EDM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

UB 

Table 8-7: The proposition concerning Stakeholder Orientation (SO), compared with the empirical data 

 

All three organisations score medium-high on the SO ethical climate. This is consistent with the 

hypothesis, but still somewhat surprising given the different policies in the RVA and the EI towards 

external egalitarianism and given the fact that ethical climate measures perceived expectations. Yet, 

Chapter 6 (6.5.6) could explain this by analysing the climate items separately. The RVA does indeed 

score significantly stronger than the EI on the two items that explicitly refer to "expectations" 

(implicitly suggesting these are expectations of management), while there are no between-

organisational differences on the other two items. This again points at the weakness of the 

assumption, underlying Victor and Cullen's ethical climate questionnaire, that all expectations (both 

by management and by colleagues) can be merged into an overarching concept of ethical climate. This 

issue will be further addressed below (8.3.1.2).  

 

The SO standard in ethical decision making scored medium-high in all three organisations, which is 

approximately consistent with the interaction patterns. The interviews provided a considerable list of 

instances where inspectors apply the SO standard. Some of these instances were explicitly expected 

by management or at least within the normal constraints of the inspectors’ discretion, others consisted 

of pushing the boundaries of their discretion and thus in effect combining SO with PM (see below).  

As for the explanation, some interviewees confirmed that their application of the SO standard was 

indeed associated with external egalitarianism. Yet, more interesting was the finding that the 

interviewees also identified two elements of civil service motivation as causes of their application of 

the SO standard: professional pride over one's capability to deal politely and correctly with inspectees 

and compassion. 

 



  

 339 

The medium-low score of the SO type of unethical behaviour in all three organisations (as opposed 

to the medium-high score in ethical climate and decision making) was ascribed to a priming effect in 

the survey. Specifically, we assumed that most respondents did not significantly distinguish between 

the SO-item and the FR item that preceded it and that scored medium-low.  

8.1.7. Personal Morality 

 

The Personal Morality (PM) ethical climate was not hypothesised to be associated with the PM 

standard in ethical decision making and the PM type of unethical behaviour (Anarchy), as the PM 

climate, by definition, can imply the application of any standard. That is why in Table 8-8 there are no 

arrows from ethical climate to ethical decision making and from ethical climate to unethical 

behaviour.  

 

PM is, in an adapted proposition, hypothesised to be associated with internal low-grid (i.e. 

individualism and egalitarianism within the organisation).
327
 This scores highest in the EI, where, in 

spite of the extensive guidance by management, the inspectors still clearly have the most discretion. 

The degree of formal discretion is roughly similar in the RVA and the RSZ, but the RVA scores 

higher on internal low-grid, because there is an obvious practice of consultation among the inspectors 

before new routines or systems are introduced. 

 

 

Interaction patterns Ethical climate Ethical decision making Unethical behaviour 

Internal low-grid 

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-low 

� RSZ: low 

� EI: medium-low 

 

Differences:  

RSZ<RVA<EI 

Personal Morality 

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: low 

� RSZ: low 

� EI: low 

 

Differences:  

EI<RSZ 

Personal Morality 

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: high 

� RSZ: medium-high 

� EI: high 

 

Differences:  

RSZ<(RVA&EI) 

 

Anarchy 

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-high 

� RSZ: medium-low 

� EI: medium-high 

 

Differences:  

(RSZ&RVA)<EI 

 

 

IP 

 

 

IP 

 

 

 

 

IP 

 

EC 

 

 

 

 

EC 

 

EDM 

 

 

EDM 

 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

UB 

Table 8-8: The adapted proposition concerning Personal Morality (PM), compared with the empirical 

data 

 

The between-organisational differences on the PM ethical climate are opposite to the between-

organisational differences on the interaction patterns. Chapter 6 (6.5.7) explained this by referring to 

an implicit comparison that is made by the respondents of their own situation with a “standard” that 

shapes their expectations. This standard could be the situation of another person or group, an 

                                                      
327

 Originally, Personal Morality was hypothesised to be associated with internal egalitarianism solely. 
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individual standard or a "system referent."
328
 It was argued that this standard is higher in the EI, 

because the EI-inspectors have a higher degree of formal discretion, and lower in the RSZ because 

RSZ-inspectors might compare themselves with their colleagues at the head office in Brussels who 

have much less discretion than themselves. Thus, the EI scores lower on the PM climate because the 

EI-inspectors' expectations are higher, not because the EI's PM climate itself is lower.  

 

A large part of the interviews was focussed on identifying instances of the PM standard in ethical 

decision making. Most important are of course the areas of formal discretion. These constitute a core 

factor that determines the degree of low-grid and thus the degree of PM in ethical decision making. 

Yet, more interesting were those instances where inspectors pushed the boundaries of their formal 

discretion. Chapter 7 (7.3.7) identified four areas where inspectors thus managed to apply the PM 

standard outside their formal range of discretion: the way of observing the inspection venue and 

hearing the inspectee, the way of writing the report, the reporting of mitigating circumstances, and the 

provision of additional information to the inspectee.
329
  

Interestingly, although these applications of PM went beyond the formal discretion, they still were in 

some cases stimulated by management, either explicitly or implicitly. Moreover, PM was also 

stimulated by the inspectors' "professional pride" over their experience and intuition. This 

professional pride was identified as an individual variable in origin that is reinforced by the 

interaction patterns. It is particularly reinforced by management's attempts to reduce the inspectors' 

discretion. For such low-grid constraints tend to increase both the need for and the pleasure in 

expanding the actual discretion in a PM-like informal way. This professional pride also explains the 

blank arrow between the interaction patterns and ethical decision making in Table 8-8 above. 

Specifically, the PM standard in ethical decision making scores systematically higher than the low-

grid interaction patterns, because it is also positively impacted by professional pride.  

Finally, it should be noted that PM is usually not applied in its pure form. Inspectors use their 

personal morality to apply one or more other standards. For example, in one of the most commonly 

found hybrids, inspectors use their personal morality to be softer on inspectees who have mitigating 

elements in favour of them, and to be tougher on the others. Specifically, inspectors were found to 

distinguish between inspectees on the basis of the seriousness of the rule-transgression, the extent to 

which the inspectees cooperate with the investigations, and how informed and prepared the inspectees 

are. 

 

The relative intensity of the PM type of unethical behaviour in the three organisations was exactly or 

approximately consistent with the relative intensity of low-grid and of PM in ethical decision making. 

8.1.8. Rules and Laws 

 

As shown in Table 8-9 below, Rules and Laws (RL) is clearly the most important standard, it scores 

"high" everywhere with only one exception. 

RL was hypothesised to be associated with hierarchist interaction patterns and the data did not 

suggest an adaptation to this proposition.  

                                                      
328

 The same mechanism was invoked in Chapter 5 (5.6.2), to account for the divergence between the qualitative and the 

quantitative measurement of autonomy in the RSZ and the EI. 
329

 In their responses to the open survey question about unethical behaviour, the respondents also mentioned a number of 

such instances, adding they are formally beyond the inspectors' discretion but that they are justified and thus in fact not 

instances of unethical behaviour. 
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Interaction patterns Ethical climate Ethical decision making Unethical behaviour 

Hierarchy 

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: high 

� RSZ: high 

� EI: high 

 

Differences:  

EI<RSZ<RVA 

Rules and Laws 

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: high 

� RSZ: high 

� EI: high 

 

Differences:  

None 

Rules and Laws  

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-high 

� RSZ: high 

� EI: high 

 

Differences:  

None 

 

Rule- and Law-fetishism 

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: high 

� RSZ: high 

� EI: high 

 

Differences:  

None 

 

 

IP 

 

 

IP 

 

 

 

 

IP 

 

EC 

 

 

 

 

EC 

 

EDM 

 

 

EDM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

 

 

UB 

 

 

UB 

Table 8-9: The proposition concerning Rules and Laws (RL), compared with the empirical data 

 

The findings for the ethical climate standard are consistent with the predictions.  

So are the findings for ethical decision making, with one minor exception for the RVA, which scores 

“medium-high” instead of “high.” There are no obvious reasons for this finding, but they do cast 

doubt on the RVA-management's assumption that the RVA-inspectors are too much focussed on the 

RL standard in ethical decision making. Alternatively, this could also be an indication that the RVA-

management's policy towards less external hierarchy is successful. Unfortunately, it is not possible to 

distinguish between both claims, as the measurement occurred at only one point in time. 

The interviews provided a number of observations concerning the antecedents of the RL standard. Not 

surprisingly, several inspectors explained their application of the RL standard by referring to the fact 

that they were socialised into external high-grid interactions: factors like management and the 

political context had shaped the inspector-inspectee interactions in a high-grid way. The interviewees 

also referred to four specific elements of high-grid within the organisation to account for their 

application of the RL standard: the fear of the consequences of not complying with the orders, 

habituation and routinisation, the distinction between private and professional life, and (in the RVA 

and the RSZ) the fact that the inspectors merely "observe and report the facts" and do not take any 

final decisions. 

It was noted that these high-grid constraints alone would not lead to a pure application of the RL 

standard, but to an opportunistic application of the rules (i.e. a hybrid of RL with Self-interest): once 

the constraints disappear, the inspectors would start shirking. Thus, Chapter 7 (7.3.8) looked for an 

additional antecedent that explains why people apply the RL standard in its pure form. This was found 

in a sense of professional duty, which was defined as a hierarchist mode of civil service motivation. 

 

The relative intensity of the RL type of unethical behaviour (Rule- and Law-fetishism) was also as 

predicted. The answers to the open survey question about unethical behaviour did not provide any 

examples of pure RL-fetishism, but of hybrids with Selfishness, whereby inspectors are said to apply 

RL-fetishism out of "fear of Brussels" or concern for their own career. 
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8.1.9. Public Interest 

 

In an adapted proposition, Public Interest was hypothesised to be associated with external high-

group.
330
 

 

Interaction patterns Ethical climate Ethical decision making Unethical behaviour 

External high-group 

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: high 

� RSZ: high 

� EI: high 

 

Differences:  

(EI&RSZ)<RVA 

Public Interest 

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-high 

� RSZ: medium-high 

� EI: medium-high 

 

Differences:  

None 

Public Interest 

 

 

Relative intensity: 

� RVA: medium-high 

� RSZ: medium-high 

� EI: high 

 

Differences:  

None 

 

 

IP 

 

 

IP 

 

 

EC 

 

 

 

 

 

EDM 

 

 

EDM 

 

Not measured 

Table 8-10: The adapted proposition concerning Public Interest (PI), compared with the empirical data 

 

There were no between-organisational differences on the PI ethical climate, which scored medium-

high. It thus appears that all three organisations give priority to Rules and Laws over Public Interest. 

Future research could indicate whether this is specific to these organisations, or whether this is typical 

for inspections in general. 

 

The fact that there are no between-organisational differences on the PI ethical decision making 

standard and that the relative intensity of this standard was medium-high instead of the "high" score 

of external high-group, guided us to conjecture in Chapter 6 (6.5.9) that PI might perhaps be rather 

affected by individual variables than by external high-group interactions. Chapter 7 (7.3.9) reported 

some corroboration of this conjecture in the interviews. There were inspectors from all three 

organisations who explained their consideration of the PI standard by referring to a personal "public 

interest motivation." Inspectors in the EI e.g. referred to their concern for the environment, which is 

also often suggested by their post-secondary education in some environment-related area. The 

interviews also suggested that this PIM can be negatively affected by low-group (and mainly fatalist) 

aspects in the inspector-inspectee interactions. The latter appear to create a kind of realism or 

sometimes even cynicism that reduces the "ideals," as one interviewee put it, the inspector might have 

when he starts working. 

Finally, the interviews also confirmed the conjecture made in Chapter 6 that EI-inspectors are more 

likely to think of PI as a standard that is distinct from the RL standard than their counterparts in the 

RVA an the RSZ. The latter rather tend to apply the RL-PI hybrid because PI and RL typically 

coincide in a social inspection. 

 

                                                      
330

 Originally, Public Interest was hypothesised to be associated with hierarchy. 
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8.2. Towards a theory on public servants’ ethics: analytic 
generalisation 

 

Because this research project essentially involved a multiple case study, we will conclude it with 

analytic generalisation in the sense of Yin (1994: 30-32): the generalisation from the empirical data to 

the theory (as opposed to statistical generalisation which involves generalising from sample to 

population (see Chapter 3)). This is done in roughly the same structure as the theory was originally 

presented. The first subparagraph acts as the counterpart to Chapter 1 and thus presents some 

conclusions about the basic conceptual framework. The second and the third subparagraph are the 

counterparts of Chapter 2, as they provide feedback about the actual theory. Specifically, the second 

subparagraph presents some general conclusions about the basic proposition and its three buttressing 

pillars; and the third paragraph provides more specific feedback about the causal impact of the 

variables separately.  

8.2.1. The conceptual framework  

 

As explained in the conclusion of Chapter 3 (3.4) , the conceptual framework rather serves as a pair of 

glasses that is used during our study than as a theory that is tested through empirical research. A 

number of adaptations were nevertheless made in the course of the study and the most important ones 

are summarised in this paragraph. Issues concerning the causal impact of the variables are discussed 

below (8.2.3) and measurement issues concerning the variables are discussed in the Conclusion. 

 

As explained at the end of Chapter 7 (7.5), the original conceptual framework was adapted to the 

framework presented in Figure 7-1, with the variable civil service motivation added. That figure is 

reproduced below as Figure 8-1. 

 

 

Figure 8-1: The adapted conceptual framework 

 

This new variable "civil service motivation" contains four constituting parts (professional pride, 

professional duty, compassion, and public interest motivation) and is conceived as an intermediary 

variable. It is engendered by individual variables, the interaction patterns or an interaction effect 

between both, and it affects ethical decision making and unethical behaviour. 

 

 

 

Interaction 

patterns 

Civil service 

motivation 

Individual variables 

Environment outside the organisation 

Ethical decision making 

Unethical behaviour 

 

Ethical climate 
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Chapter 5 explained how it is possible to describe the intra- and extra-organisational interaction 

patterns in a particular organisation by describing, in the language of grid-group theory, how they are 

affected by intra-organisational factors (e.g. management as referents or instruments of ethics 

management) and extra-organisational factors (e.g. the political context or the courts as referents). 

Chapter 5 nevertheless also suggested three significant adaptations to the conceptualisation of this 

variable.  

First, given the relative importance of the high-group types (hierarchy and to a lesser extent 

egalitarianism), the decision was taken to identify those perceived groups, i.e. to identify their 

boundaries. This was done by means of the concept "organisational cleavages," an adapted version of 

the concept "cleavage" as it is used in political science (Lipset and Rokkan 1967; Fabbrini 2001; 

Bartolini and Mair 1990). Specifically, we defined an organisational cleavage as a group boundary 

that shapes and organises both the thoughts and the interactions of the organisational members. With 

one exception, all identified cleavages in the three organisations are defined by one or more of the 

following three group boundaries: physical distance, street-level bureaucrats vs. management, and 

inspectors vs. non-inspectors. The first two combined to what is the most important cleavage in all 

three organisations: field office vs. head office. 

Second, Chapter 5 also introduced two additions to the conceptualisation of "fatalism." The first was 

introduced following the experience that it is sometimes difficult to distinguish between hierarchy and 

fatalism. Both are high-grid interaction patterns, implying that people are strongly constrained by 

rules, roles and procedures. The difference is that fatalism is low-group, which was said to 

specifically mean that these constraints go beyond the constraints that could be reasonably expected 

to go with the membership of the group. Second, Chapter 5 also proposed a particular form of fatalism 

that was found repeatedly in the empirical research: fatalism as shaped by inequity. This was said to 

occur when people perceive an inequity between their own situation and that of a particular standard 

(not to be confused with "ethical standard"). This standard can be the situation of others, their own 

personal standard, or system referents (i.e. "implicit or explicit contractual expectations between an 

employer and employee" (Mowday 1987: 103)). One example of this was the inequity between the 

RVA-inspectors' material working conditions on the one hand and the conditions of other social 

inspectors with whom they increasingly cooperate as part of the Protocol of Cooperation on the other. 

This was identified as a form of inequity that shapes the interaction patterns in a fatalist way. The EI 

also provided a number of interesting examples such as the fact that inspectors received a different 

wage for more or less the same work (as the wage is based on their degree), and the inequity between 

the EI-inspectors' actual discretion and their broader formal discretion. 

The third remark concerns an observation, rather than an adaptation. Most applications of grid-group 

theory typically emphasise the four types and use these to describe a social context like an 

organisation. Yet, our empirical research indicates that the two dimensions "grid" and "group" are in 

fact as useful as the actual types. Often the factors were found to shape the interaction patterns along 

one of these dimensions (e.g. "in a high-grid direction"), rather than in the direction of a particular 

type (e.g. hierarchy). Moreover, the explicit use of these dimensions also helped to conceive more 

explicitly of the four types as positions along these dimensions, rather than as categories sui generis. 

This explicit use of the dimensions in the description of the interaction patterns is also reflected in the 

adapted propositions, which sometimes associate particular standards (e.g. Personal Morality) with 

positions along one dimension (e.g. low-grid), instead of with a pure type. In sum, we would argue 

that future empirical research could use both the two dimensions and the four types to describe 

particular social contexts. 

 

As for ethical climate, the quantitative empirical research suggested two adaptations to the typology. 

Most importantly, cells 8 and 9 in the typology were re-organised. Originally, these were specified as 

"Organisational Rules" (cell 8), "Laws" (cell 9a) and "Public Interest" (cell 9b). Following the factor 
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analysis on the climate types, "Organisational Rules" and "Laws" were merged in a new type "Rules 

and Laws," while "Public Interest" was kept as a separate type. The same distinction was imposed on 

ethical decision making and unethical behaviour. The second adaptation concerned Friendship and 

was already mentioned above (see 8.1.4). This was originally specified as consideration of others 

irrespective of organisational membership, but was reframed following the empirical research. It now 

refers to consideration of others outside the organisation whom one does not know through the 

organisation, such as friends, family or acquaintances. Again, this re-specification was also applied on 

the Friendship ethical decision making standard and type of unethical behaviour. 

 

The typology of the ethical decision making standards turned out to be useful for both the 

quantitative and the qualitative research. As for the latter, the typology helped to identify the 

interviewees' standards or to unravel them in their constituting parts when it concerned hybrids. No 

other adaptations than the two just mentioned were made to the typology. 

 

Probably the most controversial operationalisation of the conceptual framework was the definition of 

unethical behaviour as the excessive application of an ethical standard. Unethical behaviour was 

only measured through survey items and an open survey question, and its measurement was thus less 

extensive than that of ethical decision making. A number of conclusions could nevertheless be drawn.  

First, it was possible to draft instances of clearly excessive use of all standards
331
 for the survey, 

which appeared to be interpreted without significant problems. A number of answers to the open 

question suggested that some respondents might have confused the Personal Morality type of 

unethical behaviour with the Personal Morality standard in ethical decision making. Yet, a more 

specific formulation of the item, that emphasises the unethical aspect, could prevent this confusion in 

the future. As for the answers to the open question, most examples easily fitted the typology and when 

they did not, this was because the survey-answer did not provide enough information. In sum, the 

conceptualisation "excessive use of an ethical standard" makes empirical sense. 

Second, for Self-interest there were problems with the borderline between the standard in ethical 

decision making (Self-interest) and the type of unethical behaviour (Selfishness). The instances of 

shirking and rule-fetishism both appeared as instances of Self-interest in the interviews and types of 

unethical behaviour in the answer to the survey question (see also 8.1.1 above). Although this only 

occurred for one standard in this research, it is not unlikely that similar problems might occur for 

other standards, particularly if future research would also involve interview-based measurement of 

unethical behaviour (and not only of ethical decision making). As mentioned above (Ibid.), the 

borderline will then be defined on the basis of the context, and of moral and regulatory 

considerations. Thus, the conceptual framework does not solve this important problem of empirical 

research into ethics, but it does intend to provide a frame to structure the discussion and a typology 

that links types of ethical decision making with their unethical counterpart.  

These observations guide us to two conclusions concerning further empirical research into unethical 

behaviour conceptualised as "excessive application of a standard." First, quantitative research with 

carefully crafted items that describe unambiguous instances of the nine types of unethical behaviour is 

empirically possible and sensible. Second, the distinction between ethical and unethical behaviour is a 

problem that will have to be addressed explicitly in any form of qualitative research that would use 

this framework. For example, a choice has to be made whether the distinction will be mainly 

empirical (based on the judgements of the interviewees and on the definitions of the applicable laws 

and regulations) or rather moral (based on moral reasoning by the researcher and in the academic 

literature). 

 

                                                      
331

 There were no instances of excessive use of the Public Interest standard as this was developed as a separate standard only 

after the survey analysis. 
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"Individual variables" and "environment outside the organisation" were considered control 

variables from the outset. This implied that efforts were made to control for these variables, but also 

that the study did not focus on these variables and their impact upon the inspectors' ethics. A few 

observations concerning these variables were nevertheless made and these are briefly summarised 

below (see 8.2.3.5 and 8.2.3.6 respectively). One of the conclusions concerning the "environment 

outside the organisation" is that this mainly impacts the "interaction patterns," rather than the other 

variables. That is why, in the basic framework above (Figure 7-1 and 8-1), we added an arrow 

between "environment outside the organisation" and "interaction patterns."
332
 

8.2.2. The overall theory 

 

This paragraph first recapitulates the essence of the basic theory and particularly the three 

fundamental pillars from grid-group theory. The two subsequent subparagraphs then aim at "analytic 

generalisation" from empirical findings to theory. Specifically, the second subparagraph generalises 

on the basis of the two pattern-matching exercises and the third subparagraph proposes some further 

depth and some adaptations to the initial theory on the basis of the explanation-building exercises. 

The fourth paragraph then concludes with a presentation of the adapted propositions. 

 

8.2.2.1. The theory in a nutshell 

 

Grid-group theory provided the three fundamental pillars that support our theory. 

The first pillar is grid-group theory's "compatibility proposition." This implies a mutually supportive 

relationship between interaction patterns and values as well a tendency of both to be of the same grid-

group type. It thus buttresses our propositions and particularly the link between interaction patterns on 

the one hand and ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical behaviour on the other.  

Grid-group theory's "requisite variety" and “clumsiness” propositions (the second and the third pillar 

respectively) provided an account for the existence and relative intensity of the types of unethical 

behaviour. We briefly summarise the argument. First, the requisite variety proposition implies that 

all four types are in constant competition with each other for dominance and at the same time 

dependent on one another because the types "are self-defined adversarially" (Douglas and Ney 1998: 

104). Second, the clumsiness proposition implies that a social unit (e.g. an organisation) will not 

survive in the long run when one, two or three types are underrepresented. The underlying reasoning 

is that an interaction type will generate perverse effects (e.g. unethical behaviour) when it becomes 

dominant; and that this dominance can be reduced by counterbalancing this interaction type with the 

three other interaction types. Such an organisation might look "clumsy" but the grid-group theorists 

argue that is more viable (and less apt to particular types of unethical behaviour) than organisations 

where one type dominates.  

 

These three pillars buttressed our proposition that there is a causal relationship between the main 

variables in the basic conceptual framework. Specifically, as there were four such main variables 

(interaction patterns, ethical climate, ethical decision making, unethical behaviour), this implied six 

associations between them (see also the six arrows in the tables in paragraph 8.1 above) and thus in 

fact six propositions (see the introduction of paragraph 8.1).  

With nine different standards, this amounted to a large number of more concrete propositions. The 

adapted versions of these propositions are presented in the last subparagraph below (see 8.2.2.4). The 

following two subparagraphs first make abstraction of all these specific propositions and assess the 

aggregated performance of the theory, thus in fact also assessing the value of the three buttressing 
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 The other arrow between “environment outside the organisation” and the other variables is nevertheless kept, because 

such an association remains theoretically possible. 
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pillars: the compatibility proposition, the requisite variety proposition and the clumsiness proposition. 

Specifically, we first summarise the results of two tests (pattern-matching exercises) of the theory and 

then report on the explanation-building exercises which provided some empirical "flesh" to the bones 

of the propositions as well as a number of further additions.  

 

8.2.2.2. Analytic generalisation on the basis of the quantitative research 

 

The quantitative data were used to perform two "pattern-matching" exercises. As explained in Chapter 

3, "pattern-matching" is a logic that "compares an empirically based pattern with a predicted one (or 

with several alternative predictions)" (Yin 1994: 106). It thus refers to the archetypical deductive 

logic of testing a hypothesis in the empirical reality. As repeated in the introduction to paragraph 8.1, 

there are in fact two sets of propositions, providing the patterns for two pattern-matching exercises. 

The pattern-matching I exercise compares, in all three organisations, the within-organisational 

relative intensity of the types that are hypothesised to be associated with each other and the pattern-

matching II exercise compares the between-organisational differences of the types that are 

hypothesised to be associated with each other. Both tests of course provide feedback about the 

concrete proposition that links concrete types, but this paragraph presents the aggregated results of 

these tests, thus allowing for feedback to the overall proposition and its three buttressing pillars. 

 

As explained in Chapter 6 (6.3.3), the pattern-matching I exercise guided us to three conclusions.  

First, the overall result was as follows: of the 147 predictions  

• 69 (47%) were exact predictions (e.g. both prediction and result are "high"),  

• 70 (48%) were approximate predictions (e.g. prediction is "high" and result "medium-high"), and  

• 8 (5%) were incorrect predictions (e.g. prediction is “high” and result “medium-low”). 

Although these figures are difficult to interpret as such a test has not been performed before, the 

overall impression from them was that the theory had sufficient predictive value to be the starting 

point for the explanation-building exercises (see Chapters 6 and 7) where the propositions were 

further developed and adapted.  

Second, the strongest association was between interaction patterns on the one hand and unethical 

behaviour on the other: 63% exact predictions and only one cell not predicted. This provided 

considerable support for the clumsiness proposition, which predicted that a stronger relative intensity 

of an interaction type increases the chance for the associated type of unethical behaviour occurring. It 

was also considered reassuring that these two variables, which are conceptually most distant from 

each other, in fact appear to be most strongly associated. 

Third, the relatively weakest associations were those that involved ethical decision making. 

Particularly the association between ethical decision making and unethical behaviour was fairly weak 

(only 29% of the cells predicted correctly). Although this should not be exaggerated (only one cell is 

wrongly predicted and this weak association is not confirmed in the pattern-matching II exercise), it 

was nevertheless researched a bit more in depth. Two explanations are possible for this observation. 

The first was that the ethical decision making items (which measure the respondents' standards) are 

more affected by social desirability bias than other items, which essentially refer to perceptions. This 

was largely rejected (see 6.3.3). The second explanation of course is that ethical decision making is in 

reality indeed not strongly associated with unethical behaviour. Yet, this question could not be further 

investigated in the qualitative research because unethical behaviour was not measured in the 

interviews. This is thus an obvious avenue for further research. This would not only involve 

qualitative research into the association between ethical decision making and unethical behaviour. It 

would also be interesting to see whether the association between ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour would remain equally weak if the survey items are adapted as proposed in 

paragraph 8.1.  
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The structure of the pattern-matching II exercise was essentially similar to the pattern-matching I 

exercise, but instead of comparing the relative intensity of the respective types, it compared between-

organisational differences (for an example and the results, see 6.4). The overall value of this test was 

limited because there were only between-organisational differences for a limited number of types. In 

fact, of all 147 predictions, only 22 (15%) could be tested. These between-organisational differences 

were useful as part of the explanation-building exercise to develop adapted propositions, but their 

number is too low to allow for an extensive discussion of the results as was done for the pattern-

matching I exercise. We limit ourselves to the overall observation (see 6.4) that of the 22 between-

organisational differences, 18 were correct and 4 were not as predicted. This thus again largely 

supports the theory. 

 

8.2.2.3. Analytic generalisation on the basis of the qualitative research 

 

We now generalise our qualitative observations to the theory, first to the three basic grid-group 

propositions (the buttressing pillars) and then to our own six propositions. As can be expected from an 

explanation-building exercise this not only involves simple confirmation or rejection of the theory but 

also some further depth and a few suggestions for adaptations. 

 

As exhibited in Chapter 7 and summarised in paragraph 8.1 above, there were many instances where 

interviewees linked their standard of ethical decision making with the associated interaction type, thus 

providing support for the respective proposition, but also for the underlying compatibility 

proposition. The latter implies that interaction patterns on the one hand and values (in our 

framework: ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical behaviour) on the other are linked 

and that they tend to be of the same (in our framework: the associated) types. 

 

Second, the qualitative research reported in Chapter 5 provided ample support for the requisite 

variety proposition. In all three organisations there were many examples of debates over which form 

the interaction patterns should take. The EI e.g. exhibited a strong tension between management and 

the inspectors over which type the inspector-inspectee interactions should take. While management 

emphasises hierarchist interactions, the inspectors have a tendency to interact with the inspectees in 

an egalitarian way. Conversely, the RVA-management goes at lengths to shape the inspector-inspectee 

interactions in an egalitarian direction, while the RVA-inspectors rather have a tendency to interact 

with inspectees in a hierarchist way. One important observation was that the grid-group position of 

individuals or groups of individuals tended to differ, depending on the topic or the locus of interaction 

it concerned. For example, while RVA-management strongly promotes egalitarianism in inspector-

inspectee interactions, its emphasis on egalitarianism within the organisation is significantly weaker. 

This suggests that it might be misleading to refer to particular individuals as "hierarchists," 

"egalitarians," "individualists," or "fatalists," as grid-group theorists sometimes do. Instead, it seems 

more appropriate to describe how individuals or groups (but also factors like e.g. organisational 

structure) shape a particular kind of interaction patterns in, say, a hierarchist way, while they might 

equally well shape another kind of interaction pattern in another way. 

 

Third, the qualitative analysis also provided significant support for the clumsiness proposition. All 

three organisations were to a large extent "clumsy institutions" as defined by Thompson 

(forthcoming). They had a minimal representation of all four interaction types, and, as the theory 

would predict, this balance (or at least a minimal degree of it) was associated with fairly low degrees 
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of unethical behaviour. Even the most frequent form of unethical behaviour in all three organisations 

(Rule- and Law-fetishism)
333
 is said to occur only "rarely" to "sometimes."  

This clearly supports two of the three elements of the clumsiness proposition (see 2.2.3.2): that the 

chance for unethical behaviour associated with an interaction type reduces if the relative intensity of 

that interaction type reduces; and that this occurs by counterbalancing that type with other interaction 

types. Yet, it provides only modest support for the third and most speculative element of the 

proposition: that all four types are needed if this counterbalancing effect is to occur. Particularly the 

claim that a minimal degree of fatalism is also needed remains difficult to accept and there were no 

suggestions in the study of instances where fatalism played such a constructive, balancing role. The 

real test of this claim would be in an organisation with no or only very little fatalism. 

 

Finally and most interestingly, the qualitative research also provided insight in the actual mechanism 

that underlies our six propositions which all essentially come down to the format that the relative 

intensity of the types of one variable (e.g. interaction patterns) is proportional to the relative intensity 

of the respectively related types of another variable (e.g. ethical climate).  

An implication of this proposition is that the relative intensity of a type (e.g. hierarchy) can be 

reduced by increasing the importance of other types, i.e. by balancing it with other types. The 

qualitative research now indicated how this actually occurred. This mechanism was particularly 

identified for fatalism.
334
 The conclusion of Chapter 5 (5.7) described how the organisations can 

reduce the effect of a number of intrinsic fatalist conditions in the work of the inspectors by 

counterbalancing this fatalism with other interaction types. Likewise, at the level of the individual, 

several inspectors explicitly referred to how a number of potentially fatalist conditions did not have 

their full effect because they were counterbalanced by hierarchist and egalitarian interaction types 

(see 7.5).  

Similar examples could of course be given for interaction types other than fatalism. The RVA-

management's policy to emphasise external egalitarianism, for example is clearly an attempt to 

counterbalance external hierarchy, which had long been a dominant interaction pattern with the 

associated Rule- and Law-fetishism as a consequence.  

 

Interestingly, the interview-based research not only provided some instances of the balancing 

mechanisms, but also added one important complication to our basic proposition. When asked to 

account for their application of an ethical decision making standard, interviewees repeatedly referred 

to elements of what we dubbed "civil service motivation" (CSM). This thus acts as an intervening 

variable between interaction patterns (and individual variables) on the one hand and ethical decision 

making (and probably also unethical behaviour) on the other. Sometimes it reduces the effect of an 

interaction type, e.g. when professional duty and public interest motivation reduce the impact of 

fatalism (see below). Yet, more often, civil service motivation reinforces the existing effect of an 

interaction type. Several interviewees e.g. explained that they not only applied the Stakeholder 

Orientation standard because of the external egalitarianism surrounding them (as e.g. shaped by 

management), but also because of two aspects of CSM: a feeling of compassion and the professional 

pride to be able to deal with difficult inspectees in a polite and correct way. The impact of this 

intermediary variable “CSM” will be further addressed below (see 8.2.3.2). 
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 In the RVA, Organisational Interest also scores "high." 
334

 Given the fact that this interaction pattern leads to Self-interest and Selfishness, which is usually considered as 

undesirable behaviour, it was one of the central themes in the qualitative research to identify how the organisation and 

individual inspectors cope with fatalism, and particularly how they reduce its effect. 
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8.2.2.4. The adapted propositions 

 

Table 8-11 now gathers the adapted propositions that were discussed in paragraph 8.1 above. This is 

done in the short version in which the original propositions (see 2.1.1) were also presented, i.e. 

without the three additional arrows that link the more distant variables.  

 

Two (sets of) blank arrows from the tables in paragraph 8.1 (Organisation-fetishism and Personal 

Morality ethical climate) are turned black in Table 8-11 below, because the blank arrow (i.e. the lack 

of association) was ascribed to measurement problems, not to genuine empirical reasons.  

Two other arrows in Table 8-11 remain blank, because both associations are importantly affected by 

the intermediary variable "civil service motivation" (CSM). First, the impact of the Self-interest 

ethical climate on ethical decision making and unethical behaviour was, at least in the EI, seriously 

reduced by two elements of CSM: professional duty and public interest motivation. This is an 

important part of what was, at the end of Chapter 7 (7.5), identified as a "dam against fatalism." 

Second, the impact of internal low-grid on the Personal Morality standard in ethical decision making 

was importantly increased in all three organisations by professional pride. 

CSM plays an important role in some of the other associations as well (see 8.2.3.2), but this is not 

noted in Table 8-11 below because its effect does not impact the association as significantly as was 

the case for the two instances just described.
335
  

 

 

Interaction patterns 

 

Dominant Ethical                

climate Type 

Dominant 

Standard in 

Ethical Decision 

Making 

Dominant Type of 

Unethical Behaviour 

 

Fatalism and  

Internal individualism  

    

Self-interest 

    

Self-interest 

 

 

   Selfishness 

 

External individualism  

and a high-group element 

 

Organisational    

interest  

 

Organisational       

interest  

 

Organisation-fetishism 

 

Individualism  

and a high-group element 

 

Efficiency 

 

 

Efficiency 

 

 

Efficiency-fetishism 

 

External egalitarianism 

towards acquaintances 

 

Friendship 

 

Friendship 

 

 

Nepotism 

 

Internal egalitarianism 

 

 

Team Interest 

 

Team Interest 

 

Team-fetishism 

External egalitarianism Stakeholder 

Orientation 

Stakeholder 

Orientation 

Partiality 

 

 

Internal low-grid 

Personal  

Morality 

All types All types 

  Personal  

Morality 

Anarchy 

Hierarchy Rules and Laws Rules and Laws Rule- and Law-fetishism 

External high-group 

 

Public Interest Public Interest - 

Table 8-11: Propositions as adapted following the empirical research 
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8.2.3. The causal impact of the different variables 

 

8.2.3.1. The impact of interaction patterns 

 

As the overall theory was biased in favour of the explanatory role of the interaction patterns, their 

impact has already been extensively discussed in the previous paragraphs of this chapter. We can thus 

limit the present discussion to the impact of two specific factors that shape the interaction patterns: 

New Public Management (NPM) and ethics management. The question about the impact of both 

factors (and particularly the former) was originally at the basis of this research project. Yet, as 

explained in the Introduction, this original independent variable was importantly expanded for 

theoretical, empirical and practical reasons to "interaction patterns." It is nevertheless useful, at the 

end of the research, to return to this original question. We discuss both in turn. 

 

As for NPM, the empirical research suggests two general conclusions. 

First and most importantly, archetypical NPM-like innovations towards more individualism were very 

limited in all three organisations. The innovations that were to some extent NPM-like were mainly 

hierarchist.
336
 The most obvious examples of these are the measurement systems in the three 

organisations: Promes in the RVA; Pastin, Orestes and the datawarehouse system in the RSZ; and the 

file monitoring system in the EI. Interestingly, although they all had an NPM-touch to them, they were 

in fact primarily IT-changes. Indeed, it is difficult to distinguish between the IT-aspect and the NPM-

aspect of these changes, and thus to isolate the effect of NPM on ethics. In addition, the interviews 

also suggested some interesting mutually reinforcing effects between the drive towards more IT and 

the drive towards more NPM (see also 8.2.3.6). Further analysis of this was beyond the scope of the 

present research. Yet, these observations do suggest that the interconnection between NPM and IT 

and their joint effect upon ethics deserves more attention in the literature than the review of the NPM-

ethics literature (see 2.3.2.1) suggests. 

Second, the few NPM-instruments that looked largely individualist on paper turned out to be rather 

different in reality. This was most obvious for the personnel appraisal system in the EI. This looked 

very individualist at first, because it implied that a bonus was given to the best-performing inspectors. 

Together with the EI's file monitoring system this appeared to amount to something not too far away 

from a NPM-like pay for performance system. Yet, the empirical analysis indicated that, in addition to 

indeed engendering some individualism, this appraisal system also had many other effects on the 

relative intensity of the interaction types. It also reinforced existing interaction patterns such as 

egalitarianism (e.g. giving the bonus to people with financial difficulties) and fatalism (when bonus-

allocation was perceived to be based on nepotism). Likewise, the RVA's Promes system might look 

like a performance measurement at first sight. Yet, the analysis in Chapter 5 showed that it is mainly a 

hierarchist instrument, imposing many constraints (high-grid), while measuring performance at field 

office-level and thus stimulating cooperation (high-group). 

Hence, it is not an instrument's "degree of NPM" that helps us to predict its impact upon public 

servants’ ethics, but the form it take in grid-group terms. We would argue that, if the grid-group bias 

of a concrete NPM type measure is empirically identified, then the above propositions will help to 

predict what its effects are. Thus, for example, the limited degree of individualism in the EI's 

appraisal system is associated with a limited degree of result-fetishism (an instance of Self-interest) 

among the EI-inspectors.  

 

                                                      
336

 Hood (1998a: 58) conceived of NPM as a hybrid between hierarchy and individualism. 



  

 352 

Second, as for ethics management, the conclusions can be brief. The degree of ethics management in 

the three organisations was modest, not least because the very concept of "integrity policy" 

("integriteitsbeleid") or "ethics management" did (at least until recently) not really exist as such in 

these organisations and in Belgium in general (see the Conclusion). All three organisations have some 

measures in place that the academic literature would identify as ethics management (see 5.3.6), but 

they are not seen as being elements of an overarching integrity policy within the organisations. 

Examples of such measures include guidelines about particular ethical issues (e.g. about the treatment 

of files that involve acquaintances) or some discussion of ethical issues in training sessions. Most 

developed and formalised are the measures in the RVA, which has both a compliance-type code of 

conduct and an integrity-type code of values (in the form of a "declaration of intention").  

We attempted to assess the impact of these ethics management measures, in the way it was done for 

all other aspects of the interaction patterns: by asking the interviewed inspectors about the antecedents 

to their application of a particular standard, first in general and then focussing on specific instruments. 

Overall, the answer was threefold. First, quite a number of inspectors referred to specific "hard" 

guidelines that are embedded in the codes of conduct, such as the prohibition to treat cases of 

acquaintances or the guideline (in the RVA) that anonymous files should not be dealt with. Second, a 

few inspectors referred to what they learned in training sessions (particularly through role-playing), 

albeit not always describing these training sessions as ethics training. Third, virtually none of the 

inspectors referred to "softer" instruments such the RVA's "declaration of intention."  

Yet, it would be unfair to draw significant conclusions from the latter two observations, because 

neither of the two instruments (training and codes of values) were applied in the way in which the 

ethics management literature usually prescribes, i.e. as part of an explicit and coordinated integrity 

policy (see 1.2.1.1). 

 

8.2.3.2. The impact of civil service motivation (CSM) 

 

As explained in the conclusion of Chapter 7 (7.5), the empirical research guided us to introduce "civil 

service motivation" (CSM) as an intermediary variable. We can define this CSM as the propensity to 

act upon one or more of the following four motives: 

• professional pride, 

• professional duty, 

• compassion, 

• public interest motivation. 

 

We came to hypothesise this as a variable during the course of the two explanation-building exercises. 

The explanation-building I exercise (on the basis of the quantitative data) guided us to assume the 

existence of two, at least partly, individual variables to explain the relative intensity of the Personal 

Morality and the Public Interest standards. The explanation-building II exercise on the basis of the 

interviews then added two more insights. First, it confirmed that two such motivators indeed exist and 

dubbed them respectively professional pride and public interest motivation. Second, it added two 

additional motivators, professional duty and compassion, to account for the Rules and Laws and the 

Stakeholder Orientation standards respectively.  

Inspired by Perry's "public service motivation" (PSM) concept, we then integrated these four 

motivators into one concept. As explained in Chapter 7, our concept has significant “family 

resemblance” with Perry’s concept, but it is different in operationalisation. To express the idea that 

our concept is partly similar and partly different from Perry’s concept, we dubbed our concept “civil 

service motivation.”  
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To allow for a convenient presentation we assumed, until now, that "CSM" is an intermediary 

variable. Yet, it is useful to explicitly address the, from the point of view from our framework, crucial 

question what this CSM really is: can it be reduced to being ultimately an individual variable; can it 

be reduced to being ultimately an aspect of the interaction patterns; or is it really an intermediary 

variable an sich that is affected by the individual variables, the interaction patterns and/or an 

interaction effect between these two?  

 

Essentially, these three possible positions are three possible interpretations of the following 

observation. When asked to account for their behaviour, the inspectors sometimes referred to one or 

more of the aspects of CSM and presented these as their own individual motivators.
337
 Given that we 

were particularly interested in the impact of the interaction patterns, we then asked whether these 

motivators were shaped by the interaction patterns. For example, when an inspector referred to his 

public interest motivation to account for his application of the Public Interest standard, then the 

interviewer typically asked whether such a motivation was perhaps stimulated by the organisation. 

Likewise, when he referred to his professional duty to account for his emphasis on the Rules and 

Laws standard, he was asked whether this is expected from him and through which channels such 

expectations are communicated. It typically required some insistence from the interviewer's side, 

before many of the interviewees then recognised that the motivator they mention is at least consistent 

with what management, peers, the courts or other (f)actors expect from them. Regularly, they also 

added that it is actively stimulated by these (f)actors. 

How one interprets this observation will determine whether one considers CSM an individual 

variable, an aspect of interaction patterns, or an intermediary variable that is shaped by the latter two. 

We now discuss each in turn. 

 

First, an argument could be made that CSM is essentially simply an individual variable. 

Proponents of this position would argue that the interviewer's insistence upon knowing whether CSM 

was not affected by the interaction patterns actually amounted to an interviewer bias and that this bias 

was the only reason why the interviewees admitted to this impact of the interaction patterns. They 

only admitted that their CSM was shaped by the interaction patterns, because the interviewer asked 

so. In reality it simply is an individual variable.  

Theoretically this position would be consistent with how Perry conceptualised his PSM: as an 

individual variable, rather than a socially constructed mind-set.
338
 Schneider's "Selection Attraction 

Attrition" (SAA) framework would then explain why this CSM is more present within the 

organisations than within, say, an average sample of the population. Specifically, the SAA framework 

would argue that people who score strongly on the aspects of CSM might be attracted to the job as 

inspector and selected on the basis of this criterion, while others might be hived off when their CSM is 

too low. 

 

At the other side of the spectrum lies the argument that the CSM is in fact solely shaped by the 

interaction patterns.  

The empirical argument in favour of this position would argue that the inspectors' tendency to 

emphasise the individual aspect of their CSM and their reluctance to admit its sources in the 

interaction patterns, is in fact a strategy to reduce "cognitive dissonance" in the sense of Leon 

Festinger's theory (Festinger 1957; Cooper and Carlsmith 2001). The reasoning goes as follows. 

As repeatedly observed in Chapter 5, the inspectors live with an important inconsistency between 

their low-grid job characteristics (considerable autonomy and discretion) on the one hand and the 

                                                      
337
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discuss the specific case where they referred to aspects of civil service motivation. 
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 That is why Perry's concept was discussed under the heading of the individual variables in Chapter 1 (see 1.2.5.1). 
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high-grid constraints imposed by management on the other. In Chapter 5, this was identified as an 

inequity in the sense of Adams' theory (1965) that, if too strong, can lead to fatalism. Yet, taking a 

more psychological view, this inconsistency can also be seen as a condition that brings the individual 

inspector in a state of cognitive dissonance. On the one hand, he, influenced by the low-grid job 

characteristics, thinks of himself as fairly autonomous and independent. On the other hand, the 

inspector learns from the high-grid constraints that his autonomy and independence are in fact 

seriously constrained. Thus, the inspector is confronted with two dissonant cognitions: "I have a 

considerable degree of autonomy and discretion" and "I have to act in accordance with what the 

organisation and the law expects from me." Following Festinger's prediction that people tend to 

reduce the cognitive dissonance by bringing opposite cognitions together, the inspector might do this 

by thinking that what the organisation expects from him is in fact his own choice.  

When we ask such an inspector, in our interview situation, why he applies a certain standard, he will 

tend to reply that this is his own choice and that he is driven by his own CSM. For example, he will 

say that it is his own sense of compassion that drives him to apply the Stakeholder Orientation 

standard, not so much the organisation's policy towards more external egalitarianism.  

If he is then forced, by the interviewer, to admit that what he claims to be his individual CSM is in 

fact shaped by the interaction patterns, he then is confronted again with the state of dissonance. This 

then explains the interviewees' reluctance to admit the impact of the interaction patterns on the CSM.  

 

The third possibility of course, is that CSM is a genuinely intermediary variable, which is affected 

by the individual variables, the interaction patterns and/or an interaction effect between these two; 

while at the same time also affecting ethical decision making and unethical behaviour.  

This would entail a third interpretation of our observation of the reluctant interviewee. The fact that it 

requires a number of additional questions before the interviewee indicates how the interaction 

patterns are in fact antecedents of his CSM could simply indicate that the interviewer is in fact 

probing for a further step backwards in the causal chain. The interviewee first presents the immediate 

cause (CSM) and only after a few additional questions, he presents its antecedents (interaction 

patterns). 

 

With this concept of CSM being developed only during the analysis and thus after the interviews, it 

was not really possible to explicitly “test” these three alternative views of the status of CSM 

(individual variable, interaction pattern or intermediary variable) during the interviews.  

The analysis of the interviews nevertheless does suggest that this status might differ, depending on the 

actual aspect of CSM. For two of the four aspects of CSM, the analysis suggests that they are really 

intermediary variables. First, professional pride was found to be an individual motive that is 

reinforced, in its effect on ethical decision making, by interaction patterns. The inspectors' 

professional pride to apply the PM standard for example, is not only an individual variable (shaped 

e.g. by education), but also stimulated by their low-grid job characteristics.
339
 Second, professional 

duty is, by definition, a hierarchist mode of CSM. Thus, any intrinsic motivation the inspector might 

have to apply the Rules and Laws standard is further reinforced by the hierarchist interaction patterns. 

As for the third (public interest motivation) and fourth (compassion) aspect, we did not have enough 

evidence to identify whether these are purely individual variables or whether they are also shaped by 

the interaction patterns.  

The presentation of the basic framework (see Figure 7-1 above) shows that, as a compromise, we 

chose to conceptualise CSM as an intermediary variable. Yet, the framework also allows that some 

aspects of CSM might essentially be individual variables or aspects of the interaction patterns.  
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 Yet, as explained in Chapter 7 (6.5.7), professional pride can also interact with high-grid interaction patterns, as the clash 

of professional pride with high-grid constraints can create both the need for and the pleasure in expanding discretion. 
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In conclusion, these observations are tentative and should be interpreted with caution. Further 

empirical corroboration is certainly necessary before a sound analytic generalisation concerning this 

"CSM" concept, its status, its antecedents and its effects becomes possible. Ideally, this research 

would involve measurements at several points in time, for example to compare an inspector's CSM 

when he is hired with his CSM some time later on. The research will also require careful 

interviewing, given that the unconscious cognitive dissonance reduction process might lead to 

mistaken conclusions. 

In spite of the tentative character of these findings, it is nevertheless hoped that this paragraph 

delivered two contributions. First, it identifies an intermediary variable that can explain why some 

associations between the interaction patterns on the one hand and ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour on the other are not as predicted. Second, our specification of this intermediary 

variable in the four motivators listed above, is significantly different from Perry's PSM-concept and 

could thus spark further research to assess whether these differences are due to the method (interviews 

vs. survey-items) or to empirical differences (Europe vs. US; inspectors vs. other kinds of inspectors).  

 

8.2.3.3. The impact of ethical climate 

 

Ethical climate was only measured through the survey. Its impact was summarised for the climate 

types separately in paragraph 8.1 and an overall impression of its predictive value was provided in the 

pattern-matching exercises (see 6.3, 6.4 and 8.2.2.2). All these data suggest that ethical climate indeed 

has a significant impact upon ethical decision making and unethical behaviour. Yet, we identified one 

important methodological problem with the measurement instrument and this will be discussed in the 

Conclusion. 

 

8.2.3.4. The impact of ethical decision making 

 

As explained in Chapter 1 (1.2.3), the variable "ethical decision making" was in fact split up in two 

subvariables, referring to two steps in the ethical decision making process. 

 

The first was "ethical dilemmas" or "ethical decision making situations." This was measured in two 

ways. 

First, the survey presented two hypothetical dilemmas, followed by the items to measure the ethical 

standards. The survey also varied to a limited extent on the variable "moral intensity," (Jones 1991) 

by changing some aspects of the hypothetical dilemma (particularly the magnitude of the 

consequences) and then asking whether the respondent would change his mind. With up to 70% of the 

respondents making exactly the same choice in all three versions of the dilemma, we found only weak 

evidence for Jones' proposition (see 6.6.2). Yet, having presented only three versions of the 

hypothetical dilemma with fairly modest variation between them, this result should be interpreted 

with caution. 

Second, the interviews with inspectors all probed for ethical dilemmas. As described in Chapter 7 

(7.2), the most prevalent dilemma involved a tension between the Stakeholder Orientation standard on 

the one hand and the Rules and Laws standard on the other: should an inspector be responsive to the 

inspectee or should he emphasise the law? The situation can also involve the Personal Morality 

standard if the inspector considers not applying the Rules and Laws standard in a strict way, out of 

ethical considerations. We also found other dilemmas and these are reported in the discussion of the 

respective standards (see 7.3). 

Hence, the subvariable "ethical dilemmas" and its impact were only researched and conceptualised to 

a limited extent, which was a consequence of the explicit choice at the outset of the research to 

emphasise the variable "interaction patterns." Yet, it is obvious that it can be significantly expanded, 
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up to becoming a genuine variable in its own right, deserving its own box in the basic framework. For, 

with our present theory we are ideally able to predict the relative intensity of the ethical decision 

making standards in a particular organisation, but we cannot exactly predict which standard will be 

applied in a concrete situation. One obvious road to further develop this variable "ethical dilemmas" is 

to use Jones' (1991) six-dimensional concept of moral intensity. Yet, in the context of our framework 

we would also propose the locus of the dilemma as another important aspect. To predict which 

standard will be applied in a concrete situation, it arguably makes a difference whether the dilemma 

occurs within the organisation or between organisational members and outsiders.
340
 In our qualitative 

research, there was almost no variation on this variable "dilemma locus," as virtually all dilemmas 

involved inspectees. It is nevertheless easy to imagine that dilemmas can also occur in other loci and 

that the locus can make a difference. Specifically, it is tempting to hypothesise that the ethical 

decision making and unethical behaviour in a particular locus (e.g. inspector-inspectee) is particularly 

influenced by the interaction patterns in that locus. Indeed, the qualitative research confirms that for 

example the application of the RL standard in the inspector-inspectee interactions was particularly 

shaped by hierarchy in that same locus. Paragraph 8.3.2.2  will address the question to what extent 

further theoretical developments of this kind are desirable.  

 

The second subvariable "ethical reasoning" was operationalised as applying one of the nine ethical 

standards and, being one of our most extensively researched variables, it is already discussed at length 

above. We here limit ourselves to one observation.  

It was clarified in Chapter 1 (1.2.3.2) that our use of the word "reasoning" did not imply that we 

assume that ethical standards are purely chosen on a rational basis. Like grid-group theory, our theory 

allows both emotional and cognitive considerations to play a role. The research confirmed that both 

underlie the choice for particular standards or particular types of unethical behaviour. For example, 

the interviews suggest that the link between fatalism and particular kinds of shirking (as an instance of 

Self-interest) has a partly emotional ground, particularly in the form of anger or frustration. 

Associations involving the intermediary variable "civil service motivation" also sometimes have a 

significant emotional dimension. For example, some interviewees attached emotional value to their 

public interest motivation, and references to compassion also have an emotional dimension.  

 

8.2.3.5. The impact of individual variables 

 

A limited number of individual variables were measured in the survey. Their analysis (see Appendix 

E.1 for results and 6.6.1.1 for a summary) indicated a number of effects, but no important patterns. 

The qualitative research did not emphasise individual variables either, but towards the end of most 

interviews, the interviewee was asked whether a number of the main traditional individual variables 

could have had any impact on his or her decision making concerning the dilemmas he just discussed. 

We briefly summarise these qualitative findings in this paragraph. 

 

First, the qualitative findings are consistent with the quantitative findings
341
 that gender does not play 

an important role in accounting for ethical decision making. There was no agreement among the 

interviewees whether female inspectors are softer and e.g. tend to emphasise the Stakeholder 

Orientation standard more than their male colleagues. Most interviewees do agree, though, that gender 

can make a difference in the kinds of reactions that are provoked from the inspectees. Women tend to 

provoke less aggression from male inspectees than men. A (female) RVA-inspector adds that female 

                                                      
340

 Even further specification is possible (see also Chapter 1). For the dilemmas within the organisation one can e.g. 

distinguish between dilemma situations that involve peers, the supervisor, the head office or top management. Dilemmas with 

outsiders can involve inspectees, the courts, politicians, other governmental organisations, etc. 
341

 One exception was the Team Interest standard where women scored somewhat higher than men. 
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inspectees are also less likely to "play on emotions and to start crying" with female inspectors than 

with male inspectors. 

Second, a few interviewees from the EI pointed out that the kind of training (e.g. engineer vs. 

scientist) could make a difference in how the inspector deals with a particular situation, but there was 

no clear evidence that this also affects the actual ethical decision making standard. The impact of the 

level of education was not assessed in the qualitative research. 

Third, as for age, there was a widespread perception of a generation difference within the EI. One EI-

inspector suggested that age and thus "the time in which you are brought up," might be associated 

with the public interest motivation (an aspect of civil service motivation) to be concerned about the 

environment. The younger generation would then be more socialised into this concern about the 

environment than older generations. Yet, this difference is not confirmed in the quantitative 

research.
342
 There were no such observations of differences between generations in the other two 

organisations.
343
 

Seniority and the concomitant experience, on the other hand, of course do have an important impact. 

But this is largely in interaction with the interaction patterns as it is seniority which allows individual 

inspectors to be socialised into the interaction patterns, which then impact the inspector's ethical 

decision making. Yet, as one EI-inspector points out, experience can have an ambiguous impact upon 

ethical decision making: "On the one hand you perhaps become a bit milder, but on the other hand 

you also see more (...). Thus, overall I definitely did not become milder [over the years]."
344
 

 

In sum, the impact of these four “individual variables” is limited, thus suggesting that it is acceptable 

to consider this variable merely a control variable (rather than as the main variable of interest), as we 

did in our analysis. Yet, the realm of individual variables is of course much broader than this list and 

further development of this variable is an interesting avenue for further research. 

 

8.2.3.6. The impact of the "environment outside the organisation" 

 

Chapter 1 (1.2.5.2) conceptualised "the environment outside the organisation" at two levels.  

First, the macro-level referred to national culture. Since the study was done within one country and 

among only Dutch-speaking inspectors, there was no variation on this variable and no significant 

conclusions can be drawn about the impact of this variable.  

The meso-level referred to geographic regions and sectors. As for the former, the quantitative research 

(see E.2.2) observed a few differences between the Flemish provinces, but given the lack of 

theoretical framework to interpret these data and a number of methodological problems,
345
 these 

findings were not considered important. As for sectors, our research in fact occurred at two 

governmental levels. The RVA and the RSZ are situated at the Belgian national level and the EI at the 

Flemish regional level. Yet, for two main reasons, we will not draw any general conclusions about the 

impact of this variable "governmental level" on our variables of interest. First, the distinction between 

national level and Flemish level coincides with two other important distinctions that were identified to 

have a meaningful effect. It coincides with the distinction between social inspection (RVA, RSZ) on 

the one hand and environmental inspection (EI) on the other. The discussion of the factor "regulatory 

task environment," in Chapter 5 (5.4.1) shows that this is indeed a distinction that has a significant 

impact upon the interaction patterns. The distinction national-Flemish also coincides with another 
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 Age and the Public Interest standard are not significantly associated within the EI. 
343

 There was a returning story in the RVA that older generations of inspectors were much stricter than younger generations. 

Yet, most interviewees associated this with socialisation within the organisation (the strong hierarchist bias in the earlier 

decades of the RVA) than with wider societal socialisation. 
344

 The impact of the variable "position" (researched in the quantitative research) could not be assessed qualitatively, as the 

interviews with management were to describe the interaction patterns, not their ethical decision making. 
345

 For example: people do not necessarily work in the region where they were born or live. 
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factor that was identified to be important in shaping the interaction patterns: formal discretion. The 

EI-inspectors' discretion is significantly higher than that of the RVA- and the RSZ-inspectors. Such 

coinciding distinctions make it very difficult to isolate the impact of "governmental level" from the 

other two factors. Second, because we studied only one organisation at Flemish level it is not possible 

to assess to what extent the observations should be ascribed to the level of the Flemish government 

(or the Ministry of the Flemish Community) as a whole. For example, the EI's appraisal system is 

mostly developed at the overarching level of the Ministry of the Flemish Community. Yet, because 

our research was only in the EI, it is difficult to assess whether our observations concerning the 

appraisal system have significance beyond the EI.  

In sum, our research did not allow to draw significant conclusions about the impact of the traditional 

environmental variables national culture, region and sector. 

 

Instead, we did identify three broad evolutions that did clearly impact our variables of interest and 

particularly the interaction patterns. We thus focus on these three evolutions, rather than on the 

traditional environmental variables, to operationalise the variable "environment outside the 

organisation." 

The first is a broad evolution that involves the culture of the society as a whole: the trend towards 

more demand for accountability by power institutions such as governmental organisations. In grid-

group terms this would be identified as a societal evolution away from hierarchy towards more 

individualism and egalitarianism.
346
 This trend was repeatedly referred to by the interviewees, but has 

also been noted elsewhere. For example, a case study of the reform of the Belgian police system 

(Maesschalck 2002c) also identified a move away from hierarchy towards more egalitarianism and 

individualism. More generally, recent contributions in the sociology of values suggest that this 

evolution goes way beyond the Belgian borders. Inglehart (1997) e.g. observed declining respect for 

hierarchical and authoritarian institutions.  

The second evolution also has society-wide implications, but is more of a technical than of a cultural 

nature: the accelerating innovations in the area of Information Technology (IT).  

The third evolution combines cultural with technical elements, but is specific to government: the 

popularity of the New Public Management (NPM) administrative philosophy (Hood and Jackson 

1991; Barzelay 2001) or of public management reform more generally (maintain, modernise, 

marketise, minimise (see Bouckaert and Pollitt 2000)).  

 

These three broad evolutions are of course intertwined and typically reinforce each other in impacting 

our researched organisations. Two examples can illustrate this. 

First, while the trend towards more accountability stimulates the installation of new monitoring 

systems,
347
 such as Promes in the RVA, the File Monitoring System in the EI and Orestes and the 

datawarehouse system in the RSZ, the IT-evolutions provide the technical opportunities that enable 

such systems. This is yet reinforced by the third trend, the popularity of the NPM philosophy. The 

latter provides the arguments and justifications for such innovations as well as the actual techniques 

and best practices. Being partly the consequence of these broader trends, the monitoring systems in 
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 Interestingly, as will be explained in a moment, this societal move towards more individualism and egalitarianism in the 

form of increasing demands for accountability, sometimes translates into more hierarchy at organisational level.  
347

 It is worth noting that, although these monitoring systems are typically introduced to increase control, this is not always 

realised in practice. When asked whether IT increases his scope for control of the inspectors, one senior RSZ-interviewee 

responded: "That should be the case. Yet the control is de facto in fact reduced as a consequence of the growing pains of the 

IT-system. In fact, at this moment I have no idea about what my people have finished of their planning. But when the IT 

works well, control will indeed be easier." 

An RSZ-interviewee from the head office notes another disadvantage: "you should see them walking around, the inspectors: 

they are like donkeys; the way they are loaded with all their stuff.” 
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turn shape the interaction patterns in a largely hierarchist way, thus also affecting ethical decision 

making and unethical behaviour. 

Second, the trends also reinforce each other in making the inspectors’ job more complex and 

intellectually demanding. The societal trend towards more accountability typically entails more 

assertive citizens and tends to work towards more complex and nuanced legislation. At the same time 

developments in IT (and to a lesser extent also NPM type reforms) not only require the development 

of specific technical skills, but also tend to reduce the amount of repetitive, intellectually 

unchallenging work. Some interviewees suggested that this increased complexity of the inspectors' job 

can create fatalist conditions for a number of inspectors who are not able to follow suit anymore. This 

makes them feel like they have less control over their lives (high-grid) while they feel they are not 

being supported sufficiently (low-group). 

 

As already mentioned, these trends typically affect the public servants' ethics through the interaction 

patterns. To be more precise, they impact the intra- and extra-organisational factors which in turn 

shape the interaction patterns. Two examples can illustrate this. 

First, they affect the factor "inspectees as referents." As explained in Chapter 5 (5.4.6.1), interviewees 

in all three organisations noted a significant increase in the inspectees' assertiveness, which we would 

link with the broader move towards more demand for accountability. 

Second, the trends also impact the organisational factors, such as "formal organisational structure," 

"top management and head office as referents," and "instruments of HR." It is interesting to see how 

the organisations react differently to these trends. Most outspoken was the difference between the 

RVA-management and the EI-management with regard to their policy towards inspector-inspectee 

interactions. While the former worked towards more egalitarianism in those interactions, the EI-

management has a clear policy towards more hierarchy. These different reactions to what is roughly 

the same societal trend are largely due to the different past of the two organisations. Most 

interviewees agreed that, until about two decades ago, there was significant truth in the stereotype of 

the tough RVA-inspector who treats "powerless unemployed people" in a strict and sometimes rude 

way. The RVA-management's policy to alleviate this external hierarchy then seems a logical reaction 

to the societal trend towards more demand for accountability. The EI-inspectors, on the other hand, 

come from a tradition (partly learned in the organisations where they worked previous to the 

establishment of the EI in 1991) of treating inspectees in a very flexible, egalitarian way. The EI-

management's policy to strengthen the hierarchical enforcement of environmental legislation could 

thus also be seen as a logical reaction to society's demands for more accountability.
348
 Yet, there are 

also other factors than our societal trends that account for these different reactions. Some interviewees 

for example pointed at the fact that public opinions about the rule transgressions in the respective 

inspection domains tend to vary over time. This was most obvious for the environmental inspection, 

where some interviewees referred to decreasing tolerance in society for threats to the environment or 

to human health. Yet, an in-depth analysis of these antecedents of the interaction patterns is in fact 

one step beyond the causal chain upon which we intended to focus.  

 

Two conclusions can be drawn from this discussion. 

First, this indicates that we cannot simply explain the inspectors' ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour by referring to the broader societal culture as expressed in these three trends. 

These trends only have their impact upon ethics through their impact upon the intra- and extra-

organisational factors, which in turn shape the interaction patterns. This thus provides support for the 

assumption, underlying this research, that the interaction patterns have a significant impact upon 

ethical decision making and unethical behaviour.  
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 Thus, given these different pasts and the different reactions to them, there in fact seems to be some convergence between 

the two organisations. 
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Second, there is of course significant empirical and theoretical scope for further expanding this 

variable. Empirically, it would be interesting to see how aspects of the environment other than these 

societal trends impact the interaction patterns and thus the ethics of the organisational members. 

Theoretically, this expansion could make use of grid-group theory. At least two of the three trends 

noted above can be identified in grid-group terms and attempts have already been made to use grid-

group as a framework to link organisational characteristics with characteristics of the organisation’s 

environment (see e.g. Coyle 1997).  

 

8.2.3.7. Causality in the other direction 

 

As announced in the Introduction and in Chapter 2, we assumed that the main causal direction would 

be from the interaction patterns to the ethical variables, but that feedback effects are possible. This 

position is also usually taken in grid-group theory (Thompson et al. 1990) and in a large part of the 

organisational ethics literature. During the research we did not actively look for (or report about) such 

feedback effects, but this conclusion of the research is a good opportunity to briefly address this issue. 

At least two kinds of causal impact from the ethical variables back to the interaction patterns can be 

identified. 

 

First, there clearly were many instances of the kind of mutually supportive relationship between the 

interaction patterns and the ethical variables, that we hypothesised to find on the basis of grid-group 

theory’s compatibility condition. The associated grid-group type (e.g. hierarchy), ethical climate type 

(e.g. Rules and Laws), ethical decision making standard (e.g. Rules and Laws) and unethical 

behaviour type (e.g. Rule- and Law-fetishism) thus reinforce each other in a positive feedback cycle 

(6 and Peck forthcoming). To take just one example, several inspectors explained that, if they applied 

the Stakeholder Orientation standard in their interactions with inspectees, the latter (constituting the 

factor “inspectees as referents” that shapes the interaction patterns) often react to this by being correct 

and cooperative, thus shaping the extra-organisational interaction patterns in an egalitarian way. 

According to our proposition, this external egalitarianism will in turn reinforce the application of the 

Stakeholder Orientation, which will then reinforce the inspectee in shaping the interaction patterns in 

an egalitarian way, etc. This thus takes the form of a positive feedback loop.  

Yet, as explained in Chapter 2, if this positive feedback cycle can continue unabated, it can turn into a 

vicious cycle and lead to the unethical behaviour associated with external egalitarianism and 

Stakeholder Orientation: Partiality. 

 

The story is of course much more complex. Inspectors not only apply the Stakeholder Orientation 

standard, but can also e.g. apply the Rules and Laws or the Self-interest standard in their interactions 

with inspectees. Inspectees do not always react in an external egalitarian way, but can also simply 

stick to the traditional hierarchist inspector-inspectee interaction pattern or become aggressive, thus 

shaping the interaction in a fatalist direction. Moreover, there are many other factors than "inspectees 

as referents" that shape the interaction patterns (e.g. management as referents), and these often shape 

the interaction patterns in different ways. 

In fact, as hypothesised by grid-group theory and confirmed in our research, the four interaction types 

are in constant competition with each other, thus constantly giving each other negative feedback. 

And this is where the second kind of causality in the other direction (particularly from unethical 

behaviour to interaction patterns) comes in, but in another way than in the self-reinforcing cycle of 

positive feedback. We explain this by referring to the example just described. In the organisation 

where the positive feedback cycle between external egalitarianism and Stakeholder Orientation went 

so far as to lead to the Partiality type of unethical behaviour, management can refer to this Partiality to 

justify its own emphasis on hierarchy in the inspector-inspectee interactions. A particular type of 
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unethical behaviour (Partiality) then has an impact upon the interaction patterns because it reinforces 

management in its policy to emphasise an interaction pattern (hierarchy) that does not lead to this kind 

of unethical behaviour. This thus is a negative feedback cycle from unethical behaviour to the 

interaction patterns that will counterbalance the positive feedback cycle described above. In fact, this 

is exactly what occurred in the EI (see Chapter 5). A similar example was found in the RVA (see 

Chapter 5). The RVA-management has an explicit policy to increase egalitarianism and decrease 

hierarchy in the inspector-inspectee interactions. In the interviews, management typically referred to 

instances of Rule- and Law-fetishism (i.e. perverse effects of hierarchy) to support their claim that 

hierarchy should be counterbalanced. Again, a particular type of unethical behaviour thus stimulates 

the application of an interaction type that does not lead to this type of unethical behaviour. To take a 

final example, we also observed this negative feedback loop in the academic debate over the impact of 

NPM-reforms on the ethics of public servants (see 2.3.2.1). It was shown how the proponents of a 

particular approach typically defended their own approach by pointing at the unethical behaviour that 

is engendered by the rivalling approaches.  

 

This tentative, stylised discussion provides a sample of how complex accounts that address bi-

directional causality might look like. The observations are of course preliminary and there is a large 

scope for further development. Additional theoretical development could build on the work of Perri 6 

and colleagues (2003; 2002), who borrowed the concepts of negative and positive feedback from 

systems theory and applied them on grid-group theory. Empirically, the study of such complex causal 

mechanisms would benefit from research at different points in time, rather than the measurement at 

one point that was done in the present research.  

We conclude with the observation that such bi-directional causal accounts would clearly improve the 

understanding of the mechanisms that underlie our propositions, but that such explanations do not 

necessarily increase the predictive value of the propositions with our preferred causal direction: from 

the interaction patterns over ethical climate and ethical decision making to unethical behaviour. 

Referring back to the example of the RVA, our description in Chapter 5 did extensively note 

management's policy towards more external egalitarianism and was able to include this in the 

prediction. The difference is that it did not explicitly conceptualise this policy as causally impacted by 

the inspectors' Rule- and Law-fetishism. Thus, although assessment of bi-directional causality adds 

insight, it does not necessarily improve our prediction about the impact of the interaction patterns on 

the other variables.  

8.2.4. Summary 

 

In conclusion to this paragraph we briefly summarise the adapted theory. 

 

The three basic propositions from grid-group theory (the compatibility, the requisite variety, and the 

clumsiness proposition) guided us to our proposition of a causal link between the relative intensity of 

the respective types of the four main variables: interaction patterns, ethical climate, ethical decision 

making, and unethical behaviour. This general proposition was specified in a set of specific 

propositions that linked the actual types with each other. A considerable number of these propositions 

were modified following the empirical research, leading to the adapted propositions as described in 

paragraph 8.2.2.4. 

In addition to these core propositions, the empirical research also suggested to include a new 

intermediary variable "civil service motivation," which explains why two propositions do not turn out 

as initially expected, but also influences a number of other standards in ethical decision making and 

types of unethical behaviour.  
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As a matter of example we briefly summarise one set of  propositions and the main empirical findings 

concerning that set of propositions. It was hypothesised that the interaction types fatalism and internal 

individualism are associated with the Self-interest ethical climate and ethical decision making 

standard and the Selfishness type of unethical behaviour. This set of propositions was largely 

confirmed. Specifically, we identified two instances of Self-interest/Selfishness,
349
 each impacted by 

another interaction type. First, a few examples of “result-fetishism” were identified and the interviews 

suggest that these are provoked by individualist interaction patterns. This observation thus 

corroborates propositions in the NPM-ethics literature that competition between individuals entails 

self-interested behaviour. Yet, the degree of individualism in the studied organisations was so limited 

that this observation should be interpreted with caution. Second, more interesting and more prevalent 

were instances of “shirking work or responsibility,” the other type of Self-interest/Selfishness. The 

interviews confirm that such self-interested behaviour was associated with fatalist interaction patterns. 

Factors that were found to engender such fatalism in the interactions include aggression by citizens, a 

high discrepancy between the inspectors’ expectations concerning discretion and the low discretion 

they actually have, and different pay for the same work. The latter two were identified as instances of 

inequity that shape the interaction patterns in a fatalist way. Finally, we also observed that although 

there is an association between fatalism and the Self-interest standard in ethical decision making, the 

relative intensity of the latter tends to be lower than the relative intensity of fatalism. We thus 

hypothesised the existence of a “dam” that reduces the impact of fatalism on ethical decision making 

and the interviews confirmed this. Specifically, interviewees referred to aspects of their “civil service 

motivation” (particularly professional duty and public interest motivation) to explain why their fatalist 

working conditions did not guide them to shirk work or responsibility. 

A more elaborate discussion of this set of propositions and of the eight other sets of propositions is 

presented above (see 8.1). 

 

A number of other variables were also considered, but only to a limited extent. The individual 

variables were essentially reduced to a number of demographic variables and variables like seniority 

or level of education. A few significant effects of these variables were identified, but no patterns 

emerged that are important enough to deserve mentioning in the core of the adapted theory. The 

empirical research did not allow to draw any significant conclusions about the impact of aspects of 

the variable "environment outside the organisation" such as national culture or sector, but it did 

identify three broader trends that clearly have an impact upon the interaction patterns and through that 

upon ethical decision making and unethical behaviour.  
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 The distinction between the Self-interest standard in ethical decision making and the Selfishness type of unethical 

behaviour is a matter of degree and it is eventually local circumstances, moral opinion and regulations that will determine on 

which side of the border a concrete instance would locate itself. 
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8.3. Some concluding reflections 
 

In this concluding paragraph, we attempt to take some distance from the actual framework and theory 

and to formulate some more general remarks. First, we formulate a number of general methodological 

conclusions about the measurement of the main variables, aiming at some suggestions for further 

empirical corroboration of the theory. These are followed by some more theoretical reflections, first 

about the use and usefulness of typologies, and then about avenues for further theoretical 

development. 

 

8.3.1. Methodological reflections 

 

The conclusion to Chapter 3 (3.4) discussed methodological aspects of the research design as a whole, 

describing how, in this study, we attempted to meet Yin's (1994) four criteria for judging the quality 

of a research design. The present paragraph instead focuses on the main variables of the framework, 

drawing some general conclusions about the way in which they were measured and attempting at 

some suggestions for future measurement.
350
  

 

8.3.1.1. Measurement of interaction patterns 

 

This variable was not easy to measure. With their fairly strong degree of autonomy and the inevitable 

degree of informal discretion (however limited their formal discretion), the inspectors are a difficult 

group to grasp, not only for management who wants to control them (a dominant theme in the 

interviews with management), but also for researchers who want to describe their interaction 

patterns.
351
 Moreover, the aim of this measurement was not only to describe the traditional 

explanatory factors for ethics (e.g. "formal organisational structure," "management as referents," 

"instruments of HR," "the courts as referents"), but also to assess their impact, in grid-group terms, 

upon the interaction patterns. Thus, rather than simply describing formal policies, we intended to 

describe the policies as they are implemented in the real-life interactions on the workfloor. This 

exercise to describe the impact of the factors upon the interaction patterns allowed us to situate the 

instruments in their concrete context. It thus often provided us with additional information that we did 

not expect on the basis of a description of the factors only. That such a contextualised description 

leads to better predictions than a pure description of the factors, has at least two reasons. 

First, in a concrete context, management instruments or regulations can take a very different shape 

than they looked like in isolation on the drawing table. A very obvious example of this was the 

personnel appraisal system in the EI. It looked very individualist on paper, but the empirical analysis 

indicated that, in addition to indeed adding some individualism, this new instrument also reinforced 

existing interaction patterns such as egalitarianism (e.g. giving the bonus to people with financial 

difficulties) and fatalism (when bonus-allocation was perceived to be based on nepotism).  

Second, new and salient instruments of a particular type are often introduced to compensate for the 

(perceived) relative strength of another type. It would thus be very misleading to focus on those new 

instruments in order to describe an organisation. The RVA provides an interesting example of this. An 

analysis that would solely focus on the recent high-profile innovations that emphasise egalitarianism 
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 Specific remarks about the operationalisation of the types and thus about the actual survey items were listed at the end of 

Chapter 6 (6.7) and will not be repeated here. 
351

 The positive feedback (see 3.2) from managerial informants who read an earlier version of Chapter 5 and of Appendix A 

nevertheless suggests that we were able to describe at least the main aspects of the interaction patterns. 
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in the inspector-inspectee interactions,
352
 would be a weak basis for predictions because it ignores the 

RVA-inspectors' traditionally strong emphasis on external hierarchy. In fact, management launched its 

policy towards more external egalitarianism exactly to compensate for the inspectors' strongly 

hierarchist bias. 

In sum, these examples are consistent with grid-group theory’s assumption that an organisation (or 

any other social system) is a complex and subtle settlement between the four types and that 

management instruments should always be considered in such a context. Moreover, the examples also 

suggest that the often used approach in ethics management (see 1.2.1) to simply indicate the presence 

of a factor (e.g.: Is there an appraisal system with bonus or not?) and then assess the factor's impact 

upon the ethics of the organisational members, could be very misleading. Instead, the factor should 

first be put in context and an analysis should first indicate which concrete form it takes in the 

organisation. The strength of grid-group theory then is that it provides the language to describe such 

detail, but, thanks to its broadly applicable typology, still remains parsimonious and does not require 

an extensive conceptual framework to describe the concrete shape all these different factors take.  

However important, in-depth description of the factors is sometimes simply not feasible, e.g. if one 

aims at analysing a large sample of organisations. Yet, even then, it would be useful to check, through 

a limited number of interviews or through some survey items, what shape the instruments take on the 

work floor. 

 

8.3.1.2. Measurement of ethical climate 

 

We draw three general conclusions on the basis of our experience with the survey measurement of 

ethical climate. 

 

First, the climate literature in general contains elaborate discussions of the ontological and analytical 

level of "organisational climate," debating whether this is a genuine organisational-level construct or 

still essentially an individual perception, even when the individual scores are statistically aggregated. 

Following Victor and Cullen (1988), we explicitly conceptualised "ethical climate" as a collective, 

organisational-level construct and also formulated the survey items with a focus on that level. 

Although this assumption was not explicitly tested, the statistical analyses suggest this to be a 

plausible assumption. Specifically, ordinal regressions indicated significant between-organisational 

differences on four of the nine ethical climate types (see 6.4.1.2), while indicating virtually no 

difference at subunit level within the organisations (see 7.1.2).  

 

Second and more importantly, our study suggests that there might be another problem with the ethical 

climate concept and its measurement that has received much less attention in the literature. Victor and 

Cullen define ethical climate as "the shared perceptions of what is ethically correct behavior and how 

ethical issues should be handled" (Victor and Cullen 1987). Ethical climate thus refers to what the 

respondents perceive that is expected from them. Interestingly, Victor and Cullen do not specify the 

source of these perceived expectations. Does the climate refer to the respondents' perceptions of the 

managerial expectations, of what their colleagues expect from them, or perhaps of what extra-

organisational actors, such as politicians or inspectees, expect from them?  

The assumption behind Victor and Cullen's definition seems to be that the respondents, when 

completing the Ethical Climate Questionnaire (ECQ), somewhat merge all these different sources into 

something like a "weighed average" which then is the organisation's ethical climate. Yet, our research 

suggests that people do clearly distinguish between these sources when they fill out the ethical climate 
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 Examples include management's emphasis on giving information over simply writing PV's; the emphasis on the battle 

against organised fraud, rather than on "catching the common man"; and the limits on family investigations (see Chapter 5 

and Appendix A for more extensive discussions). 
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questionnaire. First, during the "think aloud" test of the survey, people repeatedly asked to specify 

whose expectations the survey was asking for. Likewise, of the interviewees who were asked to rank 

nine ethical climate items (see 3.1.3.2), several asked to specify whether the items referred to 

expectations by management or by peers. Third, as mentioned in Chapter 6 (6.1.2), some respondents 

made similar remarks in written notes on the survey, for example in the answer to the open question 

about unethical behaviour. Finally, a statistical analysis of separate items that measure the same 

climate type but implicitly specify a different source, indicates different scores depending on the 

source.
353
 

In sum, if the respondents distinguish between sources of expectations (colleagues, management, 

supervisors), and if they are not asked which source they think of when they answer the ECQ, it is 

difficult to interpret the climate scores. To allow the analysis to proceed in this study, we took the 

pragmatic position to assume that ethical climate refers to perceptions of expectations in general with 

an emphasis on managerial expectations. Yet, it would be advisable in future research to take this 

problem into consideration. There are at least three options to deal with it. 

The most interesting yet also most demanding option is to present the respondents with different 

versions of the ECQ, each version
354
 measuring the expectations from a different source.

355
 This 

allows to distinguish between different kinds of ethical climate, depending on the source, but also to 

statistically aggregate the items in an overall ethical climate measure that is conceptually equivalent to 

Victor and Cullen's concept. The main advantage of such a test is that it becomes possible to assess 

empirically to what extent it is feasible to hypothesise an overall ethical climate, rather than simply 

assuming it. The obvious disadvantage is that this entails a long and tedious survey with many 

repeatedly returning items.  

The second option is to reduce the ethical climate to expectations from only one source, presumably 

management, and to measure it accordingly by specifying this in the introduction of the ECQ or by 

reformulating the items to explicitly refer to managerial expectations. The obvious advantage of this 

is that one knows what is measured: perceived managerial expectations. The important disadvantage 

is that this implies a theoretical re-definition of the ethical climate concept and thus in fact of the 

conceptual framework and the propositions as a whole. For, if ethical climate measures perceived 

managerial expectations, then it presumably will only be affected by the interaction patterns as shaped 

by management, not by the interaction patterns as a whole.  

The third option would be a compromise, in the form of an adapted version of the ECQ in which the 

four or so items measuring the same type would refer to different sources of the perceived 

expectations, say management, peers and the legislator. The resulting scales would then measure an 

ethical climate that is a genuine average of the expectations, while analyses of the items separately 

would give an impression of the differences between the sources. The disadvantage of this approach is 

that the items also vary on other aspects than on source (e.g. on different meanings of the item) and 

that it would thus be difficult to know whether variations between the items would be due to the 

source or to other differences between the items. 

 

Third, we hypothesised an implicit cognitive process to account for unexpected between-

organisational differences (or the lack thereof) on two ethical climate scales (Personal Morality 

(6.5.7) and Rules and Laws (6.5.8)) and on the scale measuring autonomy (5.6.2). Specifically, we 

hypothesised that when survey-respondents are asked to answer a descriptive question about their own 
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 This refers to the survey items measuring the Stakeholder Orientation climate (6.5.6). While there are no between-

organisational differences on the items that implicitly refer to behaviour of colleagues, there are differences between the RVA 

and the EI on the two items that implicitly refer to managerial expectations. 
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 This could of course become a long list of versions: peers (other inspectors), other colleagues, supervisor, head office, top 

management, etc. Yet, preliminary qualitative research could then suggest which sources should be taken. 
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 This could be done by specifying whose expectations it concerns at the outset of each version or by reformulating all 

separate items, each time specifying the source of the expectations. 
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organisational context, they in fact implicitly compare this context with a standard. That standard can 

be shaped by the situation of others (e.g. peers in the same or other organisations), a personal 

standard, or system referents (e.g. the formally granted discretion). We put forward that, if three 

conditions are satisfied (see 6.5.7), this implicit comparison will bias the survey findings.  

It is not unlikely that this observation might be relevant for the interpretation of other organisational 

surveys as well, and this would be an interesting avenue for further research. An obvious way to test 

this presumption is by explicitly asking the respondents to indicate their standard and then assess 

whether this standard indeed has the biasing effect we expect it to have on the items that measure 

actual perception. 

 

8.3.1.3. Measurement of ethical decision making 

 

As for the survey, the analysis suggests that the approach to present the respondent with hypothetical 

dilemmas, followed by items to measure the importance of particular standards in that dilemma, is 

useful. Particularly encouraging for future applications of the instrument in organisational research, is 

the observation that it identified a number of significant and meaningful differences between highly 

similar organisations, while being only to a limited extent impacted by individual variables. Chapter 6 

made a number of suggestions to improve specific items. 

Interview-based measurement of ethical decision making is not easy among street-level bureaucrats, 

as suggested by a quote from an interviewed inspector, which is representative for many other 

remarks by the interviewees: "I do not think that there are two inspectors who do their jobs in the 

same way." The interview analysis (see Chapter 7) nevertheless suggests that the ninefold typology of 

ethical decision making standards provides a useful framework that is broad enough to distinguish 

between different standards, while still being sufficiently parsimonious to keep the analysis 

conceptually manageable. The interview-technique proved also useful to probe for the antecedents of 

the applied ethical standards, but does have its limits. Since the interviewees inevitably provide an 

after-the-fact account, it is difficult to assess whether they describe the actual antecedents to their 

ethical decision making, or rather a rationalisation. Direct observation of the inspectors during their 

actual work is an obvious, albeit time-consuming, way to reduce this problem in future research.  

 

8.3.1.4. Measurement of unethical behaviour 

 

Two statistical tests were performed to assess the validity of the survey items that measure unethical 

behaviour. A first test (6.6.1.3) measured the associations between the ethical decision making 

standards and the types of unethical behaviour and suggested that the observation of unethical 

behaviour was not biased by the respondents' own ethical standards.
356
 Second, the fact that there 

were almost no associations between the demographic variables and the unethical behaviour items 

(6.6.1.1) is also encouraging. It supports the assumption (underlying the choice to measure unethical 

behaviour by asking respondents to report on their colleagues' unethical behaviour) that this 

perception is affected by what really happens in the organisation, not by characteristics of those 

reporting their perception. 

Other aspects of the survey-measurement of unethical behaviour were already evaluated in Chapter 8 

(8.2.1). It was concluded that, provided the items are crafted carefully (a few adaptations were 

proposed), it makes empirical sense to conceive of unethical behaviour as the excessive application of 

an ethical standard.  
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 An even better test, which could be applied in future research, would be to ask two questions for each unethical behaviour 

item: its frequency and the respondent's opinion about how serious an unethical act he considers it. 
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8.3.2. Theoretical reflections 

 

Since most theoretical conclusions are formulated in Chapter 8, we limit this discussion to two 

specific reflections. First, we present some thoughts about the use and usefulness of typologies, the 

main analytic tool of this research. Then follow some brief suggestions for further theoretical 

development. 

 

8.3.2.1. The value of typologies 

 

This discussion about the value of typologies will focus on the fourfold grid-group typology that was 

used to conceptualise the interaction patterns, but most remarks are mutatis mutandis also relevant for 

the ninefold Victor and Cullen typology that was used to conceptualise ethical climate, ethical 

decision making and unethical behaviour. 

 

During the research project, we experienced at least four important and related advantages of using 

typologies.  

First and most obviously, a typology helps to reduce large amounts of data to a straightforward 

classification. This was most obvious with the summarising table that described the relative intensity 

of the interaction types in the three organisations (see 5.5.). The simple bottom line of this table 

("total") summarised all the information that was described in Appendix A and Chapter 5, which was 

in turn based on large numbers of documents and interview-transcripts.  

Second, because they compel to codify empirical findings in abstract language, the typologies also 

importantly facilitate the comparison between the organisations. For example, the Promes system in 

the RVA and the planning cycle with the central role of the working groups in the EI, are very 

different in outlook, but grid-group theory allowed identifying both as largely similar hierarchist 

instruments.  

Third, consistent with the metaphors used to describe the application of typologies (e.g. a 

"perspective," a "pair of glasses," a "language"), they help to examine the research objects from a 

different angle, to observe aspects that would not have been identified otherwise, to make explicit 

underlying assumptions, and to put the observations in a broader theoretical context. To take just one 

example, the typology of ethical decision making standards helped to distinguish between different 

kinds of "not seeing transgressions." If an inspector ignores a transgression simply to shirk work or 

responsibility, then this is an instance of Self-interest. Yet, if he ignores a transgression because he 

made the ethical judgement that it would be immoral to apply the law in this instance, then it is an 

instance of the hybrid between Personal Morality and Stakeholder Orientation.  

Fourth, the used typologies not only help to uncover biases in the minds of those whose behaviour is 

researched. They also make explicit the researcher's bias, thus making it more accessible for scrutiny. 

As noted by Heise, taxonomies and/or typologies are unavoidable when doing social science research: 

“[they] are entailed in defining which entities are to be measured, so are of all measurements” (Heise 

2001: 13507). To use a limited number of conceptually manageable typologies seems a way forward 

that is at least as appropriate as more ad hoc classifications that are specific to the management 

instrument or ethical behaviour under scrutiny. 

 

During the study, we also experienced two important disadvantages with the use of the typologies. 

 

First, for a number of findings, the translation into the language of the typology worked rather to 

complicate than to elucidate the observation. Probably the most extreme example of this was the 

account for the between-organisational differences on the Efficiency ethical climate. The 
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comparatively high score within the RVA on items like "the major responsibility for people in X is to 

aim at cost-reduction" and "inexpensive solutions to problems are always sought here" was essentially 

explained by referring to the relatively higher cost-consciousness and financial prudence in the 

interaction patterns in the RVA. Yet, it was quite demanding to translate this fairly straightforward 

observation into the language of the framework. Specifically, it was described as "an individualist 

kind of engagement towards the group" and thus a hybrid of individualism and high-group, where the 

latter is not simply a sum of both constituting parts, but a hybrid that genuinely blends both parts into 

something like a new type. We nevertheless argue that, even in the sight of such examples, the 

translation of the observations into the grid-group typology was still useful for three reasons. 

First, this is obviously an extreme example. There are many more examples where the grid-group 

typology did serve as a powerful analytic tool that enabled to summarise complex data, provided 

original perspectives on the findings, and exhibited all the other advantages just mentioned. 

Second, even in this extreme case, the demanding translation still provided some additional insight. 

Specifically, it casted some light on what "cost-consciousness" really means in a sociological-

anthropological framework like that of grid-group theory, by specifying it as "an individualist kind of 

engagement towards the group." 

Third and most fundamentally, the problem with applying the grid-group typology in this particular 

example should be put in the broader perspective of the value of the theory as a whole. At this micro-

level it might seem useless to translate such a simple notion in a more complicated language. Yet, at 

macro-level all these separate translations (of which most are less far-fetched than this example) add 

up to a fairly comprehensive but parsimonious description of an organisation that does quite well at 

predicting the ethics within that organisation. In other words, examples like this put the trade-off that 

underlies the use of typologies at its sharpest. It comes down to a choice to bear with such cases of 

micro-level complexity, in return for macro-level parsimony and predictive power. In the context of 

our study, we think that the number of instances of far-fetched micro-complexity was small enough, to 

be counterweighted by the advantages of the typologies and the theory as a whole.  

 

A second important disadvantage of using typologies is that they claim a significant amount of time to 

be spent on classifying, on translating empirical findings in the language of the typology. Particularly 

in the grid-group analysis that was the basis of Chapter 5, we sometimes had the impression to be 

more focussed on theoretical pondering and trying to refine the typology than on understanding the 

empirical observations. Two considerations help to nuance this impression.  

First, this impression is partly misleading. Trying to situate empirical observations along the grid and 

group dimensions might look like theoretical pondering, but it also adds insight into the empirical 

phenomenon itself. For example, the question to what extent the working group system in the EI is 

egalitarian or hierarchist is not only of theoretical, but also of significant empirical relevance. 

Second, to the extent that the impression is not misleading, we would argue that this is a disadvantage 

that can be avoided to a significant degree. The amount of time spent on classifying empirical 

instances could significantly be reduced if the analysis could draw on a well-developed classification 

system with elaborate and detailed definitions of the dimensions and the types, and with many 

examples to clarify these. Building on the existing body of applications of grid-group theory in 

political science, organisation science and public administration, we attempted to present such a 

classification system in Chapter 1 (1.2.1.2). Yet, from the analysis presented in Chapter 5, we learned 

that this basis had its limits and that a significant amount of time was still necessary for further 

classification. We would argue that the reason for this still limited conceptual clarity resides partly in 

the grid-group literature itself. There still is considerable ambiguity and debate over the meaning of 

even quite central concepts. A case in point in the context of public administration is the grid-group 

classification of what has been described as "the Whitehall village" (Heclo and Wildavsky 1974) at 

the administrative top of the British treasury. According to Hood this "depicts a system in which the 
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behaviour of high-flying bureaucrats is controlled by continual exposure to judgement and assessment 

of colleagues over a working life-time of forty years or so" (Hood 1996; quoted in: Douglas and Ney 

1998: 179). Hood classifies this as an instance of "mutuality" and thus egalitarianism. Douglas and 

Ney, on the other hand, identify this as an instance of hierarchy: "[T]op public servants who have 

been working together for all their lives were not all on top when they started; when they were 

beginners they were supervised by the then top bureaucrats, and for forty or more years, as they 

moved up the ladder, they have been buffered by seniority" (Douglas and Ney 1998: 179).
357
 This is 

just one example of the many, sometimes fairly fundamental debates over the definitions of the 

concept, even within one area of study like public administration.  

The point we would make is not that such debates should be entirely ruled out; the argument is that 

such debates make it difficult to do empirical research. To clarify the point we distinguish, at the risk 

of oversimplifying, between two ways of applying the grid-group typology, each requiring different 

degrees of conceptual clarity. Each of the two serves as the basis of a separate strand in the grid-group 

literature.  

The first strand uses the typology as an analytic tool to organise complex debates: to summarise the 

arguments and to point at the ambiguities, implicit assumptions, etc. We attempted to contribute to 

this strand with our review of the organisational ethics literature in Chapter 2 (2.3). Typical for this 

strand is that empirical findings are merely used as examples to enrich the debate. Although this way 

of applying the typology needs some basic agreement over the fundamental concepts, it leaves room 

for some unclarity and some debate over the actual meanings of the concepts.  

The other strand is where the grid-group typology is applied in concrete case studies. The emphasis 

here lies on the empirical findings, and the typology is used as a tool to increase the understanding of 

the empirical findings. The empirical part of the present study is an attempt to contribute to this 

strand. Arguably, this strand would benefit much more than the previous from a well-developed and 

unambiguous classification system. This would then allow putting the emphasis on the analysis of the 

empirical findings, rather than on conceptual pondering over the typology. It is hoped that the 

discussions in Chapter 1 and 2 and the additions and concrete applications in Chapter 5 could deliver 

a contribution to the development of such a classification system within the context of public 

administration. 

 

8.3.2.2. Avenues for further theoretical development 

 

This last subparagraph formulates some reflections about avenues for further theoretical development. 

In addition to the obvious road of further developing the core variables of the framework (interaction 

patterns, ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical behaviour) and the propositions 

linking them, Chapter 8 proposed several other avenues for further developing the theory. We briefly 

summarise them. 

First, the variable "civil service motivation" acquired an important position in the adapted theory. 

Guided by the theoretical framework and driven by the data, the concept took a form that is somewhat 

different from Perry's "public service motivation." Further research and analysis should show whether 

these differences are due to the data-gathering method (e.g. interviews vs. survey), to theoretical 

biases or to empirical differences (e.g. Europe vs. US, inspectors vs. other public servants).  

Second, the variables "individual variables" and "environment outside the organisation" were 

deliberately kept to a minimum and there is thus obvious scope for further theoretical expansion. As 

                                                      
357

 In our conceptualisation we would have opted for Hood's classification, because we think Douglas and Ney’s definition of 

hierarchy is at too high an analytical level. While supervision and promotion on the basis of seniority are indeed a hierarchist 

aspect of the bureaucracy in question, the Whitehall village at the top, is an egalitarian aspect of the organisation. We would 

argue that such a more narrow definition of the types is analytically more useful and parsimonious. For, in the 

conceptualisation of Douglas and Ney we would need yet another classification system to distinguish between the way top 

civil servants interact with each other and the way in which top civil servants interact with juniors. 
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for the “individual variables,” the literature (see 1.2.5.1) suggests other variables than the 

demographic variables we focussed on, that might affect ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour, such as Machiavellianism (see e.g. Singhapakdi and Vitell 1991), religious beliefs or 

family values (see e.g. Jurkiewicz and Thompson 1999). As noted at the end of paragraph 8.2.3.6 in 

Chapter 8, there is also obvious scope for further conceptualising the variable “environment outside 

the organisation,” e.g. by using grid-group theory.  

Third, in the discussion of the impact of the variable "ethical decision making" (see 8.2.3.4), we noted 

that there is also significant scope for expanding one of its two subvariables: "ethical dilemmas." 

This can be done by means of Jones' (1991) concept of moral intensity, but we also proposed the 

"locus of the dilemma" as an important aspect if one is to predict the standard(s) that will be applied 

in a concrete dilemma. Particularly, we hypothesised an interaction effect between this “locus of the 

dilemma” and the interaction patterns: if the dilemma takes place in a particular locus (e.g. inspector-

inspectee interactions), then we can expect that it is particularly the interaction patterns in that locus 

(e.g. dominantly hierarchist) that will influence the standard that will be applied (e.g. Rules and 

Laws), rather than the interaction patterns in another locus (e.g. inspector-supervisor). 

Finally, in addition to developing these three variables, Chapter 8 proposed two supplementary roads 

towards further expansion of the theory. The first is causality in the other direction. Our research 

emphasised the causal impact of the interaction patterns on the three ethical variables, but paragraph 

8.2.3.7 also identified feedback effects from the latter on the former. Second, there is obvious scope 

for empirical testing and further development of the clumsiness proposition. Although the data 

indeed suggested that the unethical behaviour associated with an interaction type decreases when that 

interaction type is counterbalanced by other types, this is only the beginning of an empirical 

corroboration of the proposition. It remains to be seen whether it is indeed true that effectively all four 

types, including fatalism, are necessary for this balancing effect to occur. In addition to empirical 

corroboration, the concept also deserves further development. An interesting avenue would be to 

develop some kind of index of clumsiness, as a basis for measuring the degree of clumsiness within an 

organisation. Such an index would not only take into account the relative intensity of the four types, 

but also the way in which they relate to one another (see e.g. 6 2003) and the extent to which they are 

adapted to the environment (see e.g. Maesschalck forthcoming a). Perhaps it could then be possible to 

compare the actual degree of clumsiness with an ideal state, thus in fact suggesting a path for 

improvement for an organisation.
358
  

 

Although there is thus significant scope to further specify all the main variables, we would not 

necessarily consider it an appropriate avenue for further theoretical development, to simply expand 

the framework by further conceptualising all these variables and developing propositions about 

them.
359
 Given all the possible interaction effects between all those variables, there is a significant 

risk that this would amount to an unmanageable and possibly even meaningless complexity. As 

already explained in Chapter 1 (1.3.1), we agree with Brady and Hatch that "beyond a certain point 

causal frameworking impedes prediction by introducing (not reducing) uncertainty into the 
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dilemma" as an example. Although there is intuitive appeal in the hypothesis that it is mainly the interaction patterns in a 
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there will be such spill-over effects between the loci of interaction, which would drastically increase the complexity. Yet, the 

theory can become even more complex as these conditions will presumably interact with the interaction patterns, 

exponentially increasing the possible predictions, etc. 
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phenomenon of ethical decision making" (Brady and Hatch 1992: 311-312). Instead, we see two 

alternative avenues that might guide towards a more "sustainable theoretical development."  

One way is to focus on one or maximum two of the main variables and to develop these further to a 

significant degree of complexity, while specifying the other variables only to a limited extent. This is 

in fact the road that was followed in the present research. The emphasis was on the interaction 

patterns, and it was indeed this variable that was further developed during the research.
360
 While this 

approach provides a developed understanding of these one or two variables, its obvious disadvantage 

is that important aspects of other variables might still be overlooked. 

The other road towards "sustainable theoretical development," in our view, would be to further 

specify all or most relevant variables of the conceptual framework, but only up to a limited level of 

detail. Variables like "environment," "ethical dilemma," and "individual variables," could then be 

somewhat more specified than we have done in our framework, but not as extensive as we did for the 

interaction patterns. The advantage of this road is that all main variables are included and that it thus 

also becomes possible to assess interaction effects between the variables; the disadvantage is the 

limited insight in the actual mechanics underlying the impact of the variables. 

In sum, both roads have their disadvantages and none of them will deliver perfect predictions, but the 

resulting theories are conceptually manageable and would be much more likely to survive an 

examination with Occam's razor, than an excessively complex and thus virtually meaningless overall 

theory.  
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EEPPIILLOOGGUUEE  
 

This epilogue is perhaps a good occasion to propose a new method of data collection: take your topic 

of interest and tell all your acquaintances that this is the topic you are writing a doctoral dissertation 

about. The reactions will provide you with an original view on the state of the topic in your social 

context. The conclusions I reached on the basis of this kind of "data-collection method" during the 

past four years are threefold. 

First, the word "ethics" ("ethiek") is in Dutch typically associated with fundamental ethical issues 

about life and death like abortion or euthanasia. When I said that I was studying "public servants' 

ethics" (ambtelijke ethiek), this thus tended to provoke some rather confused reactions. The 

commonly understood concept that is closest to it is deontology ("deontologie"). Yet, its meaning is 

much more narrow (Hondeghem 1998b: 13) since it has a juridical connotation and "to act 

deontologically" thus tends to be limited to avoiding behaviour that is prohibited by laws or rules.
361
  

Second, when I accordingly decided to describe my project as being about "norms and values" of 

public servants, I typically received two kinds of reactions. The public servants whom I talked to then 

tended to confirm that this is a very important topic, but without much additional considerations. To 

them, "values and norms" seemed to be one of those "Sunday morning concepts" you could have 

nothing against, but which in fact do not have a real-life meaning either. On the other hand, those who 

were not public servants almost all reacted with a smile or with some cynicism in phrases like "Do 

they have values?" or "You probably still have a lot of work to do in Belgium." Whatever such 

commonplaces say about the low degrees of trust in Belgian public administration, they are by no 

means warranted by the findings in this research. 

Third and most importantly, when I had the opportunity to give some more explanation about the 

topic to the public servants and was able to clarify that I focused on ethical dilemmas by giving some 

examples, I usually received genuinely interested reactions and got to hear interesting and sometimes 

very painful stories and concerns. In fact, the pattern that I experienced during informal 

communication about the topic is consistent with what was found during the interviews. While the 

interviewees tended to enter the interview room in a somewhat puzzled way about what they should 

answer to somebody who would be asking questions about "their norms and values," all of them easily 

came up with examples once they were explained that the focus would be on dilemmas and is broader 

than simply obeying the rule not to handle cases that involve family and friends. 

 

Together, these observations indicate that, although "public administration ethics" might not exist as 

an explicit "issue" (see e.g. Kingdon 1995) or not even as a concept in Belgium, there clearly are 

concerns about the topic. Indeed, several interviewees explicitly expressed the need for more guidance 

and support, thus for an explicit and appropriate ethics management.  

 

Yet, some signs during the last months of this project suggest that, to use Kingdon (1995; 1984)'s 

reference to Victor Hugo's famous phrase,
362
 the time of the idea has come. In March 2003 a series of 

scandals broke out in the city of Antwerp, where the top management of both the city administration 

and the local police force were accused of fraud and corruption and were suspended or, in the case of 

the city manager (stadssecretaris), resigned themselves. The issue fostered a political crisis in the city 

with strong involvement of national politicians and it dominated the news for several weeks. In fact, 

corruption scandals had dominated political life in the mid-nineties, but both the problem definition 
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and the proposed solutions ("Nieuwe Politieke Cultuur" or "New Political Culture") had always been 

focussed on politics (Maesschalck 2001). The crisis in Antwerp was the first time in recent years that 

attention was really focused on the ethics of public servants. An important additional element that 

helped to concentrate the attention on the topic and to attract the involvement of heavy-weight 

national politicians was the fact that this all occurred in the running up to the federal legislative 

elections of June 2003. Thus, in Kingdon's conceptualisation of the agenda setting process in policy 

making (1995), the issue "public servants' integrity" ("ambtelijke integriteit") acquired, for the first 

time, a firm status on the political agenda. Important voices now were heard pleading for the need of a 

"public service integrity policy" (ambtelijk integriteitsbeleid), culminating in prime minister 

Verhofstadt’s announcement in Parliament that Antwerp needed an integrity office 

(integriteitsbureau) to coordinate an ethics policy.
363
 Yet, by his announcement the prime minister 

also implicitly confined the problem-definition (and thus also the solutions) to the Antwerp case. 

Meanwhile, the small group of advocates in the policy stream who had been working silently on the 

topic in the preceding years, attempted to use this opportunity to push the issue further for it to reach 

the decisional agenda not only in Antwerp, but also in other local governments and at Flemish and 

national level. After a few hot weeks, the topic waned from public attention in the harsh issue-

competition that typifies a pre-electoral period in a mediatised environment. It did reach public status 

at regular intervals since, as the police investigations and political battle continued. Yet, more 

important than these oscillations of the topic on the public agenda is the fact that the Antwerp crisis 

made the issue of public sector ethics pass two difficult hurdles that had previously blocked any 

serious development of a policy or even an awareness for the topic.  

First, the very issue of "public integrity" (ambtelijke integriteit) and the concept of a public ethics 

policy (integriteitsbeleid) now exists in Belgium. Research in the tradition of Kingdon (Barzelay 

2001; Maesschalck 2002b and c) and other frameworks to account for policy formulation (e.g. Cobb 

and Elder 1983) have abundantly demonstrated the importance of concepts and labels, as they give "a 

face" to an issue and help to bring together a wide array of policy instruments under one umbrella. 

Although still in a premature phase, that is what the Antwerp crisis has reached: public integrity now 

at least exists as a concept. Referring back to my own data collection method mentioned above: it was 

as if people now finally understood that my research was about an actual empirical topic. 

Second, the crisis and the ascent of the concept also had their effect within the policy community, 

where it has pushed the awareness beyond the narrow group of junior researchers and public servants 

with an interest in the topic. There are signs that higher-level decision makers both at national and at 

Flemish level now allow the issue to emerge on their decisional agenda with as the most prominent 

illustration the paragraph in the federal government agreement of July 2003. Of course, it remains to 

be seen in the coming years what these promising signs will eventually lead to in reality, but to 

someone who has lived for four years in the obscurity of studying a "virtual" topic, these signs are 

very hopeful.  

 

The question arises what this study could contribute in this context of growing interest in the topic. 

Being a doctoral dissertation, it did not have the intention to provide ready-made recipes for 

practitioners. We nevertheless formulate two conclusions that might be relevant for practice.  

 

First, Chapter 1 (1.3.3.2, see also Maesschalck (forthcoming a)) provided a conceptual contribution to 

the domain of ethics management by using grid-group theory to indicate some limits of the 

compliance-integrity continuum, which is the traditional tool to classify instruments of and 

approaches to ethics management. With the "compliance" approach being mainly about shaping the 

interaction in a hierarchist way and the "integrity" approach about shaping the interactions in an 
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egalitarian way, we added an individualist and a fatalist way of doing ethics management. The latter 

two cover an interesting set of alternative instruments and approaches, for which the compliance-

integrity continuum develops a blind spot. Including them into the scope of ethics management thus 

stimulates creativity of those designing ethics policies. Yet, the extension from the compliance-

integrity continuum to a fourfold typology has another even more important advantage. Those who 

perceive the world in a dichotomy are also pushed into a deterministic worldview (Thompson 

forthcoming: 5). The compliance-integrity continuum e.g. leads its proponents to think that less 

compliance implies more integrity and the other way round. Grid-group theory entails a more complex 

worldview as it shows that there are two alternative end-states.  

 

Second, the conclusions for ethics management on the basis of the empirical research are modest 

given the limited degree of ethics management in the three studied organisations. As noted in Chapter 

5 and summarised in Chapter 8 (8.2.3.1), instruments of ethics management were only applied to a 

limited extent and, most importantly, not integrated in an overall explicit ethics policy. It would thus 

be unfair to draw significant conclusions from the fact that they appear to have only a limited impact.  

Yet, much more important is the observation that ethics management is only one of the many factors 

that impact the ethics of street-level bureaucrats. This implies that ethics management instruments 

should not only match up with each other, they should also be coordinated with the interaction 

patterns in the rest of the organisation. The broad applicability of the grid-group typology is of course 

very useful here. It uses the same language to describe the interaction patterns, whether they are 

shaped by instruments of ethics management, a performance management system, other governmental 

organisations or even aggression by inspectees.  

In fact, the ambition can even go beyond designing and implementing a concerted ethics policy. If 

ethics is indeed only to a limited extent shaped by instruments of ethics management, then ethics 

should ideally be integrated into the management function as a whole. It should be a natural reflex of 

the manager who contemplates an innovation to think about its effects upon the ethics of the 

organisational members. We would argue that the theory that was developed in this study provides a 

useful map for those managers who want to do this. In addition to the actual propositions, the theory 

in fact implies two general recommendations. First, if a manager wants to reduce the degree of 

unethical behaviour as a whole, then he should attempt to balance the four grid-group types. This is an 

adapted version of grid-group's “clumsiness” prescription (2.2.3.2), which in turn builds on the 

“clumsiness” proposition for which our study provides significant empirical support (8.2.2). Second, 

management of employees' ethics always involves a trade-off. If a manager chooses to shape the 

interaction patterns in such a way that a particular ethically desirable standard is stimulated, then this 

inevitably implies the choice to increase the risk that the associated type of unethical behaviour will 

also occur. Likewise, if a manager wants to reduce a particular kind of unethical behaviour by 

reducing the associated interaction type, he also risks reducing the application of the associated and 

possibly desirable standard in ethical decision making.  

In sum, managing ethics involves making ethical choices. A theory like the "public administration 

theory on public sector ethics" that was developed in this study ideally helps to predict the 

consequences of those choices. Yet, however strong its predictive power might become through 

further corroboration in empirical research, it leaves the ethical judgement to the public manager, his 

political overseers and ultimately the electorate. 



  

 i 

 

LLIISSTT  OOFF  AABBBBRREEVVIIAATTIIOONNSS  
 

AMINAL Administratie Milieu-, Natuur-, Land- en Water-management (Administration 

Environment-, Nature-, Land- and Water-management) 

CSM Civil Service Motivation 

Dimona Déclaration Immédiate-Onmiddellijke Aangifte (Immediate declaration). 

EC Ethical Climate 

EDM Ethical Decision Making 

EF Efficiency 

EI Environmental Inspection 

FR Friendship 

HR(M) Human Resources (Management) 

IP Interaction Patterns 

ISW Inspectie Sociale Wetten (Inspection Social Laws) 

IT Information Technology 

LIN Departement Leefmilieu en Infrastructuur (Department Environment and 

Infrastructure) 

NPM New Public Management 

OI Organisational Interest 

PI Public Interest 

PM Personal Morality 

PSM Public Service Motivation 

PV Procès-verbal 

RL Rules and Laws 

SI Self-interest 

SO Stakeholder Orientation 

TI Team Interest 

UB Unethical Behaviour 

Promes Productivity Measurement and Enhancement System 

RSZ Rijksdienst voor Sociale Zekerheid (National Office for Social Security) 

RVA Rijkdsdienst voor Arbeidsvoorziening (National Office for Employment) 

SI Sociale Inspectie (Social Inspection) 

 



  

 ii 

LLIISSTT  OOFF  TTAABBLLEESS  
 

Table 1-1: Distinguishing between the main variables......................................................................................... 13 

Table 1-2: The variable “interaction patterns” in table-format........................................................................... 17 

Table 1-3: Defining the four interaction patterns................................................................................................. 30 

Table 1-4: Examples of the four interaction types in different loci of interaction ................................................ 32 

Table 1-5: Nine ethical climate types.................................................................................................................... 36 

Table 1-6: Nine types of unethical behaviour ....................................................................................................... 42 

Table 1-7: Four ways of doing ethics management .............................................................................................. 55 

Table 2-1: Graphic presentation of the six propositions for each possible combination ..................................... 58 

Table 2-2: The undeveloped propositions............................................................................................................. 59 

Table 2-3: The specified propositions................................................................................................................... 60 

Table 3-1: Overview of the research..................................................................................................................... 91 

Table 3-2: An overview of the studies using the Ethical Climate Questionnaire............................................. 98-99 

Table 3-3: An overview of the ethical climate types found using the Ethical Climate Questionnaire ................ 100 

Table 3-4: Interviews in the field offices............................................................................................................. 113 

Table 3-5: Overview of all interviews ................................................................................................................. 117 

Table 3-6: Time schedule of the empirical research........................................................................................... 118 

Table 3-7: Interaction patterns ........................................................................................................................... 120 

Table 3-8: Data sources for the core variables .................................................................................................. 124 

Table 4-1: The organisational structure of the three organisations summarised............................................... 154 

Table 5-1: The impact of the degree of discretion on the interaction patterns of the inspectors........................ 161 

Table 5-2: The impact of the degree of autonomy on the interaction patterns of the inspectors........................ 162 

Table 5-3: The impact of the organisational structure on the interaction patterns of the inspectors................. 170 

Table 5-4: The impact of staff of the head office and top management upon the interaction patterns of the 

inspectors ............................................................................................................................................................ 180 

Table 5-5: The impact of supervisors upon the interaction patterns of the inspectors ....................................... 181 

Table 5-6: The impact of instruments of HRM upon the interaction patterns of the inspectors ......................... 185 

Table 5-7: The impact of instruments of ethics management upon the interaction patterns of the inspectors ... 186 

Table 5-8: The impact of instruments of aggression-policy upon the interaction patterns of the inspectors ..... 187 

Table 5-9: The impact of peers upon the interaction patterns of the inspectors................................................. 191 

Table 5-10: The impact of the regulatory task environment on the interaction patterns of the inspectors ........ 192 

Table 5-11: The impact of the political context on the interaction patterns of the inspectors............................ 195 

Table 5-12: The impact of other governmental organisations on the interaction patterns of the inspectors ..... 196 

Table 5-13: The impact of interest groups on the interaction patterns of the inspectors ................................... 197 

Table 5-14: The impact of (members of) the courts upon the interaction patterns of the inspectors.................. 198 

Table 5-15: The impact of citizens upon the interaction patterns of the inspectors ........................................... 201 

Table 5-16: The interaction patterns in the three case organisations: overview......................................... 202-203 

Table 5-17: Relative intensity of the interaction types in the three organisations.............................................. 204 

Table 5-18: Measures of central tendency and statistical tests for the aggregated “autonomy” and 

“participation” scales......................................................................................................................................... 211 

Table 6-1: The ethical climate scales, their items and their reliability........................................................ 220-221 

Table 6-2: Reliability, mean and median of the three job characteristic scales ................................................. 223 

Table 6-3: Ethical climate RVA .......................................................................................................................... 224 

Table 6-4: Ethical decision making RVA............................................................................................................ 224 

Table 6-5: Unethical behaviour RVA.................................................................................................................. 224 

Table 6-6: Ethical climate RSZ........................................................................................................................... 225 

Table 6-7: Ethical decision making RSZ............................................................................................................. 225 

Table 6-8: Unethical behaviour RSZ .................................................................................................................. 225 



  

 iii 

Table 6-9: Ethical climate Environmental Inspection ........................................................................................ 226 

Table 6-10: Ethical decision making Environmental Inspection ........................................................................ 226 

Table 6-11: Unethical behaviour Environmental Inspection.............................................................................. 226 

Table 6-12: Graphic presentation of the six propositions for each possible combination ................................. 227 

Table 6-13: The relative intensity of the interaction types in the three organisations (see Table 5-17 in 5.5)... 228 

Table 6-14: Relative intensity of the types in the RVA........................................................................................ 229 

Table 6-15: Relative intensity of the types in the RSZ......................................................................................... 230 

Table 6-16: Relative intensity of the types in the Environmental inspection ...................................................... 231 

Table 6-17: Predicting the relative intensity of ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical behaviour 

on the basis of the interaction patterns ............................................................................................................... 232 

Table 6-18: Predicting the relative intensity of ethical decision making and unethical behaviour on the basis of 

ethical climate..................................................................................................................................................... 233 

Table 6-19: Predicting the relative intensity of unethical behaviour on the basis of ethical decision making... 234 

Table 6-20: Summary of pattern-matching I (within-organisational analysis): assessing the predictive value of 

the theory ............................................................................................................................................................ 235 

Table 6-21: Comparing the ethical climate types across the organisations ....................................................... 241 

Table 6-22: Comparing the ethical decision making standards across the organisations for both dilemmas ... 241 

Table 6-23: Comparing the ethical decision making standards across the organisations for the first dilemma 242 

Table 6-24: Comparing the ethical decision making standards across the organisations for the second dilemma

............................................................................................................................................................................ 242 

Table 6-25: Comparing the types of unethical behaviour across the organisations .......................................... 243 

Table 6-26: The between-organisational differences of the interaction types (based on Table 5-17 in 5.5)...... 244 

Table 6-27: Predicting between-organisational differences on ethical climate, ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour on the basis of the interaction patterns .............................................................................. 244 

Table 6-28: Predicting between-organisational differences on ethical decision making and unethical behaviour 

on the basis of ethical climate............................................................................................................................. 245 

Table 6-29: Predicting between-organisational differences on ethical decision making and unethical behaviour 

on the basis of ethical climate............................................................................................................................. 246 

Table 6-30: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Self-interest ............................................. 247 

Table 6-31: Between-organisational differences for Self-interest ...................................................................... 247 

Table 6-32: The relative intensity of the Self-interest ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour types ................................................................................................................................................... 249 

Table 6-33: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Organisational Interest........................... 250 

Table 6-34: Between-organisational differences for Organisational Interest .................................................... 250 

Table 6-35: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Organisational Interest: Adapted version252 

Table 6-36: The relative intensity of the Organisational Interest ethical climate, ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour types (with adapted expected value for the EI) .................................................................. 252 

Table 6-37: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Efficiency ................................................ 253 

Table 6-38: Between-organisational differences for Efficiency.......................................................................... 253 

Table 6-39: The relative intensity of the Efficiency ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour types ................................................................................................................................................... 254 

Table 6-40: The relative intensity of the Efficiency ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour types (with adapted expected value for RSZ and EI) ......................................................................... 255 

Table 6-41: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Friendship............................................... 255 

Table 6-42: Between-organisational differences for Friendship ........................................................................ 256 

Table 6-43: The relative intensity of the Friendship ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour types ................................................................................................................................................... 256 

Table 6-44: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Team Interest .......................................... 257 

Table 6-45: Between-organisational differences for Team Interest.................................................................... 257 



  

 iv 

Table 6-46: The relative intensity of the Team Interest ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour types ................................................................................................................................................... 258 

Table 6-47: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Team Interest: adapted version .............. 258 

Table 6-48: The relative intensity of the Team Interest ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour types (with adapted expected value for RVA) .................................................................................... 259 

Table 6-49: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Stakeholder Orientation.......................... 259 

Table 6-50: Between-organisational differences for Stakeholder Orientation ................................................... 260 

Table 6-51: The relative intensity of the Stakeholder Orientation ethical climate, ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour types ................................................................................................................................... 261 

Table 6-52: predictions concerning Personal Morality (see Table 2-3 in 2.1.1)................................................ 261 

Table 6-53: Interaction patterns originally hypothesised to be associated with Personal Morality .................. 262 

Table 6-54: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Personal Morality ethical climate: adapted

............................................................................................................................................................................ 262 

Table 6-55: Between-organisational differences for the Personal Morality ethical climate .............................. 262 

Table 6-56: The relative intensity of the Personal Morality ethical climate (with adapted expected value for 

RSZ). ................................................................................................................................................................... 264 

Table 6-57: Between-organisational differences for the Personal Morality ethical decision making standard and 

type of unethical behaviour................................................................................................................................. 265 

Table 6-58: The relative intensity of the Personal Morality ethical climate, ethical decision making and 

unethical behaviour types ................................................................................................................................... 266 

Table 6-59: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Rules and Laws....................................... 266 

Table 6-60: Between-organisational differences for Rules and Laws ................................................................ 267 

Table 6-61: The relative intensity of the Rules and Laws ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour types ................................................................................................................................................... 267 

Table 6-62: Interaction patterns hypothesised to be associated with Public Interest (adapted version) ........... 268 

Table 6-63: Between-organisational differences for Public Interest .................................................................. 268 

Table 6-64: The relative intensity of the Public Interest ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour types ................................................................................................................................................... 269 

Table 6-65: Types in which the organisation differs from the other two organisations ..................................... 270 

Table 6-66: The impact of the ethical decision making standards on the unethical behaviour types................. 275 

Table 6-67: The behavioural choice in the “restrictive law” dilemma: frequencies.......................................... 276 

Table 6-68: The association between the choice in the “restrictive law” dilemma and other variables............ 277 

Table 6-69: The behavioural choice in the “gift” dilemma: frequencies ........................................................... 278 

Table 6-70: The behavioural choice in the “revealed complainant-identity” dilemma: frequencies................. 279 

Table 6-71: The association between the choice in the “revealed complainant-identity” dilemma and other 

variables.............................................................................................................................................................. 279 

Table 6-72: The behavioural choice in the “reprimand” dilemma: frequencies................................................ 280 

Table 6-73: The behavioural choice in the “bonus” dilemma: frequencies ....................................................... 281 

Table 6-74: The association between the choice in the “bonus” dilemma and other variables......................... 281 

Table 6-75: Difference between the two versions of the dilemma (sanction or reprimand) ............................... 282 

Table 6-76: The association between "changing from version 1 to 2" and age ................................................. 282 

Table 6-77: Difference between two versions of the dilemma (reprimand vs. loss of bonus) ............................. 283 

Table 6-78: Difference between two versions of the dilemma (disciplinary sanction vs. loss of bonus) ............ 283 

Table 6-79: The association between "changing from version 1 to 3" and organisation................................... 283 

Table 6-80: Difference between two versions of the dilemma (disciplinary sanction vs. loss of bonus) ............ 284 

Table 7-1: Differences between field offices on autonomy and participation..................................................... 294 

Table 7-2: Differences between field offices on ethical climate.......................................................................... 295 

Table 7-3: Differences between field offices on ethical decision making ........................................................... 296 

Table 7-4: Differences between field offices on unethical behaviour ................................................................. 297 



  

 v 

Table 7-5: Response to the open question on “questionable behaviour”........................................................... 318 

Table 7-6: Types of unethical behaviour by inspectors that fit in the ninefold typology .................................... 319 

Table 7-7: Types of unethical behaviour by inspectors outside the ninefold typolgy ......................................... 321 

Table 8-1: An example: The proposition concerning Self-interest, compared with the empirical data ............. 328 

Table 8-2: The proposition concerning Self-interest (SI), compared with the empirical data............................ 331 

Table 8-3: The adapted proposition concerning Organisational Interest (OI), compared with the empirical data

............................................................................................................................................................................ 332 

Table 8-4: The adapted proposition concerning Efficiency (EF), compared with the empirical data ............... 334 

Table 8-5: The adapted proposition concerning Friendship (FR), compared with the empirical data .............. 335 

Table 8-6: The adapted proposition concerning Team Interest (TI), compared with the empirical data........... 337 

Table 8-7: The proposition concerning Stakeholder Orientation (SO), compared with the empirical data....... 338 

Table 8-8: The adapted proposition concerning Personal Morality (PM), compared with the empirical data . 339 

Table 8-9: The proposition concerning Rules and Laws (RL), compared with the empirical data .................... 341 

Table 8-10: The adapted proposition concerning Public Interest (PI), compared with the empirical data ....... 342 

Table 8-11: Propositions as adapted following the empirical research ............................................................. 350 

 

Table D-1: Principal axis factor analysis on all 37 ethical climate items.......................................................... xcix 

Table D-2: Explained variance of the factor analysis in Table D-1 ......................................................................c 

Table D-3: Factor analysis on the 34 remaining ethical climate items ............................................................... ciii 

Table D-4: Explained variance of the factor analysis in Table D-3 .....................................................................civ 

Table D-5: Factor analysis on the 7 remaining Efficiency and Organisational Interest items .............................cv 

Table D-6: Factor analysis on the 12 remaining Team interest, Stakeholder Orientation and Personal Morality 

items ......................................................................................................................................................................cvi 

Table D-7: Factor analysis on the 9 Team Interest and Personal Morality items...............................................cvii 

Table D-8: An "enforced" 2-factor solution on all 5 remaining Personal Morality items .................................cviii 

Table D-9: Factor analysis on the 7 "Organisational Rules" and "Laws" items..................................................cix 

Table D-10: the ethical climate scales and their Cronbach alpha .......................................................................cix 

Table D-11: Comparing the ranking and rating tests for the first dilemma ..........................................................cx 

Table D-12: Comparing the ranking and rating tests for the second dilemma.....................................................cxi 

Table D-13: Decision making standards in dilemma 1 and 2...............................................................................cxi 

Table D-14: Factor analysis on the 18 ethical decision making items ...............................................................cxiii 

Table D-15: Averaged ethical decision making standards .................................................................................cxiii 

Table D-16: Cronbach alpha and mean and median of the three job characteristic scales............................... cxiv 

Table E-1: Associations between gender and ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical behaviour

............................................................................................................................................................................. cxv 

Table E-2: The impact of the level of education on ethical climate, ethical decision making, and unethical 

behaviour ............................................................................................................................................................ cxvi 

Table E-3: The impact of age on unethical behaviour....................................................................................... cxvii 

Table E-4: The impact of seniority on ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical behaviour ......cxviii 

Table E-5: The association between position and ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour ............................................................................................................................................................ cxix 

Table E-6: Classification of the respondents, depending upon the size of their field office ................................ cxx 

Table E-7: The association between field office size and ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 

behaviour ............................................................................................................................................................ cxxi 

Table E-8: Classification of the respondents, depending upon the province of their field office ...................... cxxii 

Table E-9: The association between “province” and ethical climate ............................................................... cxxii 

Table E-10: The association between “province” and ethical decision making ..............................................cxxiii 

Table E-11: The association between “province” and ethical decision making .............................................. cxxiv 

 



  

 vi 

 

 

LLIISSTT  OOFF  FFIIGGUURREESS  
 

Figure 1-1: Conceptual framework ...................................................................................................................... 10 

Figure 1-2: The variable “interaction patterns”.................................................................................................. 11 

Figure 1-3: The variable “interaction patterns” in graphical format.................................................................. 17 

Figure 7-1: The adapted conceptual framework (with “civil service motivation”)............................................ 323 

Figure 8-1: The adapted conceptual framework ................................................................................................ 343 

 

LLIISSTT  OOFF  BBOOXXEESS  
 

Box 3-1: Items for the ECQ, organised according to type in Dutch ................................................................... 103 

Box 3-2: Items concerning questionable behaviour............................................................................................ 111 

Box 6-1: Main elements that account for the EI's relatively higher score on fatalism and individualism (see 

Chapter 5) ........................................................................................................................................................... 248 

 

 

LLIISSTT  OOFF  CCHHAARRTTSS  
 

Chart E-1: Mean of the Efficiency climate ........................................................................................................ cxxii 

Chart E-2: Mean of the Public interest climate ................................................................................................. cxxii 

Chart E-3: The Efficiency standard ..................................................................................................................cxxiii 

Chart E-4: Self-interest unethical behaviour…. ............................................................................................... cxxiv 

Chart E-5: Personal Morality unethical behaviour.......................................................................................... cxxiv 



  

 vii 

LLIISSTT  OOFF  RREEFFEERREENNCCEESS  
 

6, P., D. Leat, K. Seltzer & G. Stoker (2002), Towards Holistic Governance. The New Reform Agenda. 

Houndmills: Palgrave. 

6, P. & E. Peck (forthoming), "New Labour's Modernisation in the Public Sector: a Neo-Durkheimian Approach 

and the Case of Mental Health Services." Public Administration. 

6, P., (2003), “Institutional viability: a neo-Durkheimian theory.” Unpublished paper. 

Accent (2000), "RVA: Mikken op Georganiseerde Fraude." Accent, lente: 22-25. 

Adams, G. B. & D. L. Balfour (1998), Unmasking Administrative Evil. Thousand Oaks: Sage. 

Adams, J. S. (1965), "Inequity in Social Exchange." In: Berkowitz, L. (ed.). Advances in Experimental Social 

Psychology. New York: Academic Press: 267-99. 

Adriaanse, R. (1976), "De Toepasbaarheid van Statistische Toetsen op Populatiegegevens." Sociologische Gids. 

(3): 159-170. 

 Aerts, M. (1996), Opleiding in Stress-Management voor de Inspecteurs van de Rijksdienst Voor Sociale 

Zekerheid. Brussel: Rijksdienst voor Sociale Zekerheid. 

 Afdeling Milieu-inspectie (1999), Milieuhandhavingsrapport 1998 van de Afdeling Milieu-Inspectie. Brussel: 

Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap. 

 Afdeling Milieu-inspectie (2000a), Code van Goede Praktijk voor de Administratiefrechterlijke Afhandeling van 

de Toezichthoudende Ambtenaar van de Afdeling Milieu-Inspectie. Brussel: Ministerie van de Vlaamse 

Gemeenschap. 

 Afdeling Milieu-inspectie (2000b), Code van Goede Praktijk voor het Proces-Verbaal van de Toezichthoudende 

Ambtenaar van de Afdeling Milieu-Inspectie. Brussel: Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap. 

 Afdeling Milieu-inspectie (2000c), Handhavingsinstrumentarium. Brussel: Ministerie van de Vlaamse 

Gemeenschap. 

 Afdeling Milieu-inspectie (2000d), Milieu-Inspectieplan 2001. Brussel: Ministerie van de Vlaamse 

Gemeenschap. 

 Afdeling Milieu-inspectie (2000e), Milieuhandhavingsrapport 1999 van de Afdeling Milieu-Inspectie. Brussel: 

Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap. 

 Afdeling Milieu-inspectie (2002), Milieuhandhavingsrapport 2001 van de Afdeling Milieu-Inspectie. Brussel: 

Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap. 

Agarwal, J. & D. C. Malloy (1999), "Ethical Work Climate Dimensions in a Not-for-Profit Organization: an 

Empirical Study." Journal of Business Ethics, 20: 1-14. 

Agresti, A. (1990), Categorical Data Analysis. New York: Wiley. 

Akaah, I. P. (1992), "Socal Inclusion As a Marketing Ethics Correlate." Journal of Business Ethics, 11(8): 599-

608. 



  

 viii 

Algemene Directie van de Inspectiediensten, Activiteitenverslag 1999. Brussel. 

Ambrose, M. L. & C. T. Kulik (1999), "Old Friends, New Faces: Motivation Research in the 1990s." Journal of 

Management, 25(3): 231-292. 

 AMINAL (1999), Ontwerp. Eindrapport Audit Personeelsinzet- E&Y Consulting. Evaluatie AMINAL. Brussel: 

AMINAL. 

Anechiarico, F. & J. B. Jacobs (1996), The Pursuit of Absolute Integrity. How Corruption Control Makes 

Government Ineffective. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

(anon.) (1999), "Take the Ethical Climate Survey." Public Management (US), 81(5): 23-25. 

Argyris, C. (1964), Integrating the Individual and the Organization. New York: John Wiley. 

Ashforth, B. E. (1985), "Climate Formation: Issues and Extensions." Academy of Management Review, 10(4): 

837-847. 

Babin, B. J., J. S. Boles & D. P. Robin (2000), "Representing the Perceived Ethical Work Climate among 

Marketing Employees." Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science , 28(3): 345-358. 

Baier, K. (1965), The Moral Point of View: A Rational Basis of Ethics. New York: Random House. 

Bakker, W. & F. van Waarden (1999), "Discretionaire Ruimte bij de Formulering en Handhaving van 

Regelgeving." In: Bakker, W. & F. van Waarden (eds.). Ruimte rond Regels. Stijlen van Regulering en 

Beleidsuitvoering Vergeleken. Amsterdam: Boom: 13-39. 

Bartels, L. K., E. Harrick, K. Martell & D. Strickland (1998), "The Relationship Between Ethical Climate and 

Ethical Problems Within Human Resource Management." Journal of Business Ethics, 17: 799-804. 

Bartolini, S. & P. Mair (1990), Identity, Competition and Electoral Availability. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Barzelay, M. (2001), The New Public Management. Improving Research and Policy Dialogue. Los Angeles, 

California: University of California Press. 

Bellamy, R. & J. Greenaway (1995), "The New Right Conception of Citizenship and the Citizen's Charter." 

Government and Opposition, 30(4): 469-491. 

Blau, P. M. (1955), The Dynamics of Bureaucracy. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Blau, P. M. & M. W. Meyer (1971), Bureaucracy in Modern Society. New York: Random House. 

Blumer, H. (1969), Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and Method. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall. 

Boholm, A. (1996), "Risk Perception and Social Anthropology: Critique of Cultural Theory." Ethnos, 61(1-2): 

64-84. 

Boonzaier, B., B. Ficker & B. Rust (2001), "A Review of Research on the Job Characteristics Model and the 

Attendant Job Diagnostic Survey." South African Journal of Business Management, 32(1): 11-34. 



  

 ix 

Bouckaert, G. (1995), "Concluding Reflections." In: Pollitt, C. & G. Bouckaert (eds.). Quality Improvement in 

European Public Services. Concepts, Cases and Commentary. London: Sage: 162-73. 

Bouckaert, G. (2001), "Pride and Performance in Public Service: Some Patterns of Analyis." International 

Review of Administrative Sciences, 67: 15-27. 

Bouckaert, G. & C. Pollitt (2000), Public Management Reform. A Comparative Analysis. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Bouckaert, L. & J. Vandenhove (1996), Het Welzijn van de Zorg. Over Sociale Verantwoordelijkheid en 

Management. Leuven, Amersfoort: Acco. 

Bouckaert, L. & J. Vandenhove (1998), "Business Ethics and the Management of Non-Profit Institutions." 

Journal of Business Ethics, 17: 1073-1081. 

Bourne, S. & J. D. Snead (1999), "Environmental Determinants of Organizational Ethical Climate: a Community 

Perspective." Journal of Business Ethics, 21: 283-290. 

Bovens, M. (1998), The Quest for Responsibility. Accountability and Citizenship in Complex Organisations. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Bowman, J. B. (1990), "Ethics in Government: a National Survey of Public Administrators." Public 

Administration Review: 345-353. 

Bowman, J. B. & R. L. Williams (1997), "Ethics in Government: From a Winter of Despair to a Spring of Hope." 

Public Administration Review, 57(6): 517-526. 

Brady, F. N. & M. J. Hatch (1992), "General Causal Models in Business Ethics: an Essay on Colliding Research 

Traditions." Journal of Business Ethics, 11: 307-315. 

Brans, M. (1997), "Challenges to the Practice and Theory of Public Administration in Europe." Journal of 

Theoretical Politics, 9(3): 389-415. 

Brewer, G. A. & S. C. Selden (1998), "Whistle Blowers in the Federal Civil Service: New Evidence of the Public 

Service Ethic." Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 8(3): 413-439. 

Bronselaer, J. (1999), De Werkgroep (Per Milieucompartiment) bij de Afdeling Milieu-Inspectie: Een Instrument 

voor Uniformering en Verdieping. Licentiaatsverhandeling. Leuven: Faculteit Rechtsgeleerdheid, 

Katholieke Universiteit Leuven.  

Brower, H. H. & C. B. Shrader (2000), "Moral Reasoning and Ethical Climate: Not-for-Profit Vs. for-Profit 

Boards of Directors." Journal of Business Ethics, 26: 147-167 . 

Browning, J. & N. B. Zabriskie (1983), "How Ethical Are Industrial Buyers?" Industrial Marketing 

Management, 12: 219-224. 

Brumback, G. B. (1991), "Institutionalising Ethics in Government." Public Personnel Management, 20(3): 353-

365. 

Bryman, A. & D. Cramer (1999), Quantitative Data Analysis With SPSS Release 8 for Windows. A Guide for 

Social Scientists. London: Routledge. 



  

 x 

Butterfield, K. D., L. K. Trevino & G. R. Weaver (2000), "Moral Awareness in Business Organizations: 

Influences of Issue-Related and Social Context Factors." Human Relations, 53(7): 981-1018. 

Chapman, R. A. (1994), "Change in the Civil Service." Public Administration, 72: 599-610. 

Chapman, R. A. (1998), "Problems of Ethics in Public Sector Management." Public Money and Management, 

(1): 9-13. 

Chapman, R. A. & B. J. O'Toole (1995), "The Role of the Civil Service: a Traditional View in a Period of 

Change." Public Policy and Administration, 10(2): 3-20. 

Cherkaoui, M. (2001), "Deprivation: Relative." In: Smelser, N. J. & P. B. Baltes (eds.). International 

Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences. Amsterdam: Elsevier: 3522-26. 

Christensen, T. & P. Laegred (1999), "New Public Management - Design, Resistance or Transformation? A 

Study of How Modern Reforms Are Received in a Civil Service System." Public Productivity and 

Management Review, 23(2): 169-193. 

Cleek, M. A. & S. L. Leonard (1998), "Can Corporate Codes of Ethics Influence Behaviour?" Journal of 

Business Ethics, 17: 619-630. 

Cobb, R. W. & C. D. Elder (1983), The Political Uses of Symbols. New York: Longman. 

Cohen, S. & W. Eimicke (1999), "Is Public Entrepreneurship Ethical?" Public Integrity, 1(1): 54-74. 

Collins, D. (2000), "The Quest to Improve the Human Condition: the First 1500 Articles Published in Journal of 

Business Ethics." Journal of Business Ethics, 26(1): 1-73. 

Considine, M. & J. M. Lewis (1999), "Governance at Ground Level: The Frontline Bureaucrat in the Age of 

Markets and Networks." Public Administration Review, 59(6): 467-480. 

Cooper, J. & K. M. Carlsmith (2001), "Cognitive Dissonance." In: Smelser, N. J. & P. B. Baltes (eds.). 

International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences. Amsterdam: Elsevier: 2112-14. 

Cooper, T. L. (1982), The Responsible Administrator: an Approach to Ethics for the Administrative Role. Port 

Washington, New York: Kennikat. 

Cooper, T. L. (1998), The Responsible Administrator: an Approach to Ethics for the Administrative Role. San 

Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Coughlin, R. M. & C. Lockhart (1998), "Grid-Group Theory and Political Ideology. A Consideration of Their 

Relative Strenghts and Weaknesses for Explaining the Structure of Mass Belief Systems." Journal of 

Theoretical Politics, 10(1): 33-58. 

Coyle, D. J. (1997), "A Cultural Theory of Organizations." In: Ellis, R. & M. Thompson (eds.). Culture Matters. 

Essays in Honor of Aaron Wildavsky. Colorado, Oxford : Westview Press: 59-78. 

Crozier, M. (1964), The Bureaucratic Phenomenon. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Cudeck, R. (2000), "Exploratory Factor Analysis." In: Tinsley, H. E. A. & S. D. Brown (eds.). Handbook of 

Applied Multivariate Statistics and Mathematical Modeling. Academic Press: San Diego: 259-96. 



  

 xi 

Cullen, J. B., B. Victor & J. W. Bronson (1993), "The Ethical Climate Questionnaire: an Assessment of Its 

Development and Validity." Psychological Reports, 73: 667-674 . 

Cullen, J. B., B. Victor & C. Stephens (1989), "An Ethical Weather Report: Assessing the Organization's Ethical 

Climate." Organizational Dynamics , 18(2): 50-62. 

Dastmalchian, A. (1986), "Environmental Characteristics and Organizational Climate: an Exploratory Study." 

Journal of Management Studies, 23(6): 609-633. 

Davis, M. A., N. B. Johnson & D. G. Ohmer (1998), "Issue-Contingent Effects on Ethical Decision Making: A 

Cross-Cultural Comparison." Journal of Business Ethics, 17: 373-389. 

De Clercq, M., S. Baeke, B. Seyad, & B. Armeels. (2000), "Case Studies on Negotiated Environmental 

Agreements. Belgium: Agreement on the Emission of SO2 and NOx by Power Plants." Paper Presented 

at the Neapol closing conference. 

De Kimpe, S. & P. Ponsaers (2001), Consensusmania. Een Onderzoek naar de Achtergronden van de 

Politiehervorming. Leuven: Acco. 

De Winter, L. (2000), Political Corruption in the Belgian Partitocracy: (Still) an Endemic Disease? EUI 

Working Paper. Firenze: European University Institute. 

De Winter, L., D. Della Porta & K. Deschouwer (1996), "Comparing Similar Countries: Italy and Belgium." Res 

Publica, 38(2): 215-235. 

Delaney, J. T. & D. Sockell (1992), "Do Company Ethics Training Programs Make a Difference? An Empirical 

Analysis." Journal of Business Ethics, 11: 719-727. 

deLeon, L. (1993), "As Plain as 1, 2, 3 ... and 4. Ethics and Organization Structure." Administration and Society, 

25(3): 293-316. 

deLeon, L. (1998), "Accountability in a "Reinvented" Government." Public Administration, 76: 539-558. 

deLeon, L. & R. B. Denhardt (2000), "The Political Theory of Reinvention." Public Administration Review, 

60(2): 89-97. 

Della Porta, D. & Y. Mény (eds.) (1997), Democracy and Corruption in Europe. London: Pinter. 

Denhardt, K. G. (1988), The Ethics of Public Service. Resolving Moral Dilemmas in Public Organizations. New 

York: Greenwood Press. 

Denhardt, K. G. (1994), "Organizational Structure as a Context for Administrative Ethics." In: Cooper, T. L. 

Handbook of Administrative Ethics. New York: Marcel Dekker: 169-82. 

Denhardt, R. B. & J. V. Denhardt (2000), "The New Public Service: Serving Rather Than Steering." Public 

Administration Review, 60(6): 5549-559. 

Denison, D. R. (1996), "What Is the Difference Between Organizational Culture and Organizational Climate? A 

Native's Point of View on a Decade of Paradigm Wars." Academy of Management Review, 21(3): 619-

654. 



  

 xii 

Depré, R., A. Hondeghem & A. Moreels (1995), Motivatie van Ambtenaren. Voorwaarde voor een Efficiënt en 

Effectief Bestuur. Leuven: Federale Diensten voor Wetenschappelijke, Technische en Culturele 

Aangelegenheden. 

Derry, R. (1989), "An Empirical Study of Moral Reasoning among Managers." Journal of Business Ethics, 8: 

855-862. 

Deshpande, S. P. (1996), "Ethical Climate and the Link Between Success and Ethical Behavior: an Empirical 

Investigation of a Non-Profit Organization." Journal of Business Ethics, 15: 315-320. 

Deshpande, S. P., E. George & J. Joseph (2000), "Ethical Climates and Managerial Success in Russian 

Organizations." Journal of Business Ethics, 23: 211-217. 

Dewachter, W. (2001), De Mythe van de Parlementaire Democratie. Een Belgische Analyse. Leuven: Acco. 

DiIulio Jr., J. D. (1994), "Principled Agents: the Cultural Bases of Behavior in a Federal Government 

Bureaucracy." Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 4(3): 277-317. 

Dillman, D. A. (2000), Mail and Internet Surveys. The Tailored Design Method. New York: John Wiley. 

Doig, A. & J. Wilson (1998), "The Effectiveness of Codes of Conduct." Business Ethics, 7(8): 140-149. 

Douglas, M. (1978), "Cultural Bias." In: Douglas, M. In the Active Voice. London: Routledge. 

Douglas, M. (1986), How Institutions Think. London: Routledge. 

Douglas, M. (1993), In the Wilderness. The Doctrine of Defilement in the Book of Numbers. Sheffield: Sheffield 

Academic Press (JSOT Press). 

Douglas, M. (2001), "Culture as Explanation: Cultural Concerns." In: Smelser, N. J. & P. B. Baltes (eds.). 

International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences. Amsterdam: Elsevier: 3147-51. 

Douglas, M. (2003), "Being Fair to Hierarchists." University of Pennsylvania Law Review, 151: 1349-1370. 

Douglas, M. & S. Ney (1998), Missing Persons: a Critique of the Social Sciences. Berkeley: University of 

California Press. 

Douglas, M. & A. Wildavsky (1982), Risk and Culture - An Essay on the Selection of Technical and 

Environmental Dangers. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

du Gay, P. (2000), In Praise of Bureaucracy. London: Sage. 

Dubnick, M. J. (1998), "Clarifying Accountability: an Ethical Theory Framework." In: Sampford, C. & N. 

Preston (eds.). Public Sector Ethics. Finding and Implementing Values. London: Routledge: 68-81. 

Dunleavy, P. & C. Hood (1994), "From Old Public Administration to New Public Management." Public Money 

and Management, 14(3): 9-16. 

Duriez, B. (1998), "De Ontwikkeling van het Moreel Denken: De Ideologische Bias in de Theorie van L. 

Kohlberg." Internal report. Leuven: Centre for the Psychology of Religion, Katholieke Universiteit 

Leuven. 



  

 xiii 

Ellis, R. & M. Thompson (eds.) (1997), Culture Matters. Essays in Honor of Aaron Wildavsky. Colorado, 

Oxford : Westview Press. 

Elm, D. R. & M. L. Nichols (1993), "An Investigation of the Moral Reasoning of Managers." Journal of 

Business Ethics, 12: 817-833. 

Fabbrini, S. (2001), "Political Cleavages." In: Smelser, N. J. & P. B. Baltes (eds.). International Encyclopedia of 

the Social & Behavioral Sciences. Amsterdam: Elsevier: 1987-90. 

Falkenberg, L. & I. Herremans (1995), "Ethical Behaviours in Organizations: Directed by the Formal or the 

Informal Systems?" Journal of Business Ethics, 14: 133-143. 

Fedra (2002), "Niet onder Controle. RVA-Controleurs." Fedra, 2(May): 16-19. 

Ferrell, O. C. & S. J. Skinner (1988), "Ethical Behavior and Bureaucratic Structure in Marketing Research 

Organizations." Journal of Marketing Research, 25: 103-109. 

Festinger, L. (1957), A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance. Evanston: Row, Peterson. 

Finch, J. (1987), "The Vignette Technique in Survey Research." Sociology, 21: 105-114 . 

Fineman, S. (1998), "Street-Level Bureaucrats and the Social Construction of Environmental Control." 

Organization Studies, 19(6): 953-974. 

Flake, R. & J. A. Grob (1998), "The Nature and Scope of State Government Ethics Codes." Public Productivity 

and Management Review, 21(4): 453-459. 

Fleurke, F. & L. W. J. C. Huberts (1995), "Bestuurlijke Integriteit: Ervaringen en Perspectieven." 

Bestuurswetenschappen, (6): 385-402. 

Ford, R. C. & W. D. Richardson (1994), "Ethical Decision Making: A Review of the Empirical Literature." 

Journal of Business Ethics, 13: 205-221. 

Foster, J. J. (1998), Data Analysis Using SPSS for Windows. London: Sage. 

Fox, C. J. (2001), "The Use of Philosophy in Administrative Ethics." In: Cooper, T. L. (ed.). Handbook of 

Administrative Ethics. New York: Marcel Dekker: 105-30. 

Fox, C. J. & H. T. Miller (1996), Postmodern Public Administration. Towards Discourse. Thousand Oaks: Sage. 

Frederickson, H. G. (ed.) (1993), Ethics and Public Administration. New York: M. E. Sharpe Inc. 

Frederickson, H. G. (1997), The Spirit of Public Administration. San Fransisco, California: Jossey-Bass. 

Frederickson, H. G. (1999), "Public Ethics and the New Managerialism." Public Integrity, 1(3): 265-278. 

Frederickson, H. G. & D. K. Hart (1985), "The Public Service and the Patriotism of Benevolence." Public 

Administration Review, 45(5): 547-533. 

Friedrich, C. J. (1989), "Corruption Concepts in Historical Perspective." In: Heidenheimer, A. J., M. Johnston & 

V. T. LeVine (eds.). Political Corruption. A Handbook. New Brunswick, New Jersey: Transaction 

Publishers: 15-24. 



  

 xiv 

Fritzsche, D. J. (2000), "Ethical Climates and the Ethical Dimension of Decision Making." Journal of Business 

Ethics, 24: 125-140. 

Fritzsche, D. J. & H. Becker (1984), "Linking Management Behavior to Ethical Philosophy. An Empirical 

Investigation." Academy of Management Journal, 27(1): 166-175. 

Gawthrop, L. C. (1998), Public Service and Democracy. New York: Chatham House. 

Gilligan, C. (1982), In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women's Development. Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press. 

Gilman, S. C. (1999), "Public Sector Ethics and Government Reinvention: Realigning Systems to Meet 

Organizational Change." Public Integrity, 1(2): 175-192. 

Gilman, S. C. & C. W. Lewis (1996), "Public Service Ethics: a Global Dialogue." Public Administration Review, 

56(6): 517-524. 

Glick, W. H. (1985), "Conceptualizing and Measuring Organizational and Psychological Climate: Pitfalls in 

Multilevel Research." Academy of Management Review, 10(3): 601-616. 

Goodman, P. S. (1977), "Social Comparison Processes in Organizations." In: Staw, B. & G. Salancik (eds.). New 

Directions in Organizational Behavior. Chicago: St. Clair: 97-132. 

 Gore, A. (1996), A Report to President Bill Clinton: the Best Kept Secrets in Governement. National 

Performance Review. Washington DC: Vice president Al Gore. 

Gortner, H. F. (1991), Ethics for Public Managers. New York: Greenwood Press. 

Gortner, H. F. (1994), "Values and Ethics." In: Cooper, T. L. (ed.). Handbook of Administrative Ethics. New 

York: Marcel Dekker: 373-90. 

Greenaway, J. (1995), "Having the Bun and the Halfpenny: Can Old Public Service Ethics Survive in the New 

Whitehall?" Public Administration, 73: 357-374. 

Gregory, R. & C. Hicks (1999), "Promoting Public Service Integrity: a Case for Responsible Accountability." 

Australian Journal of Public Administration, 58(4): 3-15. 

Hackman, J. R. & G. R. Oldham (1980), Work Redesign. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company. 

Hall, P. A. & R. C. R. Taylor (1996), "Political Science and the Three New Institutionalisms." Political Studies, 

44: 936-957. 

Hawkins, K. (1984), Environment and Enforcement. Regulation and the Social Definition of Pollution. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. 

Heclo, H. & A. Wildavsky (1974), The Private Government of Public Money. London: Macmillan. 

Hegner, F. (1986), "Solidarity and Hierarchy: Institutional Arrangements for the Coordination of Actions." In: 

Kaufman, F.-X., G. Majone & V. Ostrom (eds.). Guidance, Control, and Evaluation in the Public 

Sector. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter: 407-29. 



  

 xv 

Heise, D. R. (2001), "Scaling and Classification in Social Measurement." In: Smelser, N. J. & P. B. Baltes (eds.). 

International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences. Amsterdam: Elsevier: 13504-8. 

Hejka-Ekins, A. (1994), "Ethics in Inservice Training." In: Cooper, T. L. (ed.). Handbook of Administrative 

Ethics. New York: Marcel Dekker: 63-80. 

Hendriks, F. (1999), Public Policy and Political Institutions. The Role of Culture in Traffic Policy. Cheltenham: 

Edward Elgar. 

Hinssen, J. P. P. (1994), "Verstarring en Dynamiek van de Bureaucratie. 'The Bureaucratic Phenomenon' van 

Michel Crozier." Bestuurskunde, 3(8): 355-372. 

Hirschman, A. O. (1970), Exit, Voice and Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms, Organizations and States. 

Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

Hitt, M. A., O. M. Amos Jr. & L. Warner (1983), "Social Factors and Company Location Decisions: Technology, 

Quality of Life and Quality of Work Life Concerns." Journal of Business Ethics, 2(2): 89-98. 

Hodess, R. (ed.) (2001), Global Corruption Report 2001. Berlin: Transparancy International. 

Hoetjes, B. J. S. (1982), Corruptie bij de Overheid. 's-Gravenhage: VUGA. 

Hofstede, G. (1980), Culture's Consequences: International Differences in Work-Related Values. Beverly Hills: 

Sage. 

Hofstede, G. (1998), "Attitudes, Values and Organizational Culture: Disentangling the Concepts." Organization 

Studies, 19(3): 477-492 . 

Hofstede, G., B. Neuijen, D. Daval Ohavy & G. Sanders (1990), "Measuring Organizational Cultures: a 

Qualitative and Quantitative Study Accross Twenty Cases." Administrative Science Quarterly, 35: 286-

316. 

Hondeghem, A. (1985), De Deontologie van de Ambtenaar. Een Explorerend Onderzoek. Leuven: 

Vervolmakingscentrum voor Overheidsbeleid en Bestuur. 

Hondeghem, A. (ed.) (1998a), Ethics and Accountability in a Context of Governance and New Public 

Management. Amsterdam: IOS Press. 

Hondeghem, A. (1998b), "Ethiek in de Openbare Diensten. Deel 1." Vlaams Tijdschrift voor 

Overheidsmanagement, 3(1): 12-19. 

Hood, C. (1991), "A Public Management for All Seasons?" Public Administration, 69(1): 3-19. 

Hood, C. (1994), Explaining Economic Policy Reversals. Buckingham: Open University Press. 

Hood, C. (1996), "Control Over Bureaucracy: Cultural Theory and Institutional Variety." Journal of Public 

Policy, 15(3): 207-230 . 

Hood, C. (1998a), The Art of the State. Culture, Rhetoric, and Public Management. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 



  

 xvi 

Hood, C. (1998b), "Remedies for Misgovernment: Changing the Mix, but Not the Ingredients?" In: Hondeghem, 

A. (ed.). Ethics and Accountability in a Context of Governance and New Public Management. 

Amsterdam: IOS Press: 9-21. 

Hood, C. & M. Jackson (1991), Administrative Argument. Aldershot: Darthmouth. 

Huberts, L. W. J. C. (1995), "Public Corruption and Fraud in the Netherlands: Research and Results." Crime, 

Law and Social Change, 22: 307-321. 

Hunt, S. D. & A. Z. Vazquez-Parraga (1993), "Organizational Consequences, Marketing Ethics and Saleforce 

Satisfaction." Journal of Marketing Research, 12: 78-90. 

Inglehart, R. (1997), "The Erosion of Institutional Authority and Post-Materialist Values." In: Nye, J. S., P. D. 

Zelikow & D. C. King (eds.). Why People Don't Trust Government. Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press. 

Jackson, T. & M. C. Artola (1997), "Ethical Beliefs and Management Behaviour: a Cross-Cultural Comparison." 

Journal of Business Ethics, 16: 1163-1173. 

Jensen, M. C. & W. H. Meckling (1976), "Theory of the Firm: Managerial Behaviour, Agency Costs and 

Ownership Structure." Journal of Financial Economics, 76(3): 305-360. 

Jones, G. R. (1983), "Transaction Costs, Property Rights, and Organizational Culture: An Exchange Perpective." 

Administrative Science Quarterly, 28: 454-467. 

Jones, T. M. (1991), "Ethical Decision Making by Individuals in Organizations: An Issue-Contingent Model." 

Academy of Management Review, 16: 366-395. 

Joyce, W. F. & J. W. Jr. Slocum (1984), "Collective Climate: Agreement as a Basis for Defining Aggregate 

Climates in Organizations." Academy of Management Journal, 27(4): 721-742. 

Jurkiewicz, C. L. (2000), "Generation X and the Public Employee." Public Personnel Management, 29(1): 55-

74. 

Jurkiewicz, C. L. & T. K. J. Massey (1997), "What Motivates Municipal Employees: a Comparison Study of 

Supervisory vs. Non-Supervisory Personnel." Public Personnel Management, 26(3): 367-377. 

Jurkiewicz, C. L. & C. R. Thompson (1999), "An Empirical Inquiry into the Ethical Standards of Health Care 

Administrators." Public Integrity, 1(1): 41-53. 

Kagan, R. A. (1994), "Regulatory Enforcement." In: Rosenbloom, D. H. & R. D. Schwartz Handbook of 

Regulation and Administrative Law. New York: Marcel Dekker: 383-422. 

Kampen, J. K. (2001), The Adequacy and Interpretation of Models for Ordinal Association. A Discussion of 

Ordinal Variables and Their Analysis. Brussels: Katholieke Universiteit Brussel. 

Kampen, J. K. & M. Swyngedouw (2000), "The Ordinal Controversy Revisited." Quality and Quantity, 34: 87-

102. 

Kaptein, M. (1998), Ethics Management. Auditing and Developing the Ethical Content of Organizations. 

Dordrecht: Kluwer. 



  

 xvii 

Kaptein, M. & J. Van Dalen (2000), "The Empirical Assessment of Corporate Ethics: a Case Study." Journal of 

Business Ethics, 24: 95-114. 

Kavathatzopoulos, I. (1994), "Training Professional Managers in Decision-Making about Real Life Business 

Ethics Problems." Journal of Business Ethics, 13(5): 379-386. 

Key, S. (1999), "Organizational Ethical Culture: Real or Imagined?" Journal of Business Ethics, 20: 217-225. 

Kingdon, J. W. (1984), Agendas, Alternatives and Public Policies. Boston: Little Brown. 

Kingdon, J. W. (1995), Agendas, Alternatives and Public Policies. New York: HarperCollins. 

Klein, K. J., F. Dansereau & R. J. Hall (1994), "Level Issues in Theory Development, Data Collection and 

Analysis." Academy of Management Review, 19(2): 195-299. 

Klein, K. J., H. Tosi & A. A. Jr. Canella (1999), "Introduction to Special Topic Forum: Multilevel Theory 

Building: Benefits, Barriers and New Developments." Academy of Management Review, 24(2): 243-

248. 

Kline, P. (1994), An Easy Guide to Factor Analysis. London: Routledge. 

Klitgaart, R. (1988), Controlling Corruption. Los Angeles, California: University of California Press. 

Kohlberg, L. (1984), The Psychology of Moral Development: Moral Stages and the Life Cycle. Volume 2. San 

Fransisco: Harper and Row. 

Kopelman, R. E., A. P. Brief & R. A. Guzzo (1990), "The Role of Climate and Culture in Productivity." In: 

Schneider, B. (ed.). Organizational Climate and Culture. San Fransisco: Jossey-Bass: 283-318. 

Koys, D. J. & T. A. DeCotiis (1991), "Inductive Measures of Psychological Climate." Human Relations, 44(3): 

265-285. 

 KPMG Forensic Services (2000), Belgium Fraud Survey Report. Brussel. 

Lambsdorff, J. G. (1999), "Corruption in Empirical Research. A Review." Transparency International Working 

Paper.  

Lewis, P. V. (1985), "Defining 'Business Ethics': Like Nailing Jello to a Wall." Journal of Business Ethics, 4: 

377-383. 

Lipset, S. M. & S. Rokkan (eds.) (1967), Party Systems and Voter Alignments: Cross-National Perspectives. 

New York: The Free Press. 

Lipsky, M. (1971), "Street-Level Bureaucracy and the Analysis of Urban Reform." Urban Affairs Quarterly, 6: 

391-409. 

Lipsky, M. (1976), "Towards a Theory of Street-Level Bureaucracy." In: Hawley, W. L. M. Theoretical 

Perspectives on Urban Politics. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall: 196-213. 

Lipsky, M. (1980), Street-Level Bureaucracy. New York: Russell Sage Foundation. 



  

 xviii 

Loe, T. W., L. Ferrell & P. Mansfield (2000), "A Review of Empirical Studies Assessing Ethical Decision 

Making in Business." Journal of Business Ethics, 25: 185-204. 

Long, J. S. (1997), Regression Models for Categorical and Limited Dependent Variables.Categorical Data 

Analysis. London: Sage. 

Lowndes, V. (1996), "Varieties of New Institutionalism: a Critical Appraisal." Public Administration, 74: 181-

197. 

Lynn, L. E. Jr. (1996), Public Management as Art, Science, and Profession. Chatham, New Jersey: Chatham 

House. 

Maesschalck, J. (1997), Personeelsbeleid Nieuwe Stijl in de Lokale Sector in Vlaanderen. Een Toepassing op de 

Stad Gent. Licentiaatsverhandeling. Universiteit Gent, Gent. 

Maesschalck, J. (2001), "Naar een Integriteitsbeleid voor Ambtenaren." Samenleving en Politiek, 8(10): 28-36. 

Maesschalck, J. (2002a), "Het Instrumentarium voor een Integriteitsbeleid in de Federale en Vlaamse Overheid." 

Vlaams Tijdschrift voor Overheidsmanagement, 7(1): 12-21. 

Maesschalck, J. (2002b), "Van de Bende Van Nijvel tot Dutroux: een Beleidswetenschappelijke Benadering van 

de Politiehervorming in de Jaren '80 en '90." Res Publica, 44(1): 27-47. 

Maesschalck, J. (2002c), "When Do Scandals Have an Impact on Policy Making? A Case Study of the Police 

Reform Following the Dutroux Scandal in Belgium." International Public Management Journal, 5(2): 

169-193. 

Maesschalck, J. (forthcoming a), "Approaches To Ethics Management in the Public Sector: a Proposed Extension 

of the Compliance-Integrity Continuum." Public Integrity. 

Maesschalck, J. (forthcoming b), “The impact of New Public Management Reforms on public servants’ ethics: 

towards a theory.” Public administration.  

Maesschalck, J. & F. Ornelis (2003), "Een Interdisciplinaire Analyse van de Klokkenluidersproblematiek in de 

Openbare Sector." Tijdschrift voor Bestuurswetenschappen en Publiek Recht, 58(8): 535-557. 

March, J. G. & J. P. Olsen (1989), Rediscovering Institutions: the Organizational Basis of Politics. New York: 

The Free Press. 

Mars, G. (1982), Cheats at Work. An Anthropology of Workplace Crime. Aldershot: Ashgate. 

May, P. & S. Winter (2000), "Reconsidering Styles of Regulatory Enforcement: Patterns in Danish Agro-

Environmental Inspection." Law and Policy, 22(2): 143-173. 

May, P. J. & R. J. Burby (1998), "Making Sense Out of Regulatory Enforcement." Law and Policy, 20(2): 157-

182. 

Mayntz, R. & F. W. Scharpf (1975), Policy-Making in the German Federal Bureaucracy. Amsterdam: Elsevier. 

McCampbell, A. S. & T. L. Rood (1997), "Ethics in Government: a Survey of Misuse of Position for Personal 

Gain and Its Implications for Developing Acquisition Strategy." Journal of Business Ethics, 16: 1107-

1116. 



  

 xix 

McCullagh, P. (1980), "Regression Models for Ordinal Data (with Discussion)." Journal of the Royal Statistical 

Society, 42: 109-142. 

McNeil, M. & A. Peachment (1996), "Ethics and the Public Sector Manager: a Comparative Treatment of the 

Western Ausralian Public Sector." The Journal of Contemporary Issues in Business and Government, 

2(2): 5-15. 

Mead, G. H. (1934), Mind, Self and Society From the Standpoint of a Social Behaviorist. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press . 

Menzel, D. C. (1993), "The Ethics Factor in Local Government: an Empirical Analysis." In: Frederickson, H. G. 

(ed.). Ethics and Public Administration. New York: M. E. Sharpe Inc.: 191-204. 

Menzel, D. C. (1996), "Ethics Stress in Public Organizations." Public Productivity and Management Review, 

20(1): 70-83. 

Menzel, D. C. (1997), "Teaching Ethics and Values in Public Administration: Are We Making a Difference?" 

Public Administration Review, 57(3): 224-230. 

Menzel, D. C. (2000), "The Morally Mute Manager: Fact or Fiction?" Public Personnel Management, 28(4): 

515-527. 

Menzel, D. C. & J. E. Benton (1991), "Ethics Complaints and Local Government: the Case of Florida." Journal 

of Public Administration Research and Theory, 1(4): 419-435. 

Menzel, D. C. & K. J. Carson (1999), "A Review and Assessment of Empirical Research on Public 

Administration Ethics. Implications for Scholars and Managers." Public Integrity, 1(3): 239-264. 

Merton, R. K. (1968), Social Theory and Social Structure. New York: The Free Press. 

Meyer, M. W. (2001), "Bureaucracy and Bureaucratization." In: Smelser, N. J. & P. B. Baltes (eds.). 

International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences. Amsterdam: Elsevier: 1402-6. 

Miceli, M. P. & J. P. Near (1985), "Characteristics of Organizational Climate and Perceived Wrongdoing 

Associated with Whistle-Blowing Decisions." Personnel Psychology, 38: 525-544. 

Miceli, M. P. & J. P. Near (1988), "Individual and Situational Correlates of Whistle-Blowing." Personnel 

Psychology, 41: 267-381. 

Miceli, M. P., M. Regh, J. P. Near & K. C. Ryan (1999), "Can Laws Protect Whistle-Blowers? Results of a 

Naturally Occurring Field Experiment." Work and Occupations, 26(1): 129-151. 

Miles, M. B. & A. M. Huberman (1994), Qualitiative Data Analysis. An Expanded Sourcebook. Second Edition. 

Thousand Oaks: Sage. 

 Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap (1995), Verandering en Vernieuwing in het Ministerie van de Vlaamse 

Gemeenschap. Brussel: Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap. 

 Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap (2001), Persmededeling. Milieuhandhavingsrapport 2000 en het 10-

Jarig Bestaan van de Vlaamse Milieu-Inspectie. Brussel: Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap. 



  

 xx 

 Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap (2002), Brochure over Tevredenheidsonderzoek en Stressonderzoek. 

Brussel: Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap. 

Mintzberg, H. (1983), Structure in Fives: Designing Effective Organisations. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: 

Prentice Hall. 

Mintzberg, H. (1996), "Managing Government. Governing Management." Harvard Business Review, 74(3): 75-

83. 

Moe, R. C. & R. S. Gilmour (1995), "Rediscovering Principles of Public Administration: the Neglected 

Foundation of Public Law." Public Administration Review, 55(2): 135-146. 

Moore, S. T. (1987), "The Theory of Street-Level Bureaucracy." Administration and Society, 19(1): 74-94. 

Moran, E. T. & J. F. Volkwein (1992), "The Cultural Approach to the Formation of Organizational Climate." 

Human Relations, 45(1): 19-47. 

Mowday, R. T. (1987), "Equity Theory Predictions of Behavior in Organizations." In: Steers, R. M. & L. W. 

Porter (eds.). Motivation and Work Behavior. Fourth Edition. New York: McGraw-Hill: 89-11. 

Mény, Y. & M. Rhodes (1997), "Illicit Governance: Corruption, Scandal and Fraud." In: Rhodes, M., P. 

Heywood & V. Wright (eds.). Developments in West European Politics. New York: St. Martin's: 95-

113. 

Near, J. P. & M. S. Baucus (1993), "The Relationship Between Values and Practice. Organizational Climates for 

Wrongdoing." Administration and Society, 25(2): 203-226. 

Near, J. P. & M. P. Miceli (1995), "Effective Whistle-Blowing." Academy of Management Review, 20(3): 679-

708. 

Near, J. P. & M. P. Miceli (1996), "Whistle-Blowing: Myth and Reality." Journal of Management, 22(3): 507-

526. 

Nufrio, P. M. (2001), Changing Organizational Culture. A Study of the National Government. Lanham: 

University Press of America. 

OECD (1996), Ethics in the Public Service. Current Issues and Practices. Paris: OECD. 

OECD (2000), Trust in Government. Ethics Measures in OECD Countries. Paris: OECD. 

Osborne, D. & T. Gaebler (1992), Reinventing Government. How the Entrepreneurial Spirit Is Transforming the 

Public Sector.William Patrick Books. 

Ott, J. S., P. Boonyarak & L. A. Dicke (2001), "Public Sector Reform, and Moral and Ethical Accountability." 

Public Integrity, 3: 277-289. 

Ouchi, W. G. (1980), "Markets, Bureaucracies, and Clans." Administrative Science Quarterly, 25: 121-141. 

Pacolet, J. & A. Marchal (2001), Sociale Fraude in België. Controle- en Bestrijdingsmechanismen en Omvang. 

Leuven: Hoger Instituut voor de Arbeid. 



  

 xxi 

Page, E. C. (1992), Political Authority and Bureaucratic Power. Second Edition. New York: Harvester 

Wheatsheaf. 

Paine, L. S. (1994), "Managing for Organizational Integrity." Harvard Business Review (2): 106-117. 

Parboteeah, K. P. & J. B. Cullen (2003), "Ethical Climates and Spirituality: an Exploratory Examination of 

Theoretical Links. " In: Giacalone, R. A. & C. L. Jurkiewicz (eds.). Handbook of Workplace Spirituality 

and Organizational Performance. Armonk: M.E. Sharpe: 137-51. 

Parsons, W. (1995), Public Policy. An Introduction to the Theory and Practice of Policy Analysis. Cheltenham: 

Edward Elgar. 

Payne, R. & S. S. Pugh (1976), "Organizational Structure and Organization Climate." In: Dunette, M. D. (ed.). 

Handbook of Industrial and Organizational Psychology. Chicago: Rand McNally: 1125-73. 

Payne, R. L. & R. Mansfield (1973), "Relationships of Perceptions of Organizational Climate to Organizational 

Structure, Context, and Hierarchical Position." Administrative Science Quarterly, 18: 515-526. 

Pelgrims, C. (2001), Ministeriële Kabinetsleden en Hun Loopbaan. Tussen Mythe en Realiteit. Brugge: Die 

Keure. 

Perry, J. L. (1993), "Public Service Motivation: Construct Content and Reliability." Unpublished. 

Perry, J. L. (1996), "Measuring Public Service Motivation: an Assessment of Construct Reliability and Validity." 

Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 6(1): 5-23. 

Perry, J. L. & L. R. Wise (1990), "The Motivational Bases of Public Service." Public Administration Review, 50: 

367-373. 

Peters, B. G. (1995), The Politics of Bureaucracy. New York: Longman. 

Peterson, R. A. (1994), "A Meta-Analysis of Cronbach's Coefficient Alpha." Journal of Consumer Research, 

21(2): 381-391. 

Petrick, J. A. & J. F. Quinn (1997), Management Ethics. Integrity at Work. London: Sage Publications. 

Plant, J. F. (1994), "Codes of Ethics." In: Cooper, T. L. (ed.). Handbook of Administrative Ethics. New York: 

Marcel Dekker: 221-41. 

Pollitt, C. (1993), Managerialism and the Public Services. Oxford: Blackwell. 

Pratchett, L. (2000), "The Inherently Unethical Nature of Public Service Ethics." In: Chapman, R. A. (ed.). 

Ethics in Public Service for the New Millennium. Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing: 111-25. 

Pratchett, L. & M. Wingfield (1996), "Petty Bureaucracy and Woolly-Minded Liberalism? The Changing Ethos 

of Local Government Officers." Public Administration, 74: 639-656. 

Pressman, J. & A. Wildavsky (1973), Implementation. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Pujas, V. & M. Rhodes (1999), "A Clash of Cultures? Corruption and the Ethics of Administration in Western 

Europe." Parliamentary Affairs, 52(4): 688-702. 



  

 xxii 

Put, J. (1998), Administratieve Sancties in het Socialezekerheidsrecht. Brugge: Die Keure. 

Quinn, R. E. & J. Rohrbaugh (1981), "A Competing Values Approach to Organizational Effectiveness." Public 

Productivity Review, 5 : 122-142. 

Ragin, C. C. (1987), The Comparative Method. Los Angeles, California: University of California Press. 

Randall, D. M. & M. F. Fernandes (1991), "The Social Desirability Bias in Ethics Research." Journal of 

Business Ethics, 10: 805-817. 

Reiss, A. J. (1984), "Selecting Strategies of Social Control Over Organizational Life." In: Hawkins, K. & J. 

Thomas (eds.). Enforcing Regulation. Boston: Kluwer-Nijhoff 

Rest, J. R. (1986), Moral Development: Advances in Research and Theory. Westport: Praeger. 

Rest, J. R., D. Narvaez, S. J. Thoma & M. J. Bebeau (2000), "A Neo-Kohlbergian Approach to Morality 

Research." Journal of Moral Education, 29(4): 381-395. 

Rhodes, R. A. W. (2000), "Different Roads to Unfamiliar Places: UK Experience in Comparative Perspective." 

Australian Journal of Public Administration, 57(4): 19-31. 

Robertson, D. C. (1993), "Empiricism in Business Ethics: Suggested Research Directions." Journal of Business 

Ethics, 12: 585-599. 

Rohr, J. A. (1978), Ethics for Bureaucrats: an Essay on Law and Values. New York: Marcel Dekker. 

Rohr, J. A. (1990), "Ethics in Public Administration: a State of the Discipline Report." In: Lynn, N. B. & A. 

Wildavsky, Public Administration: the State of the Discipline. New Jersey: Chatham house: 97-123. 

Rohr, J. A. (2002), Civil Servants and Their Constitutions. Kansas: University Press of Kansas. 

Romzek, B. S. & M. J. Dubnick (1987), "Accountability in the Public Sector: Lessons From the Challenger 

Tragedy." Public Administration Review, 47(3): 227-238. 

Rose-Ackerman, S. (1978), Corruption: a Study in Political Economy. New York: Academic Press New York. 

Rothschild, J. & T. Miethe (1999), "Whistle-Blower Disclosures and Management Retaliation." Work and 

Occupations, 26(1): 107. 

RSZ (1999), De RSZ. Zijn Organisatie, zijn Opdrachten en zijn Plaats in de Sociale Zekerheid. Brussel: RSZ. 

Rubin, H. J. & I. S. Rubin (1995), Qualitative Interviewing. The Art of Hearing Data. Thousand Oaks: Sage. 

 Rummens, E. (2001), Integratie en Dynamiek. Organisatieonderzoek Gericht op een Betere Integratie binnen 

het Geheel van het Milieubeleid en het Verhogen van de Dynamiek binnen dit Milieubeleid. Bierbeek: 

Rummens Management Consultancy. 

 RVA (1998a), Gedragscode van de Sociaal Controleur van de RVA (Controle 01, 000.D.03). Brussel: 

Rijksdienst voor Arbeidsvoorziening. 

 RVA (1998b), Toezicht: door de Sociaal Controleur van de RVA (Controle 01, 000.D.01). Brussel: Rijksdienst 

voor Arbeidsvoorziening. 



  

 xxiii 

 RVA (1998c), Toezicht: Processen-Verbaal (Controle 01, 000.D.02). Brussel: Rijksdienst voor 

Arbeidsvoorziening. 

 RVA (1999), Begeleidende Tekst bij de Intentieverklaring van de Sociaal Controleurs. Brussel: Rijksdienst voor 

Arbeidsvoorziening. 

 RVA (2000), Communicatie aan het Beheerscomité. Test met Promes. Brussel: Rijksdienst voor 

Arbeidsvoorziening. 

RVA (2003), RVA Jaarverslag 2002. Brussel: RVA. 

Saunders, C. B., H. M. O'Neill & O. W. Jensen (1986), "Alienation in Corporate America: Fact or Fable?" 

Journal of Business Ethics, 5(4): 285-289. 

Schein, E. H. (1985), Organizational Culture and Leadership: a Dynamic View. San Fransisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Schein, E. H. (1990), "Organizational Culture." American Psychologist, 45(2): 109-119. 

Schneider, B. (1975), "Organizational Climates: an Essay." Personnel Psychology, 28: 447-479. 

Schneider, B. (1987), "The People Make the Place." Personnel Psychology, 40: 437-453. 

Schneider, B. & A. E. Reichers (1983), "On the Etiology of Climates." Personnel Psychology, 36: 19-39. 

Schwarz, M. & M. Thompson (1990), Divided We Stand. Redefining Politics, Technology and Social Choice. 

Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 

Scott, W. R. (2001), Institutions and Organizations. London: Sage. 

Sims, R. L. & T. L. Keon (1997), "Ethical Work Climate as a Factor in the Development of Person-Organization 

Fit." Journal of Business Ethics, 16: 1095-1105. 

Sims, R. L. & T. L. Keon (1999), "Determinants of Ethical Decision Making: the Relationship of the Perceived 

Organizational Environment." Journal of Business Ethics, 19: 393-401. 

Sinclair, A. (1993), "Approaches to Organizational Culture and Ethics." Journal of Business Ethics, 12: 63-73. 

Sinclair, I., D. Crosbie & A. Vickery (1990), "Organisational Influences on Professional Behaviour: Factors 

Affecting Social Work Involvement in 'Schemes'." Journal of Social Policy, 19(3): 361-374. 

Singhapakdi, A. & S. J. Vitell (1991), "Analyzing the Ethical Decision Making of Sales Professionals." Journal 

of Personal Selling and Sales Management, 11(4): 1-12. 

Skidmore, M. J. (1995), "Ethics and Public Service." Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 

Science, 537: 25-36. 

Snow, D. A. (2001), "Interactionism: Symbolic." In: Smelser, N. J. & P. B. Baltes (eds.). International 

Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences. Amsterdam: Elsevier: 7695-97. 

Stead, W. E., D. L. Worrell & J. G. Stead (1990), "An Integrative Model for Understanding and Managing 

Ethical Behavior in Business Organizations." Journal of Business Ethics, 9: 233-242. 



  

 xxiv 

Steen, T. (2000), Krachtlijnen voor een nieuw Personeelsbeleid in de Vlaamse Gemeenten. Een Studie naar de 

Sturing en Implementatie van Veranderingsprocessen bij de Overheid. Leuven: Katholieke Universiteit 

Leuven. 

Stewart, D. W. & N. A. Sprinthall (1993), "The Impact of Demographic, Professional, and Organizational 

Variables and Domain on the Moral Reasoning of Public Administrators." In: Frederickson, H. G. (ed.). 

Ethics and Public Administration. New York: M. E. Sharpe Inc.: 205-19. 

Stewart, D. W., N. W. Sprinthall & D. M. Shafer (2001), "Moral Development in Public Administration." In: 

Cooper, T. L. (ed.). Handbook of Administrative Ethics. New York: Marcel Dekker: 457-80. 

Stohs, J. H. & T. Brannick (1999), "Codes and Conduct: Predictors of Irish Managers' Ethical Reasoning." 

Journal of Business Ethics, 22: 311-326. 

Strait, P. B. (1996), "Unethical Actions of Public Servants: a Voyeur's View." Public Integrity Annual, 1: 41-49. 

Strait, P. B. (1997), "An Empirical Investigation of 'Suspect' Employees in the Public Sector: a Voyeur's View. 

Part Two." Public Integrity Annual, 2: 43-48. 

Swisher, L., A.-M. Rizzo & A. M. Marsha (2001), "Moral Reasoning among Public Administrators." Public 

Integrity, 3(4): 53-68. 

Tacq, J. (1997), Multivariate Analysis Techniques in Social Science Research. From Problem to Analysis. 

London: Sage. 

 Tercken, V. (2001), Everything You Have Always Wanted to Know about Social Security. Brussel: Ministry for 

Social Affairs, Public Health and Environment. 

Terpstra, J. & T. Havinga (1999), "Uitvoering tussen Traditie en Management: Structuratie en Stijlen van 

Beleidsuitvoering." In: Bakker, W. & F. van Waarden (eds.) Ruimte rond Regels. Stijlen van Regulering 

en Beleidsuitvoering Vergeleken. Amsterdam: Boom: 40-67. 

Theobald, R. (1997), "Enhancing Public Service Ethics." Administration and Society, 29(4): 490-505. 

Thompson, D. F. (1985), "The Possibility of Administrative Ethics." Public Administration Review, 45: 555-561. 

Thompson, M. (1997), "Rewriting the Precepts of Policy Analysis." In: Ellis, R. J. & M. Thompson (eds.). 

Culture Matters. Essays in Honour of Aaron Wildavsky. Boulder: Westview Press: 203-16. 

Thompson, M. (forthcoming), "The Case for Clumsiness." In: Verweij, M. e. al. Clumsy Solutions for a Complex 

World.  

Thompson, M., R. Ellis & A. Wildavsky (1990), Cultural Theory. Boulder, San Fransisco; Oxford: Westview 

Press. 

Thompson, M., G. Grendstad & P. Selle (eds.) (1999), Cultural Theory as Political Science. London: Routledge. 

Trevino, L. K. (1986), "Ethical Decision Making in Organizations: a Person-Situation Interactionist Model." 

Academy of Management Review, 11(3): 601-617. 

Trevino, L. K., K. Butterfield & D. McCabe (1998), "The Ethical Context in Organizations: Influences on 

Employee Attitudes and Behaviors." Business Ethics Quarterly, 8(3): 447-476. 



  

 xxv 

Trevino, L. K., G. R. Weaver, D. G. Gibson & B. L. Toffler (1999), "Managing Ethics and Legal Compliance. 

What Works and What Hurts." California Management Review, 41(2): 131-151. 

Uhr, J. (1999), "Institutions of Integrity. Balancing Values and Verification in Democratic Government." Public 

Integrity, 1(1): 94-106. 

 United States Senate (1991), Measuring Program Performance: Getting the Most Bang for the Buck. In: 

Hearing Before the Committee on Governmental Affairs, U.S. Senate, 102nd Congress, First Session, 

May 23, 1991. Washington D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office. 

Upchurch, R. S. & Sheila K. Ruhland (1996), "The Organizational Bases of Ethical Work Climates in Lodging 

Operations as Perceived by General Managers." Journal of Business Ethics, 15: 1083-1093. 

Vaicys, C., T. Barnett & G. Brown (1996), "An Analysis of the Factor Structure of the Ethical Climate 

Questionnaire." Psychological Reports, 79: 115-120. 

Van Langendonck, J. (1997), Handboek Sociale Zekerheid. Vierde Editie. Diegem: ced.samson. 

Van Reeth, W. (2002), The Bearable Lightness of Budgeting: The Uneven Implementation of Performance 

Oriented Budget Reform across Agencies. Leuven: Katholieke Universiteit Leuven. 

Van Wart, M. (1996), "The Sources of Ethical Decision Making for Individuals in the Public Sector." Public 

Administration Review, 56(6): 525-533. 

Van Wart, M. (1998), Changing Public Sector Values. New York: Garland Publishing. 

Van Wart, M. & E. M. Berman (1999), "Contemporary Public Sector Productivity Values." Public Productivity 

and Management Review, 22(3): 326-348. 

Van Wart, M. & K. G. Denhardt (2001), "Organizational Structure: a Reflection of Society's Values and a 

Context for Individual Ethics." In: Cooper, T. L. (ed.). Handbook of Administrative Ethics. New York: 

Marcel Dekker: 227-42. 

Vandenabeele, W. & A. Hondeghem (forthcoming), "Government's Calling: Public Service Motivation as a 

Decisive Factor for Government Employment in a NPM Era." 

Vandenabeele, W., A. Hondeghem, T. Steen & M. Parys (2001), De Roep van de Vlaamse Overheid. 

Arbeidsoriëntaties van Hooggeschoolden in Vlaanderen en het Imago van de Overheid. Brugge: Die 

Keure. 

Vander Beken, T. & T. Carion (1999), Een Geïntegreerd Anti-Corruptiebeleid voor België. Antwerpen: Maklu. 

Verbeke, W., C. Ouwekerk & E. Peelen (1996), "Exploring the Contextual and Individual Factors on Ethical 

Decision Making of Salespeople." Journal of Business Ethics, 15: 1175-7787. 

Verbruggen, P., J. Foré, K. De Groot, I. Van Bouchaute, & N. Vandaele. (1999), "Eindrapport. Audit 

Personeelsinzet Aminal." E&Y Consulting. 

Verhoest, K. (2002), Verzelfstandiging en Sturing van Overheidsorganisaties. Leuven: Katholieke Universiteit 

Leuven. 



  

 xxvi 

Victor, B. & J. B. Cullen (1987), "A Theory and Measure of of Ethical Climate in Organizations." Research in 

Corporate Social Performance and Policy, 9: 51-71. 

Victor, B. & J. B. Cullen (1988), "The Organizational Bases of Ethical Work Climates." Administrative Science 

Quarterly, 33(1): 101-125. 

Vidaver-Cohen, D. (1998), "Moral Climate in Business Firms: a Conceptual Framework for Analysis and 

Change." Journal of Business Ethics, 17: 1211-1226. 

Vitell, S. J., Nwachukwu Saviour L. & J. H. Barnes (1993), "The Effects of Culture on Ethical Decision Making: 

an Application of Hofstede's Typology." Journal of Business Ethics, 12: 753-760. 

Vosselman, E. G. J. (1996), Ontwerp van 'Management Control'-Systemen. Een Economische Benadering. 

Deventer: Kluwer Bedrijfswetenschappen. 

Waldo, D. (1996), "Public Administration and Ethics: a Prologue to a Preface." In: Stillman, R. J. Public 

Administration: Concepts and Cases. Boston: Houghton Mifflin : 457-71. 

Waterman, R. W. & K. J. Meier (1998), "Principal-Agent Models: an Expansion?" Journal of Public 

Administration Research and Theory, 8(2): 173-202 . 

Weber, J. (1995), "Influences upon Organizational Ethical Subclimates: a Multi-Departmental Analysis of a 

Single Firm." Organization Science, 6(5): 509-523. 

Weber, M. (1972), Wirtschaft Und Gesellschaft. Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr. 

Weber, M. (1978), Economy and Society: an Outline of Interpretative Sociology (Translated by Guenther Roth 

and Claus Wittich). Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Welkenhuysen-Gybels, J. & G. Loosveldt (2002), Regressieanalyse: een Introductie in de 

Multivariabelenanalyse. Leuven: Acco. 

Wheeler, G. E. & F. N. Brady (1998), "Do Public Sector and Private Sector Personnel Have Different Ethical 

Dispositions? A Study of Two Sites." Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 8(1): 93-

115. 

White, R. D. Jr. (1999a), "Are Women More Ethical? Recent Findings on the Effects of Gender upon Moral 

Development." Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 9(3): 459-471. 

White, R. D. Jr. (1999b), "Organizational Desing and Ethics: the Effects of a Rigid Hierarchy on Moral 

Reasoning." International Journal of Organization Theory and Behaviour, 2(3): 431-456. 

White, R. D. Jr. (1999c), "Public Ethics, Moral Development, and the Enduring Legacy of Lawrence Kohlberg." 

Public Integrity, 1(2): 121-134. 

Wiering, M. (1999), "Contexten van Handhaving bij de Mestregelgeving in Nederland en Vlaanderen." In: 

Bakker, W. & F. van Waarden (eds.). Ruimte rond Regels. Stijlen van Regulering en Beleidsuitvoering 

Vergeleken. Amsterdam: Boom: 229-60. 

Wimbush, J. C. & J. M. Shepard (1994), "Towards an Understanding of Ethical Climate: Its Relationship to 

Ethical Behaviour and Supervisory Influence." Journal of Business Ethics, 13: 637-647. 



  

 xxvii 

Wimbush, J. C., J. M. Shepard & S. E. Markham (1997a), "An Empirical Examination of the Multi-

Dimensionality of Ethical Climate in Organizations." Journal of Business Ethics, 16: 67-77. 

Wimbush, J. C., J. M. Shepard & S. E. Markham (1997b), "An Empirical Examination of the Relationship 

Between Ethical Climate and Ethical Behavior From Multiple Levels of Analysis." Journal of Business 

Ethics, 16: 1705-1716. 

Wittmer, D. P. (1994), "Ethical Decision Making." In: Cooper, T. L. (ed.). Handbook of Administrative Ethics. 

New York: Marcel Dekker: 585. 

Wittmer, D. P. & D. Coursey (1996), "Ethical Work Climates: Comparing Top Managers in Public and Private 

Organizations." Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 6(4): 559-572. 

Wyld, D. C. & C. A. Jones (1997), "The Importance of Context: the Ethical Work Climate Construct and Models 

of Ethical Decision Making: an Agenda for Research." Journal of Business Ethics, 16: 465-472. 

Yante, J.-M. (2003), "La Corruption dans L'Administration Belge au xixe et xxe Siecles." In: Tiihonen, S. (ed.). 

The History of Corruption in Central Government. Amsterdam: IOS Press: 65-82. 

Yesilkagit, A. K. & J. de Vries (2003), "The Unanticipated Consequences of Decentralisation and Reinvention: 

the of the Province of South Holland." International Review of Administrative Sciences, 68 (4): 579-

597. 

Yin, R. K. (1994), Case Study Research. Design and Methods. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications. 

Zajac, G. (1996), "Beyond Hammurabi: a Public Service Definition of Ethics Failure." Journal of Public 

Administration Research and Theory, 6(4): 145-160. 

Zajac, G. & L. K. Comfort (1997), ""The Spirit of Watchfullness": Public Service Ethics as Organizational 

Learning." Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 7(4): 541-569. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 xxviii 

SSUUMMMMAARRYY  
 

Most Western countries have recently seen important changes in their public sectors (e.g. increased 

competition, contracting-out, performance orientation), commonly referred to as “New Public 

Management” (NPM). Meanwhile, and partly out of concern for the potentially negative impact of 

these reforms on the ethics of public servants, many governments have introduced instruments of 

ethics management, such as ethics codes, ethics training, whistleblower protection, etc. There is a 

general, but largely untested, assumption in the public sector ethics literature that these innovations 

(both NPM and ethics management) have a significant impact on the ethics of public servants. This 

doctoral project intended to empirically assess the actual impact of these reforms and of 

organisational factors (“interaction patterns”) more generally on the ethics of public servants.  

 

The study started from a theory with a conceptual framework at its core. This framework and the 

operationalisation of each of its variables drew on organisation theory and on the business ethics 

literature. The four central variables are “organisational interaction patterns,” “ethical climate,” 

“ethical decision making” and “unethical behaviour.” Each of these is operationalised by means of a 

typology. From the public administration literature, a set of propositions (a theory) was developed 

concerning the relationship between these four central variables.  

This theory was tested empirically through a comparative study in three inspectorates in the Flemish 

regional and the Belgian federal government. Data-gathering was done in a three-part investigation 

within each of the three organisations. First, the independent variable “interaction patterns” was 

described in each organisation by means of document analysis and a limited number of interviews 

(mainly with management). The second part was quantitative and measured “ethical climate,” “ethical 

decision making” and “unethical behaviour,” by means of a survey that was distributed among all the 

inspectors in the three inspectorates. The third part was qualitative and measured all variables by 

means of semi-structured interviews with inspectors in two field offices of each of the three 

inspectorates. This qualitative research mainly intended to describe the standards that were applied by 

the inspectors and to account for this application.  

 

The study guided to four general conclusions. First, it appeared that the typologies offer a useful 

framework to simplify both the many organisational factors and the many ethical considerations of the 

inspectors into a comprehensible description. Second, a significant part of the actual hypotheses was 

confirmed. Others were falsified and subsequently adapted. These confirmed and adapted hypotheses 

were merged into an adapted “public administration theory on public servants’ ethics.” This theory 

will help to predict what the impact of changes in the organisation will be on the ethics of the public 

servants within that organisation. Third, the study confirmed the general principle that each measure, 

however good the intentions on which it is based, inevitably carries with it the risk of a number of 

undesirable effects. Rules and procedures, for example, can engender inspectors to deal too rigidly 

with ethical dilemmas. Conversely, when the inspectors’ discretion is too broad, this will increase the 

chance of arbitrary and partial behaviour towards inspectees. Thus, in order to avoid such excesses, 

both measures should be combined: sufficient rules and procedures, while at the same time 

maintaining a minimal degree of discretion. A similar reasoning could be followed for all other kinds 

of organisational aspects and the overall aim should thus be to strive for an adapted mix of 

organisational measures. The proposed theory could help to determine which form this mix should 

take in a concrete organisation. Finally, a new intermediary variable was observed between the 

interaction patterns on the one hand and ethical decision making on the other. This was dubbed “Civil 

Service Motivation” (CSM) and contains four motives: professional pride, professional duty, 

compassion and public interest motivation. Sometimes CSM reduces the effect of interaction patterns 

on ethical decision making, e.g. when professional duty prevents the integrity of public servants from 



  

 xxix 

being negatively affected by demotivating interaction patterns. Yet, more often CSM reinforces the 

effect of interaction patterns. This for example occurs when existing hierarchical interaction patterns 

are reinforced by the professional duty of the public servant. 
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SSAAMMEENNVVAATTTTIINNGG  
 

De jongste jaren vonden in de meeste Westerse landen ingrijpende veranderingen plaats in de 

overheidssector (bvb. vermarkting, verzelfstandiging, prestatiegerichtheid): het zogenaamde Nieuw 

Overheidsmanagement. Ondertussen, en gedeeltelijk uit vrees voor een negatieve impact van deze 

moderniseringen, is ook in heel wat landen een "integriteitsbeleid voor ambtenaren" gelanceerd met 

instrumenten als ethische codes, trainingen, vertrouwenspersonen, etc. In de literatuur betreffende 

ambtelijke ethiek heerst de algemene, doch weinig empirisch onderbouwde, veronderstelling dat deze 

innovaties een belangrijke impact hebben op de ethiek van ambtenaren. Het onderzoek wilde de 

feitelijke impact van deze hervormingen en van organisationele factoren (“interactiepatronen”) in het 

algemeen op de ambtelijke ethiek nagaan.  

 

Het onderzoek vertrok van een theorie met als kern een conceptueel kader. Dit kader en de 

operationalisering van elk van de variabelen zijn gebaseerd op de literatuur inzake organisatietheorie 

en organisatie-ethiek. De vier centrale variabelen zijn “organisationele interactiepatronen,” “ethisch 

klimaat,” "ethische besluitvorming" en "onethisch gedrag." Elk van deze variabelen is  

geoperationaliseerd aan de hand van een typologie. Uit de bestuurswetenschappelijke literatuur werd 

een set van proposities (een theorie) gedistilleerd inzake de relatie tussen deze vier centrale 

variabelen. 

  

Deze theorie werd empirisch getest door een vergelijkend onderzoek in drie inspectiediensten in de 

Vlaamse en de federale overheid. De dataverzameling gebeurde in drie complementaire en 

grotendeels gelijktijdig uitgevoerde deelonderzoeken in de drie organisaties. Vooreerst werd de 

onafhankelijke variabele (“interactiepatronen”) in elke organisatie beschreven met behulp van 

documentanalyse en een beperkt aantal interviews (vooral met management). Het tweede deel was 

kwantitatief en mat "ethisch klimaat," "ethische besluitvorming" en "onethisch gedrag" middels een 

enquête die verspreid werd onder alle controleurs en inspecteurs in de drie inspectiediensten. Het 

derde deel was kwalitatief en mat alle variabelen m.b.v. een beperkt aantal semi-gestructureerde 

interviews in telkens twee buitendiensten van elk van de drie inspectiediensten. De bedoeling van dit 

kwalitatief onderzoek was vooral om de ethische standaarden die worden toegepast door inspecteurs 

en controleurs te beschrijven en de toepassing ervan te verklaren.  

 

Het onderzoek leidde tot een viertal algemene vaststellingen. Ten eerste bleek dat de typologieën een 

nuttig kader bieden om zowel de vele organisationele factoren als de vele ethische overwegingen van 

ambtenaren te vereenvoudigen naar een bevattelijke beschrijving. Ten tweede werd ook een 

belangrijk deel van de feitelijke hypothesen bevestigd. Sommige hypothesen werden gefalsifieerd en 

vervolgens aangepast. De bevestigde en aangepaste hypothesen werden samengebracht als een 

aangepaste "bestuurskundige theorie over ambtelijke ethiek." Die theorie kan helpen om te 

voorspellen wat het effect zal zijn van een verandering binnen de organisatie op de integriteit van de 

ambtenaren. Ten derde werd in het onderzoek het algemene principe bevestigd dat elke goedbedoelde 

maatregel onvermijdelijk het risico op een aantal ongewenste effecten in zich draagt. Regels en 

procedures kunnen er bijvoorbeeld toe leiden dat ambtenaren op een al te rigide manier omgaan met 

ethische dilemma's. Echter, omgekeerd, zou een te grote discretionaire ruimte kunnen leiden tot 

willekeur en eventueel partijdig optreden van ambtenaren. Om excessen te vermijden moet men dus 

beide maatregelen combineren: voldoende regels en procedures, maar tegelijkertijd ook een minimale 

beslissingsruimte geven aan ambtenaren. Een soortgelijke redenering kan worden gevolgd voor alle 

andere organisationele aspecten en globaal komt het er dus op aan om naar een aangepaste mix tussen 

de maatregelen te streven. De voorgestelde theorie kan helpen om te bepalen hoe die mix er precies 

uit moet zien. Tot slot werd het bestaan vastgesteld van een nieuwe intermediaire variabele tussen de 
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interactiepatronen enerzijds en ethische besluitvorming anderzijds. Deze werd "Civil Service 

Motivation" (CSM) genoemd en omvat vier motieven: professionele trots, plichtsgetrouwheid, 

mededogen, en de motivatie om zich te laten leiden door het algemeen belang. In sommige gevallen 

reduceert CSM het effect van de interactiepatronen op ethische besluitvorming, bvb. wanneer 

plichtsgetrouwheid ervoor zorgt dat mensen hun integriteit niet negatief laten beïnvloeden door 

interactiepatronen die demotiverend werken. Meestal versterkt CSM echter het effect van de 

interactiepatronen. Dat gebeurt bvb. wanneer bestaande hiërarchische interactiepatronen nog versterkt 

worden door de plichtsgetrouwheid van de ambtenaar. 
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RREESSUUMMEE  
 

Ces dernières années, la plupart de pays occidentaux connut de profonds changements à l’intérieur de 

leur service public (entre autre : principes de marché, agentificiation, contrôle de gestion, etc.) par 

l’action de ce qu’on appelle "La Nouvelle Gestion Publique."  Par la suite, afin de contrer des 

possibles conséquences néfastes de ces changements, toute une "politique d’intégrité pour les 

fonctionnaires" fût mise en place avec des instruments tels que les codes de déontologie, la formation, 

la création de "personne de confiance," etc. Dans la littérature spécialisée, on part souvent de la 

supposition, généralement acceptée mais finalement très peu étayée empiriquement, que les réformes 

de modernisation auraient un impact certain sur l’éthique et l’intégrité des fonctionnaires. C’est cet 

impact ainsi que celui des facteurs organisationnels (des "types d’interaction") en général que cette 

recherche tentera de vérifier. 

 

La recherche se base sur un cadre théorique, constituant d’un cadre conceptuel ainsi qu’une liste de 

propositions. Le cadre, ainsi que l’opérationalisation de chacune de ses variables composantes, est 

basé sur une littérature abondante sur la Théorie des Organisations et sur l’Ethique en Organisation. 

Les quatre variables  centrales sont les suivantes : "types d’interaction," "climat éthique," "prise de 

décision éthique" et "comportement contraire à l’éthique." Chacune de ces variables est 

operationalisée par une typologie. Une liste de propositions concernant les relations entre ces quatre 

variables a été distillée d’œuvres importantes en sciences administratives.  

 

Cette théorie fût testée au moyen d’une étude comparative sur trois services d’inspection au sein de 

l’administration flamande et fédérale. La collection de données se fit simultanément lors de trois 

études complémentaires au sein des services ciblés. En premier lieu, la variable indépendante ("types 

d’interaction") fût décrite au moyen une étude de documents ainsi que d’un nombre réduit 

d’entretiens. La deuxième partie des enquêtes fût quantitative afin de mesurer les variables "climat 

étique," "prise de décision éthique" et "comportement contraire à l’éthique" et consista en l’envoi à 

tous les contrôleurs et inspecteurs des trois organisation d’un formulaire d’enquête. La troisième 

partie, qualitative, tenta de mesurer toutes les variables à l’aide de quelques entretiens approfondis 

dans deux services extérieurs de chaque organisation étudiée. Le but était de pouvoir décrire les 

standards éthiques appliqués par les contrôleurs et les inspecteurs ainsi que de pouvoir expliquer leur 

application concrète sur le terrain. 

 

La recherche nous permet de formuler quatre constations. 

En premier lieu, il semble que l’emploi de typologies est un bon instrument afin d’expliquer et de 

présenter les nombreux facteurs organisationnels ainsi que les nombreuses considérations des 

fonctionnaires. Deuxièmement, une partie significative des hypothèses factuelles a été confirmée. 

Certaines furent infirmées et purent ainsi être adaptées en conséquence. Les hypothèses confirmées et 

adaptés furent ainsi agrégées en une "théorie scientifique de l’éthique administrative." Cette théorie 

offre l’avantage de pouvoir prédire quel sera l’impact d’une réforme organisationnelle sur l’intégrité 

des fonctionnaires. Troisièmement, la recherche confirme le principe général que chaque mesure 

même bien intentionnée comporte en elle le risque de provoquer des effets non désirables et contre-

productifs. L’instauration de règles et de procédures, par exemple, pourrait amener les fonctionnaires 

à une certaine inflexibilité vis à vis de problèmes éthiques. De la même manière, une trop grande 

marge de manœuvre pour les fonctionnaires pourrait mener à une action publique arbitraire et 

partisane. Afin d’éviter de tels excès, il convient de mixer les initiatives: un cadre réglementaire 

combiné à une certaine liberté d’action pour les fonctionnaires. Pour d’autre réformes, un tel 

raisonnement peut être suivi : il convient donc, pour chaque réforme, de trouver la combinaison 
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adéquate d’initiatives. La théorie peut apporter pour cela une soutien non-négligeable. Finalement, 

une nouvelle variable intermédiaire entre "types d’interaction"  et "prise de décision éthique" fût 

observée. Cette variable est appelée "Civil Service Motivation" (CSM) et englobe quatre motifs de 

décision: fierté professionnelle, loyauté professionelle, compassion et poursuite de l’intérêt général. 

Dans certains cas, la CSM diminue l’impact de types d’interaction sur la prise de décision éthique, 

comme par exemple lorsque par loyauté professionnelle, des fonctionnaires ne se laissent pas 

influencer par certains types d’interaction ayant un effet démotivant. Généralement, la CSM renforce 

au contraire l’effet des types d’interaction. Cela arrive, par exemple, lorsque des types d’interaction 

hiérarchiques se voient renforcé par la loyauté professionnelle des fonctionnaires. 
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BBAACCKKGGRROOUUNNDD  TTOO  TTHHEE  IINNTTEERRAACCTTIIOONN  PPAATTTTEERRNNSS  
((CCHHAAPPTTEERR  55))  

This appendix provides further empirical background for the claims made in Chapter 5. It follows the 
same structure as Chapter 5 and sometimes contains the same sentences, so as to allow the reader to 
easily look up the empirical background for a particular codification in Chapter 5. 
 
 

A.1. 

A.1.1. 

Job-related factors that shape the interaction patters 

This paragraph focuses on formal discretion, first addressing the elements common to all cases and 
then discussing the cases separately.  

Degree of formal discretion  

 
A.1.1.1. Basic powers, shared by all inspectors  

 
All inspectors in the three organisations share some basic competencies, and these are briefly 
summarised below. The competencies of the inspectors of the RVA and the RSZ are rooted in the 
Labour Inspection Law of 1972 that was briefly discussed in Chapter 4 (see also Pacolet and Marchal 
2001: 24-29). Competencies of the Flemish environmental inspectors are based on a wide variety of 
decrees and regulations, related to environmental issues.  
 

• The inspectors are allowed to enter, also at night, all premises where work is done (in the case 
of social inspectors) or where environmental regulations are relevant (in the case of 
environmental inspectors1

• The inspectors can do any investigation, control or interrogation they deem necessary to 
ensure a proper compliance with the regulations; they can examine and copy all books, 
registers, documents and electonic files with relevant data. 

).  

• The inspectors do not have access to inhabited rooms (which enjoy constitutional protection), 
unless after they received permission from a judge. 

• The inspectors can demand assistance from the police. 
• Social inspectors are not allowed to reveal the identity of a complainant, not even before a 

court, unless the complainant explicitly allowed to do so. Nor are they allowed to reveal to the 
inspectees that the investigation is done following a complaint. EI-inspectors are not allowed 
to reveal the complainants’ identity neither.  

 
A.1.1.2. RVA-inspection 

 
The formal discretion of the RVA-inspectors is limited. First and most importantly, they do not take 
any final decisions themselves. These are taken by the director of the unemployment office (or 
somebody he appointed) or by the auditeur du travail and ultimately the court. They do have some 
formal discretion, however, which materialises in two respects.  
 
The first element of discretion is rooted in the Labour Inspection Law. There is a general legal 
prescription2

                                                      
1 In principle, those who own the premises can deny accession to an environmental inspector. However, when they do this 
regularly, they run the risk of a penal conviction for obstruction of inspection (Bronselaer 1999: 34-35). 

 that all civil servants who encounter serious criminal offences ("misdaad" or 
"wanbedrijf") report these to the public prosecutor (Procureur des Konings). The Labour Inspection 

2 Art. 29 of the Law Book on Criminal Procedure (Wetboek Strafvordering). 
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Law allows all social inspectors (including those of the RVA and the RSZ) to depart from this 
prescription. Specifically, the Law allows the social inspectors a degree of discretion to judge, in a 
particular case and based on proper reasons, whether it is best to write a procès-verbal (PV) that 
would immediately be sent to the auditeur du travail and initiate a judicial procedure, or instead to 
take another, more conciliatory measure, such as giving a warning not to repeat the behaviour or 
proposing a period within which the situation should be regularised. In fact, this discretion has two 
aspects.  
The first is the discretion whether or not to write a PV. This discretion is relative, as the law and 
internal guidelines of the RVA's head office formulate a number of constraints to this formal 
discretionary space. The most important are: 

• If the unemployed person3

• "The social inspector should respect the guidelines of his hierarchical superiors." He remains 
subjected to the legal prescription to obey his hierarchical superiors (RVA 1998b: 31). In 
practice, this implies that, if the director cannot convince the inspector to write a PV, then the 
latter will still be obliged to do so, on the grounds of the duties of loyalty and obedience.

 who broke the rule did this "with the intention to deceive" (met 
bedrieglijk inzicht), then the law prescribes that the inspector automatically writes a PV and 
send it to the prosecutor. He has no discretion. 

4

• The inspector is obliged to write a PV when he acts by order of the prosecutor and the latter 
has explicitly demanded that he write one. 

  

These constraints thus, in practice, seriously reduce the legally granted discretion of the RVA-
inspectors.  
Second, if it is an ambiguous case and there is no clear criminal felony (e.g. because the intent to 
deceive cannot be proved) and the inspector decides not to write PV, then he has some discretion in 
his choice of alternative means. Specifically, the inspector can then give an oral warning and/or fix a 
term within which the rule-breaker should regularise his situation.5 Interestingly, the inspector then 
has the discretion to choose whether or not he will mention this warning (and the infringement it 
concerns) in his report. (If he does, then this allows the director of his unemployment office to take 
this into consideration when taking a decision (RVA 1998b: 30)). This is interesting because, in the 
interviews, most RVA-inspectors report that they write down all the infringements they note and the 
oral warnings they give. Yet, it thus appears that they are formally not obliged to do so.6

 
 

The second aspect of the formal discretion of RVA-inspectors concerns their task to write a 
recommendation, upon completion of a case-file. In this recommendation, the inspector proposes what 
the decision should be in the case (whether or not to sanction, what kind of sanction, etc.). The code 
of conduct for the RVA-inspectors (see below) emphasises that this step is "thé expression of the 
formal discretion" (RVA 1998a: 24) and insists that the recommendation be written with "intellectual 
honesty:" "the inspector should be cautious not to base his decision on emotional considerations that 
are not based on material facts" (Ibid.). Through this recommendation, the inspector can indeed 
significantly influence the following steps of the decision making process, although it still remains a 
recommendation, from which the director can depart. In addition, depending upon the specific 
organisation of the unemployment office, it is also possible that the local head of the inspection 
amends the recommendation before it is forwarded to the subunit Disputed Affairs and then to the 
director.  

                                                      
3 In the case of employers, the inspectors are almost always expected to write a PV.  
4 Email exchange d.d. May 7, 2003 with a senior staff member at the RVA head office. 
5 If the infringement is done by an employer and not by an unemployed person, then the RVA-inspector has the additional 
instrument of writing a formal warning (PV van waarschuwing). Such a warning is then not reported to the prosecutor, but it 
does imply that a penal PV will be automatically written, if a new infringement occurs (RVA 1998c: 10-11) 
6 In some cases, this is because the director obliges his inspectors to write everything down; in other cases it is simply self-
imposed by the inspectors. 
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A.1.1.3. RSZ-inspection 

 
As was the case for RVA-inspectors, the formal discretion of RSZ-inspectors is also limited. Like the 
RVA-inspectors, they do not take any final decisions themselves. These are taken by the other 
divisions of the RSZ or by the auditeur du travail and ultimately the court. Nevertheless, the RSZ-
inspector does have one area within which he has some formally granted discretion. 
 
As the Labour Inspection Law (see above) applies to all social inspectors, the RSZ-inspectors also 
have the discretion to choose not write a PV, but instead to give a warning or impose a term for 
regularisation. The way this discretion materialises in the RSZ is different from the RVA, however. In 
the RSZ, the emphasis is not on the decision whether or not to write a PV and thus initiate a penal 
procedure. In fact PV's are only written very rarely (see Chapter 4) and are not stimulated by the RSZ-
management.7

 

 The RSZ-inspectors' formal discretion is rather situated in the choice they have when 
they are confronted with transgressions of rules (most commonly incorrect declarations and/or 
incorrect amounts of the RSZ-contributions). They can choose to allow the inspectee to regularise his 
situation within a specified term or they can immediately write a declaration in their official capacity 
(ambtshalve aangifte), thus forcing the inspectee to pay the amount (added with benefit increases and 
interests) immediately. If the inspector decides to give the inspectee the opportunity to regularise his 
situation, then he has the discretion to decide on the term within which the inspectee should pay the 
due amounts (internal guideline ATN 161, 5.3). The inspector is then obliged to take a written 
declaration from the inspectee in which the term within which the inspectee should satisfy the 
conditions is explicitly mentioned (internal guideline ATN 160a, 6).  

Like the RVA-inspectors, the RSZ-inspectors also write reports that act as a basis for the decisions, 
taken by their colleagues (in the head office). An important difference with the RVA-inspectors, 
however, is that the RSZ-inspectors are required to describe the situation, but they are not allowed to 
give a recommendation. A typical example is when the RSZ-inspector has to judge whether somebody 
who is registered as self-employed, is in fact working as an employee and thus owing larger 
contributions to the RSZ. In such a case, the inspector can only describe the situation, concluding with 
a list of the elements for and against the inspectee’s claim that he is self-employed. The RSZ-
inspection uses checklists for such reports to make sure that all the elements that are needed by the 
decision maker are addressed in the report.8

 
 

A.1.1.4. Environmental Inspection 
 
The formal discretion of the EI-inspectors is significantly broader than the discretion of the RVA- and 
RSZ-inspectors, particularly in the administrative procedures. Before addressing the latter, we briefly 
discuss their formal discretion in the penal procedure and particularly their discretion whether or not 
to write a PV. 
 
Unlike the social inspectors of the RVA and the RSZ, the EI-inspectors have no explicit legal basis 
for their discretion whether or not to write a PV. Quite the opposite, since all breaches of 

                                                      
7 One guideline prescribes that, if the wrongdoing concerns the illegal employment of employees from foreign nationality, 
then, given the seriousness of this felony, a PV should be written (internal guideline ATN 161, 5.2) and sent to the 
prosecutor. 
8 There are two smaller additional areas of discretion. A supervisor noted that, together with the inspector responsible for the 
case, he had some discretionary space to negotiate about the height of the contribution that is owed on company cars and 
company-provided health insurances. Another supervisor noted that inspector have some negotiating space in the stipulation 
of those costs that are free from RSZ-contributions. 
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environmental law are considered serious felonies ("wanbedrijven"), inspectors are legally obliged 
(see above) to report all these felonies to the public prosecutor. However, the EI’s “code of good 
practice for the PV of the environmental inspectors” explains how discretion can still be possible and 
legally acceptable. In order for an act to be qualified as a felony, it is not sufficient that the act has 
been done. The qualification as felony also implies what is called a “moral element:” the act should 
be done voluntarily and consciously. The Code uses this element as a legal basis for discretion of the 
EI's, arguing in a fairly broad interpretation of this principle: “The environmental inspector does have 
a certain degree of discretion and is not obliged to write a PV when he, on the grounds of his 
professional knowledge, concludes that the operator cannot be blamed for lack of precautions or care. 
Of course, this degree of discretion should be used with care” (Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2000b: 4, 
author's translation). This is in fact a relaxation from the initial policy of the EI's top management that 
a PV should always be written. 
The Code also emphasises that the EI-inspector is autonomous in his decision to write a PV. It is the 
inspector who signs the PV. The inspector's supervisor only exerts a "quality control" of the PV, thus 
aiming to ensure a uniform judgement of comparable situations. The supervisor then sings the 
document, but this only means that he exerted a quality control; it does not entail approval of the 
contents of the PV. The inspector decides autonomously whether he will follow the advice of his 
supervisor (Ibid.: 5) and can thus depart from it.  
 
The main area of discretion of the EI-inspectors in the administrative procedure is their discretion to 
choose among a varied range of instruments that were discussed above: recommendations, 
exhortations, enforcement measures (e.g. seal machines or close the company) and proposing 
administrative sanctions. This is a discretion that is considerably broader than the discretion of RSZ- 
and RVA-inspectors. The inspectors take these decisions themselves in their own name. Yet, there are 
two additional elements that somewhat reduce this discretion and in fact shape the interaction patterns 
in a somewhat fatalist direction.  
First, the EI-inspectors carry a personal liability for their actions, which understandably acts as an 
important "brake" on the execution of their discretion and makes the inspectors reluctant to impose 
enforcement measures. If their actions would prove unlawful or disproportionate (or if they failed to 
act when it was necessary), then they run the risk of being held legally responsible and of being 
ordered to compensate the damage, which can of course come to a very high amount, e.g. in the case 
of an unnecessary company closure. The EI-inspectors cannot take an insurance against this risk. In at 
least two cases, companies have threatened to initiate a judicial procedure against individual 
inspectors, but this has never been actually done. It nevertheless remains hanging as a “sword of 
Damocles” (Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap 2001), as the EI management describes it. The 
working group coaches clarify that the fear is "not so much about the money but about all the 
distress." Two consulting reports indicate that this personal liability is particularly a problem, given 
the lack of jurists within the inspection and of juridical support outside the inspection (see below): 
"The EI will fight an unequal battle, as long as it is not able to appoint skilful jurists" (Rummens 
2001: 54; see also Verbruggen, Foré, De Groot, Van Bouchaute, and Vandaele 1999: 38). The code 
that arranges the use of administrative instruments (see e.g. Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2000a: 41-43) 
prescribes that, for the enforcement measures (not for the weaker warnings and exhortations), the 
head of the field office should also sign the decision, to share responsibility and to relief the 
inspector's burden of personal liability. There is evidence, however, that not all heads effectively do 
this or do it very reluctantly. 
Second, the EI head office has a well-developed policy to guide EI-inspectors' actions, thus 
significantly limiting their discretion. Specifically, the discretion is reduced through two means. First, 
the working groups (strongly guided by the inspectors of the head office) decide on specific 
inspection-campaigns, providing the inspectors with lists of companies to be inspected, checklists of 
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the items that should be inspected, etc. They thus seriously limit the inspectors' discretion (see below), 
as explicitly acknowledged by the working group coaches. Second, a number of codes have been 
developed with fairly detailed guidelines about how the inspectors should use their discretion. 
Specifically, these consist of decision trees (first developed in 1994, and later adapted) that describe 
the steps to be taken and the instruments to be applied (Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2000c), as well as 
two "codes of good practice" with guidelines about how the instruments should be used (Afdeling 
Milieu-inspectie 2000b; Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2000a). These codes were developed by "ad hoc 
working groups" with representatives of all field offices, which implies a limited degree of 
egalitarianism. The overall message of these instruments is that the inspectors should follow the 
guidelines, but that their decisions are ultimately their own responsibility (see e.g. Afdeling Milieu-
inspectie 2000c: 2). An EI-inspector noted that this is somewhat ambiguous as, even if the inspectors 
follow the regulations, they can still be blamed (and be held personally liable) for the mistakes they 
make:  

 “When they introduced these regulations, I asked: ‘if I stick to those rules then you will always defend 
me when something goes wrong?’ They reacted: ‘Yes, but you will always have to judge at the location 
and the judgment is the responsibility of the person that does the observations.’ This is a knife that cuts 
on four sides but mainly on the side where I hold it!”  

 
This observation is in the same line with the answer from a member of senior management, when 
asked whether the EI supports inspectors when they would be held personally liable for a decision 
they took: "We definitely try to support them. As long as they have a good case and a good rationale 
(if all steps have been exhausted), then there is no problem."  

A.1.2. 
 

Degree of autonomy 

A.1.2.1. RVA-inspection 
 
The organisation of the work in the RVA varies between the unemployment offices. Based on the 
observations in two offices, it seems that inspectors regularly call at the office to do administrative 
work, but typically all meet one day a week where they exchange information and stories. In principle, 
the inspectors do their administrative work at the office (Accent 2000: 23). They also have regular 
meetings where work is distributed by the head of the inspection, sometimes joined by the director of 
the unemployment office.  
As for the distribution of the work, the administrative supporting staff of the inspection typically 
prepares a planning of the inspections to be executed by each inspector. The latter checks the planning 
and discusses it with the head of the Control Department, who then endorses it (RVA 1998a: 27). 
Inspectors might have a geographical sector in which they do most of their work, but this tends to be 
applied flexibly, at least in both researched field offices. In one of the two, it is even common practice 
to let the inspectors regularly choose their sector with alternating criteria of determining the order in 
which they can choose (e.g. the oldest chooses first, the youngest chooses first, alphabetically, etc.). 
The actual selection of the work is largely guided by "Promes," a performance measurement system, 
introduced in 2000 that will be discussed below. To "feed" the Promes measurement system, 
inspectors write down what they do and how much time they spend on it. The interviews did not 
indicate significant debates between inspectors and management about the practical organisation of a 
working day. The majority of the inspections are done with two inspectors, but simple inspections 
without significant security risks are often done alone. 
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A.1.2.2. RSZ-inspection 
 
The RSZ-inspectors typically meet each other less frequently than then their RVA-counterparts. Apart 
from the monthly meetings, they sometimes meet each other bilaterally or happen to meet each other 
at the regional antenna, but this is less systematic then in the RVA. The RSZ-inspectors do their 
administrative work at home, at one fixed day a week. Yet, this relatively larger autonomy is 
compensated for by a fairly strict system of electronic activity registration (“Pastin,” see below). The 
interviews suggested that in some field offices, there is quite some discussion about the degree of 
autonomy the RSZ-inspectors should have in the organisation of their working day. Should they e.g. 
be allowed to go to the dentist or even the supermarket during office hours when they compensate for 
this in the evening? The extent to which such exceptions are condoned significantly varies between 
the field offices and largely depends upon the supervisor.  
As for the work distribution, files are distributed by the supervisors every fortnight. This used to be 
done automatically on the basis of a geographical sector that was assigned to each inspector, but is 
now applied more flexibly. The large majority (“roughly 90%” according to a senior interviewee) of 
the inspections is done by individual inspectors. 
 

A.1.2.3. Environmental Inspection 
 
Typically, the EI-inspectors have their own desk in their field office, where they do all their 
administrative work.9

As for the distribution of the work, inspectors typically are responsible for their own geographical 
sector although flexibility is sometimes required and the arrangements might vary between field 
offices. In principle, inspections are done by one inspector, unless in particular situations: when the 
inspection is expected to be complicated, dangerous or physically heavy (e.g. lifting manhole covers); 
when complex samples have to be taken; or when an eye-witness is necessary for legal reasons 
(Verbruggen et al. 1999: 38). These conditions are so common that the large majority of the 
inspections are in fact done by two inspectors. Only “roughly one out of five inspections,” according 
to a senior interviewee, is done by single inspectors.  

 As such they are much more at the office than their RVA- and definitely their 
RSZ-counterparts. As mentioned above, the many coordinated and planned inspection actions 
organised by the working groups significantly reduce the inspectors' discretion what and how to 
inspect. Each working group has a representative in each field office, thus creating some kind of 
"supervision among peers," where one inspector has to motivate his colleagues to follow the working 
group's guidelines. The EI-inspectors weekly receive a list on which they fill out where they go when 
they leave the office for an inspection, a meeting, etc. However, neither this system, nor any of the 
other control systems (e.g. the electronic file monitoring system), amount to a genuine IT-based 
activity-registration system like in the RSZ. The EI-inspectors still have a considerable degree of 
autonomy in the way in which they organise their working day. The interviews did not reveal the kind 
of debates about the organisation of a working day that were found in the RSZ.  

A.1.3. 
 

Degree of direct interaction with citizens 

A.1.3.1. RVA-inspection 
 
The main task of the RVA-inspectors is the enforcement of the unemployment legislation, and a large 
part of the work thus involves dealing with unemployed persons who break the rules. Typical 
examples of this include people who are working while enjoying unemployment benefits or people 
who cheat on their family situation, e.g. declaring that they live on their own, while in fact they live as 

                                                      
9 Several inspectors share the same office, as such allowing for the groups within a field office (see below) to be reinforced. 
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a couple (thus receiving higher benefits then allowed). The context of these interactions varies 
strongly and can sometimes lean towards a police-like situation, e.g. entering a restaurant and making 
sure that none of the workers escapes (or suddenly pretends to be a customer); observing a pub from 
outside to check who is working behind the counter; and (until recently) calling at people's houses to 
check their family situation. In some cases, RVA-inspectors also deal with employers. 
 
Since a few years, RVA-management has an explicit policy to focus less on this kind of wrongdoing 
by the "common man" and focus more on systemic fraud (see below), thus aiming more at employers 
then on the unemployed. This broader focus is reinforced by the regular actions in cooperation with 
other inspections (in implementation of the Protocol of Cooperation) and by additional legal 
competencies for the RVA-inspectors that go beyond the unemployment legislation.  
 

A.1.3.2. RSZ-inspection 
 
The administration of the RSZ-contributions is done by the employer or his social secretariat. Thus, 
most RSZ-inspectors mainly interact with employers, while about a dozen inspectors in a specialised 
“field office” deal with social secretariats. The employers with whom the inspectors deal can of 
course be of many types: from the shop-owner who employs a part-time assistant to the HR-manager, 
the lawyer or even the board of directors of a multinational. Technically, the work of RSZ-inspectors 
is more complicated and demanding than the work of RVA-inspectors. One senior RSZ-respondent 
notes: “People from the RVA who come to the RSZ don’t have an easy time here. Our cases are very 
technical and difficult.”  
 

A.1.3.3. Environmental Inspection 
 
EI-inspectors mostly deal with “operators of 1st

 

 class entities:” people who own or manage a company 
whose activities can have a serious bearing upon the environment or human beings. These are often, 
but not always, large companies. Thus the EI-inspectors also meet all types of people. From the poorly 
literate scrap dealer or the couple that owns a filling station to the engineers or the lawyers of a 
multinational. 

In addition to the inspectees themselves, the EI-inspectors also sometimes have to deal with 
complainants: the citizens who are affected by the company's lawbreaking smell, noise, pollution, etc. 
The RVA and the RSZ also receive complaints and sometimes act upon them, but in their case the 
complainant is (usually) not the person who is directly affected by the transgression.10

 

 The RVA- and 
RSZ-inspectors protect "the system" or "the interest of all beneficiaries," rather than the immediate 
interests of a complainant. This is different for EI-inspectors, who are regularly confronted with 
people who are directly affected and sometimes end up in the role of negotiator.  

                                                      
10 There are a few exceptions to this, e.g. when RVA-inspectors go to an employer who fired somebody, to claim the 
document the employer has to fill-out (C4) so that the ex-employee can receive his unemployment benefits. 
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A.2. 

A.2.1. 

Intra-organisational factors that shape the interaction 
patterns 

See Chapter 5 
The context: groups and cleavages 

A.2.2. 
 

Formal organisational structure  

Most elements were discussed elsewhere. This paragraph just adds a few elements that were not 
discussed yet. 
 

A.2.2.1. RVA-inspection 
 
As explained above, the RVA-inspectors have no separate hierarchy but are located in a unit within a 
local employment office, where they work under the supervision of a director. In addition, there is a 
considerable degree of steering of the inspectors’ work from the head office in Brussels. Specifically, 
most of the guidance is done by two units. One unit ("Internal Audit and Guidance", Interne Audit en 
Begeleiding) is responsible for the organisational support, while another ("Disputes", geschillen) 
prepares the codes and guidelines for the inspectors and is as such responsible for the "content" of 
their work. There is a rather clear distinction between both, and they develop their policies fairly 
independently from each other. One interviewee from the head office pointed out that this distinction 
between both units also works to prevent the development of the inspection as a separate group, and 
might thus be intentional.  
 

A.2.2.2. RSZ-inspection 
 
The overall RSZ-inspection (managed by a director-general) consists of a Dutch- and a French-
speaking division, each managed by an inspector-director. These function almost independently from 
each other, as exemplified by the fact that the meetings of the inspector-director with his chief 
inspectors are separate for the two divisions. This study only focuses on the Dutch-speaking division. 
This is subdivided in 13 "districts," each with on average 5 inspectors and managed by a chief-
inspector (henceforth: supervisor or head of field office). These districts are grouped in 6 mega-
districts, and sometimes one chief-inspector manages the two districts within one mega-district. Since 
the mid-nineties, the inspectors of these mega-districts dispose of a base (a "regional antenna") in 
each of Flanders' five provinces.  
 
Although the RSZ decentralised somewhat with the setting up of these "regional antennas," it still is 
very centrally organised and clearly the most centralised of the three inspections studied. A core 
centralising mechanism of the structure are the regular meetings that take place at all levels. Every 
two months, the supervisors and the inspector-director have a meeting in which new legislation and 
regulations are discussed as well as technical and administrative matters. The report of this meeting is 
communicated to all inspectors. The inspectors of the mega-districts also meet every two months, 
mainly to discuss the decisions of the supervisors' meeting. Finally, every district also meets every 
two months (alternating with the mega-district meeting) to make practical arrangements and to discuss 
specific cases. Hence, the inspectors of a district only meet each other all at the same time once a 
month. 
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A.2.2.3. Environmental Inspection 
 
As explained in Chapter 4 (4.2.3.1), the EI is part of AMINAL (Administration of Environment-, 
Nature-, Land- and Water-management), which is part of the Department “LIN” (Environment and 
Infrastructure), within the Ministry of the Flemish Community. Most of the personnel and financial 
management of the EI-inspectors is done in the horizontal departments of the Ministry and in the 
supportive sections of the Department “LIN.” Juridical support is also located outside the EI (in the 
Department), which is particularly striking as the EI, in spite of being a law enforcement agency, has 
not any jurist itself. Respondents from the EI-management complained that the Law Unit of the 
Department does not provide the kind of tailored juridical advice that is needed. This problem is 
confirmed repeatedly in the consulting report "Integration and dynamics" (Rummens 2001: 53). 
 
The EI itself has at its core a traditional hierarchical structure. The inspectors are spread over five 
field offices, each managed by a supervisor or head of field office (diensthoofd). The field offices are 
coordinated from a head office consisting of the inspector-general and a head inspection with a 
supervisor and nine inspectors. The structure thus has a very well developed technostructure 
(Mintzberg 1983), which contains about 1/10th

In addition to this vertical structure, there is also a horizontal structure of six working groups, around 
environmental themes (water, waste, air, etc.). These consist of inspectors from all field offices and 
are managed by inspectors from the head inspection (“working group coaches”).  

 of all inspectors. Most decisions are taken (or ratified) 
by “the staff,” which is a meeting, every fortnight, of all six supervisors and the inspector-general. 
The reports of these meetings are communicated to all inspectors. This hierarchy of inspectors also 
has administrative supporting staff at all levels.  

A.2.3. 
 

Staff at the head office and top management as referents 

This paragraph assesses the impact of those at head office who have significant degrees of power over 
the inspectors.  
 

A.2.3.1. RVA-inspection 
 
1. Main actors11

 
  

a)   The unit "Internal Audit and Guidance" 
 
This unit contains about 120 members. 50 of these are administrative staff who are sent to 
unemployment offices to aid the administration when there are peaks. A number of additional 
subunits provide guidance and are responsible for quality control of specific units in the 
unemployment offices. Most relevant for our research is the subunit "Enforcement Policy," consisting 
of about 10 people, among whom 4 to 5 social inspectors who act as auditors. These are primarily 
responsible for the guidance of the inspectors, sometimes in cooperation with other staff of the unit 
Internal Audit and Guidance. 
 
Many policy instruments aimed at the inspectors are developed in this unit (Promes, quality control, 
declaration of intention, etc.). It also organises management audits in the control units of the 
unemployment offices. The audit team then describes the situation, identifying the office’s strengths 
and weaknesses. For the latter, solutions are suggested in consultation with staff in the unemployment 
office. The office’s strengths are investigated to be transferred to other offices as “best practices.” An 

                                                      
11 This list intends to present the main actors that affect the functioning of the inspectors. It does not intend to be exhaustive. 
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interviewee of the unit “Audit” emphasises that they intend to do these audits in a positive approach, 
but this is not always experienced as such in reality. One senior person in a field office notes: 
 

"They are called "audit and guidance," but it is mainly audit, rather than guidance. They should give us 
logistic support, but they not always do that. Sometimes we send a letter and we never get an answer, but 
when they send a facsimile, then they want an immediate answer. Yet, it already improved. In the past, 
they really only controlled us. They do remain suspicious of us, though."  

 
b)   The unit “Disputes” 

 
This unit analyses court orders, manages the defence of the RVA before labour courts (particularly 
the appeals made against decisions by directors) and disseminates court decisions. It indirectly affects 
inspectors as it writes out most of the codes and guidelines for the inspectors.  
 

c)   The Social Unit 
 
The Social Unit (Sociale Dienst) of the RVA is managed by a psychologist and has a staff of 5 social 
assistants and a secretariat. It manages both individual help and collective benefits for all RVA-staff 
(not only the inspectors). Collective benefits include subsidies for meals, insurances, the organisations 
of leisure activities among staff, the organisation of holidays for the staff’s children, etc. The Social 
Unit also provides individual help, for example in the case of the death of a colleague, alcoholism in 
the workplace (“upon request of the supervisor, almost never of the person involved”), staff being the 
victim of aggression, etc. The Social Unit plays the central role in the RVA’s “aggression policy,” 
which will be discussed below (A.2.7). The overall message from an interview with a member of staff 
of the Social Unit’s manager was that it is very difficult for them to reach the inspectors, because they 
do not easily ask for help. The impact of this unit on the inspectors’ interaction patterns is therefore 
very limited. 
 

d)   Top management 
 
The RVA's top manager, administrator-general Karel Baeck, his adjunct and the change management 
team clearly embody the important reforms in the RVA since the mid-nineties. Respondents in the 
field offices note that Mr. Baeck sometimes visits the field offices, "unlike the previous 
administrators, whom we never saw." Interviews with staff at the head office and field offices, 
describe an administrator-general that is fairly accessible and open. As for the inspectors, he explicitly 
endorses the RVA's policy towards more egalitarianism in the interaction patterns between inspectors 
and outsiders.  
 
2. Main projects and instruments 
 

a)   The RVA's strategic management cycle 
 
Twice a year the RVA organises strategic seminars where a strategic plan is developed, using data 
from the management information system (see below), proposals from the members of staff, etc. A 
strategic plan formulates the goals and the management plan then further operationalises these goals 
by specifying the projects and actions, as well as the needed financial and human resources. The plan 
also describes the "central improvement projects." These are projects of change that concern the 
whole organisation and are typically managed by a project group consisting of directors of the 
unemployment offices together with staff from head office. All projects are explicitly linked with one 
or more elements of the RVA's mission statement. Many of the instruments presented below were 
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initially launched as such projects. The implementation of the management plan and of these projects 
is monitored through the indicators of the management information system as well as through a 
number of additional reports. The RVA management also organises field visits to the unemployment 
offices. These are to monitor and evaluate local projects and scores on the indicators. 
 

b)   "Promes" as part of the RVA's overall management information system 
 
The RVA developed, since 1993, a substantial management information system, containing 160 
indicators, specifying terms, volumes and the correct application of the regulations (Rijksdienst voor 
Arbeidsvoorziening 2003). For most of these indicators, norms and objectives are formulated. Every 
month, two reports are produced. First, a report with indicators and graphs is presented to top 
management and to the directors of the unemployment offices. Second, every month the directors also 
write a report themselves, describing the problems in their office that might have occurred and might 
explain the office's scores on the indicators. This set of indicators is complemented with a cost-
calculation system that allows to link services to their cost. All these data are managed by means of an 
IT-system called MISUS (Management Information System Unemployment Services). The data are 
used by management in a "Management Cockpit," a high-tech board room where all kinds of 
indicators and data are projected on three walls. The fourth wall contains the strategic calendar and 
the overview of the progress of the "improvement projects." 
 
Originally, there were some output indicators for the RVA-inspection as well, but these turned out not 
to be appropriate. In the past, for example, using the number of PV's as an indicator has motivated 
people to write more PV's, although such norms were never formulated (RVA 2000). This was of 
course against the RVA management's policy to increase external egalitarianism. To avoid these 
perverse effects of an output-focused measurement system, a new system was proposed. This would 
not focus on output, but on efforts, thus developing indicators that provide an answer to the questions: 
where was which effort made and what was the quality and the volume? Specifically, a choice was 
made to adopt the measurement system "Promes" (Productivity Measurement and Enhancement 
System), developed by R. Pritchard at Texas University.  
 
The development and implementation of Promes reflects what can be identified as a policy of the 
RVA-management towards the implementation of new instruments: a fairly high degree of 
involvement from the inspectors (hence egalitarianism) in the development of the instrument, 
followed by a largely hierarchist, top-down implementation. Specifically, Promes was developed in 
the following step-by-step process (RVA 2000). First, seven "products" of the inspection were 
identified by a development team, consisting of directors and inspectors themselves.12

                                                      
12 The five most important of these products are listed in Chapter 5 above, where the RVA-inspection is introduced. 

 Then, the team 
developed, for each product, one or more indicators, e.g. the percentage of cases that is finished 
within a month, the percentage of the productive working time that is spent on the product, etc. Once 
these were defined and validated, the development team decided on the relative importance of the 
different indicators. Not all indicators are equally important, and a maximum "score of efficiency" for 
each of the indicators was developed. Next, the "appreciation curve" was designed for each of the 
indicators. Specifically, the development team indicated the critical minimum, critical maximum, the 
neutral value and the ideal value for each indicator. An interviewee from an unemployment office 
described, very graphically, that these curves can be "male" or "female." "The male curves are 
designed in peaks and once you are beyond the peak, your results drop very quickly. These contrast 
with female statistics which oscillate gradually." Every month a "global index" is calculated, which 
provides an average of the weighed scores for all the indicators and thus gives a general overview of 



  

 xlviii 

the performance level of the activities of the inspection of an unemployment office. A drill-down is 
then possible from the "global index" to the actual indicators. 
 
The system was tested in three unemployment offices and then gradually spread over all the 
unemployment offices. Since January 2001, all unemployment offices work with Promes, which was 
at cruising speed at the time of the research. Still, the system was one of the most prominent themes in 
the interviews, both with management and with inspectors. For example, when asked about their 
expectations from the inspectors, most senior staff quickly referred to Promes.  
 

c)   Quality control 
 
Promes had one rough indicator of quality: the number of files that were returned to the inspector 
because they are incomplete. This was an inappropriate indicator, as almost everybody scored 100%. 
In practice, there was informal communication over the file, rather than the formal procedure of 
sending the file back. The indicator thus had a positive effect, stimulating communication, but it was 
not useful as an indicator. 
Consequently, in 2002 a strategic project was launched to develop a system to measure the quality of 
the products of the inspection, which could be integrated in Promes. An interviewee reported that the 
project team initially intended to write an extensive and strongly hierarchist manual (somewhat in the 
style of the EI, see below). Interestingly, it was the head of the RVA, Karel Baeck, who advised not to 
do this, arguing that this “would open more debates than it could answer.” Instead, the option was 
taken to develop a more general quality control system through which practice can be improved 
gradually. The system was introduced in the unemployment offices in May-June 2002. Each month a 
random sample is drawn from the finished files from the previous month. The sample contains files 
that involve all Promes products. The file is evaluated by the director or the head of unit other than 
the inspection on the basis of a list of eight indicators, which are scored on a five-point scale from 
"very bad" to "very good." The following are examples of these indicators: 

• Was the inspection done at the right moment and place? 
• Were the appropriate databases consulted? 
• Is the report comprehensible and legible? 
• Are the conclusion and the recommendation clear and justified from a regulatory point of 

view? 
The latter is the only criterion that clearly focuses on the content. The other criteria rather concern 
formal aspects. There seems to be no full agreement about the aim of the system, even among those 
who coordinated the project. While one coordinator emphasises that it will work towards uniformity 
of the reports, another coordinator says that the aim is not so much contentwise uniformity, but 
reports that are user-friendly for those who use it. Every month, each inspector receives a report with 
feedback about his results. 
 
This new instrument clearly, again, strengthens the grid dimension for the inspectors. Whether it will 
then work towards fatalism or hierarchy depends upon the local circumstances. If the communication 
about the system is done openly and if the evaluator shows understanding for the reasons for a low 
score on a criterion, then the instrument will clearly be hierarchist. This is indeed how one 
interviewed director reports to use the system:  
 

"If there is a low score then this is discussed in advance with the inspector, who might potentially justify 
this, after which the score can be increased. It is for example possible that a breach of rules has been 
classified, but that this is only very briefly justified in the file. The inspector could then explain that it in 
fact concerned a very poor person, something which he could not really write explicitly in the file. Then 
this is ok for me and we will increase the score in mutual agreement." 
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Yet, if the system is used in a very rigid fashion, without any understanding for specific circumstances 
or for the fatalist aspects of an ad random selection of small samples, then the instrument will work 
towards fatalism.  
 

d)   Bouillon project 
 
The Bouillon project is intended to signal observations from the field to the policy makers: 
undesirable side-effects or other problems with certain policy measures and proposals to improve 
documents. Specifically, the inspector (or another member of the RVA staff) who wants to make such 
a report, fills out a standard document and sends this to the RVA-unit "Policy Advice" or the unit 
"Communication and Document Management," depending upon the kind of advice. The latter units 
will then inform the inspector about the consequences of his proposal.  
 

e)   Company magazine 
 

 
A.2.3.2. RSZ-inspection 

 
1. Main actors  
 

a)   Management of the inspection 
 
The management of inspection (the inspector-general for the whole inspection and the inspector-
director for the Dutch-speaking division) are hierarchically responsible for the inspectors. They are 
supported by an administrative staff in Brussels.  
 
There are a number of indications about tension between inspectors and the inspection management. 
Only 17% of the respondents in a stress-survey (Aerts 1996) report that "higher superior" is among 
the people with whom they can have a serious conversation about a problem at work. Some 
interviewees also report that the inspection-management is very focussed on keeping any problems 
and grievances within the inspection and not revealing them to other senior staff in the RSZ, including 
the head of the RSZ. One interviewee indicates that this is in fact part of a larger culture within the 
RSZ, where heads of department typically try to conceal their internal problems.  
 

b)   Supporting units of the RSZ  
 
 

c)   Top management of the RSZ 
 
The RSZ appears to be a fairly divisionalised organisation, with little central steering, and there are 
indications that this is partly due to the management style of the top management of the RSZ. Given 
the size of the organisation, the top management is fairly distant from the inspection, although 
sometimes direct assignments are given, e.g. that inspectors should contact all companies to inform 
them about the new electronic declaration ("Dimona"). 
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2. Main projects and instruments 
 

a)   Activity registration system: "Pastin" 
 
The RSZ-inspectors are required to plan and register their activities in the electronic activity 
registration system "Pastin." On the basis of the assignments they receive from Brussels, via their 
supervisor, all inspectors write out a detailed planning and send this electronically to the head 
office.13

Moreover, top management of the RSZ-inspection appears to have a strict policy over the way in 
which these activities should be spread over the working days. Unless they have formal permission, 
the inspectors cannot depart from regular office hours. The activity registration system allows 
management to monitor these guidelines. Hence, together this amounts to a strongly high-grid control 
system, significantly reducing the inspectors' autonomy.  

 Likewise, they also fill out an electronic activity sheet, with a detailed description of the 
activities they did. This system is also connected to a system that calculates their mileage allowances. 
All these data can be checked by the supervisor and the inspector-director.  

 
This high-grid aspect should not be exaggerated in the practice of daily reality, however. There is, of 
course, the information asymmetry about the whereabouts of inspectors who are often on the road. 
Moreover, this seems to be condoned by some supervisors. These are very flexible in this respect, e.g. 
allowing their inspectors to go to the dentist, the doctor or even supermarket during office hours, on 
the condition that the inspectors work well and that they would compensate the missed hours by 
working in the evening or in the weekends. The inspector would then "lie" on the activity sheet and 
report that he worked within the normal office hours. There were also reports, however, of strict 
supervisors who never allowed such exemptions. 
 

b)   Management information system: "Orestes" and datawarehouse 
 
The introduction of a management agreement between the top of the RSZ and the government (in 
2002, but prepared by a Royal Decree in 1997, see Chapter 4), necessitated a management 
information system and thus more central steering. Partly due to this pressure, partly as a consequence 
of pressure from central units, some new, more centralised instruments have been developed in recent 
years. Two are particularly relevant, and together they amount to what can be called a management 
information system. First, in 1999, a system ("Orestes") was developed that included standards and 
measures about particular “products” of the RSZ (in the inspection these products were types of 
investigations). These data are used to calculate how much financial and human resources are 
necessary to implement the management plan. Thus, they play an important role in the RSZ's 
management cycle. Second, the RSZ also introduced a datawarehouse-system, which includes much 
information about the performance of staff and departments. Interestingly, there is a clear agreement 
at the level of the RSZ as a whole that the observations from these systems will not be used to 
evaluate individual RSZ-staff. The interviewee from central management reports that this agreement 
was made as a consequence of the distrust against the system "at certain levels within the organisation 
as well as from the trade unions." In practice, the administrator-general takes the figures into 
consideration, but also listens to the justifications for possibly bad results. "Eventually, the heads of 
departments are only held accountable to a very limited degree. This is not a directive organisation, 
and there are indeed fiefdoms."  
 

c)   Checklists and templates  
 
                                                      
13 This planning is important for the insurance against accidents on the workplace. 



  

 li 

 
A.2.3.3. Environmental Inspection 

 
1. Main actors 
 

a)   Inspectors of the head inspection: working group coaches 
 
The main task of the eight inspectors14

 

 at the head inspection is to coach the working groups. In 
addition to this, they also handle the serious and complicated cases and sometimes do inspections 
themselves. In a focus-group discussion these "working group coaches" describe that they manage 
their working group with respect for the street-level EI-inspectors who manage the actual cases. Yet, 
this is not always experienced in this way by the inspectors. The latter regularly report that they do 
not feel taken seriously by the working group coaches, who guide the working groups in too 
hierarchist a way. 

b)   Head of the head inspection 
 
The head of the head inspection (and hence of the working group coaches) is one of the main 
initiators and supporters of the policies described in Chapter 5. He is also perceived in this way and 
interviewees tend to take the head of the head inspection and his supervisor, the head of the EI, 
together as the main representatives of this policy. 
 

c)   Head of the EI (inspector-general) 
 
A recurrent discourse among the inspectors (also confirmed by more senior staff) is that the head of 
the EI is a very ambitious individual and that all management instruments ultimately serve his 
ambition.  
 

d)   Other units of the Department (LIN) and of the Ministry of the Flemish Community 
 
Other units of the Department and of the Ministry provide support to the EI in matters like HR, 
financial management, etc. These units outside the EI commissioned a number of surveys and 
consulting reports that are sometimes referred to elsewhere in Chapter 4 and 5 and in this Appendix. 
Specifically, the results of two surveys are used:  

• The Ministry of the Flemish Community organised a ministry-wide "Personnel Results 
Survey" in 2001, executed by a private company (results summarised in Ministerie van de 
Vlaamse Gemeenschap 2002). The survey probed for the perception of the organisational 
members concerning the functioning of the organisation and is intended to provide feedback 
about the quality of management, remuneration policy and the internal labour market. The 
response in the EI was 60%. 

• The Department "LIN" organised department-wide survey concerning stress, indicating a 
relatively high degree of stress within the Department. The survey analysis also delivered a 
top-10 of stress-causing factors. 

The EI was also the subject of two management consulting reports that were commissioned outside 
the EI. 

• In 1999, E&Y Consulting was commissioned to do an “audit of the effective deployment of 
personnel means, starting from the environmental policy plan and the strategic goals of 
AMINAL” (Verbruggen et al. 1999: 1, author's translation). The audit was strongly criticised 

                                                      
14 There is a 9th inspector at head office who directly works for the inspector-general. 



  

 lii 

by the Department for, among other reasons, not using all the available data, not 
understanding the specific context of AMINAL and for being produced by means of a weak 
methodology (AMINAL 1999; Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2000e: 16-18). 

• In 2001, RMC was commissioned to do an “organisation-investigation aimed at a better 
integration of environmental policy and at an increase of the dynamics within this 
environmental policy” (Rummens 2001, author's translation). The report also contained about 
7 pages about the EI (to which the EI proposed a number of improvements). 

 
More interesting is the fact that yet other units within the Department or Ministry are sometimes 
inspectees themselves. Sometimes, EI-inspectors e.g. need to write a PV against colleagues from the 
same department who are responsible for infrastructure or dredging. Not unsurprisingly, this causes 
tensions with those other units (see e.g. Bronselaer 1999: 104) and can lead to the odd situation that 
those other divisions are supported by the Law Unit within the Department, which theoretically also 
supports the EI-inspectors (Rummens 2001: 54). A senior EI-respondent recounts that he once acted 
in a strict way against a large company that was strongly supported by the Flemish government, thus 
in fact going against colleagues from his own Department. He did not receive any support and was 
even threatened with an individual financial claim. 
 
2. Main projects and instruments 
 

a)   The "descriptive map" (Staalkaart) 
 
This "map" is intended as an identity card of the EI. As a "picture" of the present situation, the map 
delivers the information to improve the functioning of the EI. It essentially consists of four parts:  

• Policy and strategy: mission, vision, strategic goals and critical success factors. Every 
year operational goals are specified, based on these strategic goals and on the goals of 
the Department and the Administration. These operational goals are then translated 
towards the personal goals of the inspectors (see A.2.5.3) 

• Processes: an inventory of the main processes of the EI, presented by process maps 
(main process: inspecting and taking measures) 

• Financial and material resources to implement the processes 
• Human resources to implement the processes (based on an extensive time 

measurement, done in September-October 1998) 
The first "descriptive map" was developed in 1998. It was translated in an IT application as a 
"dynamic document" that is regularly updated.  
 

b)   EFQM-self evaluation 
 
The EI used the EFQM (European Foundation for Quality Management)-model of quality 
management to organise a self-evaluation in November 2000, under the guidance of an external 
consultant. The EI then developed an improvement project, which mainly consisted of developing a 
quality handbook for the process "inspecting and taking measures." 
 

c)   The quality handbook for the process "inspecting and taking measures" 
 
This quality handbook actually consists of the guidelines and codes that were already mentioned 
above. Specifically, these consist of decision trees (first developed in 1994, and later adapted) that 
describe the steps to be taken and the enforcement instruments to be applied in a booklet 
"enforcement instruments" (Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2000c), as well as two "codes of good practice" 
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with guidelines about how the main instruments (the PV and the administrative enforcement 
instruments) should be used (Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2000b; Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2000a). 
These documents are explicitly designed to increase uniformity (see e.g. Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 
2000a: 41-43) and EI's management expects that they are used daily by the EI-inspectors. These were 
all completed and approved at the end of 2000. Since then, the EI also developed a quality handbook 
for "sampling and measuring waste water" and intends to develop further quality handbooks for 
sampling and measuring. These instruments are unambiguously hierarchist in format.15

 
 

d)   Working group system 
 
From a purely structurally point of view, the working groups have an importantly egalitarian aspect, 
as they are populated by street-level inspectors who can thus exert significant influence upon decision 
making. Yet, the interviews with inspectors indicated that working groups are in reality often 
experienced as shaping the interaction patterns in a high-grid way. This is also indicated by the results 
of a survey among 46 inspectors. 81% (37) of the respondents reported to experience the working 
group as "an instrument that regulates too strongly" (Bronselaer 1999: 110). Many inspectors (27 or 
61%) also reported to experience the working groups as not providing sufficient support in dealing 
with problems and ambiguities in environmental legislation (Ibid.: 111). Interestingly, the inspectors' 
dissatisfaction turned out to be more with the high-grid effects of the working groups than with their 
existence itself. Only 4% (2) of the respondents thought that the working groups were really 
superfluous (Ibid.: 112). 
 

e)   Environmental Inspection Plan 
 
The EI-plan was developed for the first time in 1997. Initially, it only contained the specific 
enforcement campaigns that are coordinated by the working groups, but since the plan of 2001, it also 
contains the intentions for routine-inspections. The rationale for the plan is twofold. It is said to fit in 
the policy of the Flemish government that enforcement should evolve from accidental successes to 
planned enforcement. It also fits in a European trend towards more planned enforcement and it aims 
to satisfy European guidelines. The aims of the plan, and of the EI's overall planned approach more 
generally, are threefold. At organisational level, the plan aims at an efficient, uniform and integrated 
approach to the inspections. The plan also aims at more effective inspections, particularly focussing 
on those entities that really need inspection (high risk companies, companies with a bad 
environmental reputation, etc.). Finally, the plan aims to keep the volume of the work and the work 
pressure manageable (Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2002: 31-33). Thus, both the outline of the plans and 
the rationale for it are clearly hierarchist. The EI’s relatively strong emphasis on planning and the 
relatively high degree of time spent on planning meetings was also noted, and mildly criticised, by a 
private consulting firm (E&Y consulting), albeit in a contested audit (Verbruggen et al. 1999: 32-34). 
A reduction in the number of working groups was one of their proposed solutions. 
 
A slightly egalitarian touch is given to the process by not only involving management, but also a 
limited number of inspectors in the development of the plan. The EI-plan for 2002, e.g., was 
developed in a two-day seminar with 21 participants. The contents of the plan reflect the activities of 
the EI that were discussed in Chapter 4. Here we briefly discuss the three types of enforcement 
campaigns, as these most typically exemplify the planned approach of the EI (Afdeling Milieu-
inspectie 2000d): 

                                                      
15 The code of good practice concerning the PV (Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2000b) has some low-grid aspect as it explicitly 
grants EI-inspectors discretion to choose whether or not to write a PV, within certain limits. This element was taken into 
consideration with the discussion of formal discretion (see 6.1.1 above) and is thus not included here. 
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o Projects: unique, innovative projects with a clearly delineated content and time 
perspective (e.g. integrated inspection of industrial laundries) 

o Actions: coordinated assignments in a specific sector (e.g. soil water pollution around 
dumping grounds) 

o Research assignments to support enforcement actions (e.g. developing a quality 
handbook for sample-taking and measurement) 

Besides these specific enforcement campaigns, the plan also formulates the planned routine 
inspections and reactive inspections. Time measurement for all these plans is based on a time 
registration that was done in 1998. In spite of the planning, the working volume still remains larger 
than initially foreseen and the plans are therefore put in order of priority based on a number of criteria 
(such as environmental impact and available means). It is important to note that the "specific 
enforcement campaigns" all receive the highest priority, which implies that reactive or routine 
inspections might sometimes be delayed. This priority to what has been planned again exemplifies the 
hierarchist bias.  
 

f)   File monitoring system (dossieropvolgingssysteem, DOS) 
 
An important constraint on the inspectors' discretion is the File Monitoring System 
(Dossieropvolgingssysteem). This database, introduced in the beginning of 1998 (Afdeling Milieu-
inspectie 1999) contains the data of inspected companies as well as much information about the 
inspections and the subsequent administrative steps (warnings, exhortations, enforcement measures, 
etc.). It is based on a uniform codification system that allows classifying all the activities of the 
inspectors. Its data are an important input for the annual Environmental Inspection Plan (see above). 
The system is also used at micro-level, to monitor the activities of individual inspectors. In this 
capacity, it has both a high-grid and an individualist impact upon the inspectors’ interaction patterns.  
First, it has a high-grid impact in the sense that it importantly increases management’s scope for 
monitoring and thus controlling the inspectors’ activities. The heads of the field offices can check all 
kinds of data at the level of the individual inspector (number of exhortations, number of inspections, 
etc.); the head of the EI assesses the same data, but on the level of the field offices; and the working 
group coaches report that they also “make an outprint of the results now and then, as part of the 
monitoring of a project.” Asked about the effects of all this monitoring on the inspectors’ interaction 
patterns, one inspector indicated that it increased grid for a particular category of inspectors.  
 

“For those who were already working well, the System did not change that much. But it definitely 
stimulated those who could use an extra boost. It also has a maintaining effect: your supervisor will 
confront you if your performance is extremely low. (…) It works as a big stick for those who are not 
motivated. (…) In the past, those colleagues who did not write PV’s at all disappeared in the crowd, 
because the figures were only judged at the level of the field office. That kind of anonymity now 
disappears.” 

 
One particularly illustrative way in which this monitoring has a high-grid effect upon the inspectors’ 
interaction patterns is its effect upon the inspectors’ informal discretion. An important informal way 
for the inspectors to exercise discretion is by keeping files outstanding. The File Monitoring System 
allows management to check in what stage a case is, and thus points out to the head of the field office 
which cases still are outstanding. It so reduces discretion and strengthens grid.  
Second, the system also works as a performance measurement system and has, in this way, an 
individualist impact upon the inspectors’ interaction patterns as well. This will be explained below. 
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A.2.4. 
 

Supervisors as referents 

A.2.4.1. RVA-inspection 
 
1. Director 
 
Most of the decisions that are prepared by RVA-inspectors are ultimately taken by the director of the 
unemployment office, usually advised by the unit Disputed Affairs. The director is autonomous in this 
decision making, given the principle that decisions should take the specific circumstances of the 
individual into consideration. In any case, directors should (and do) not accept guidelines from the 
head office and top management, who generally respect this principle. At one point, a senior RVA-
interviewee recounts, the RVA’s administrator-general had proposed some general guidelines for a 
sanction policy (linking a particular transgression with a particular sanction), but he was heavily 
criticised for this by the political world. Since then, he stays far from these kinds of intervention. 
There are informal meetings among the directors (nationally and in some cases at provincial level) 
and informal bilateral contacts between directors concerning particular cases, but, again, these are all 
merely indicative. The individual director decides autonomously. Illustrative is a statement made by 
an interviewed director: “I think myself as sufficiently grown-up to take these decisions myself. In 
95% of the cases I take the decision myself.” Management instruments like Promes in effect 
somewhat decreased the director’s discretion, particularly to choose specific economic sectors, but 
their discretion still remains considerable.  
 
2. Head of the inspection 
 
The position of the head of the inspection is somewhat peculiar in the sense that, at least in the three 
field offices researched, his position was more to coordinate and support than to supervise. In one 
office, the head of the inspection in fact was of a lower grade (Niveau 2) than the inspectors 
themselves (Niveau 2+), thus of course reducing the scope for hierarchical supervision. In another 
office, the head of the inspection, although of a higher grade (Niveau 1) than the inspectors, explicitly 
mentioned that her position was to organise, to coordinate and to check formal aspects (e.g. in the 
PV’s), rather than to intervene in the content of the inspectors’ work, e.g. in their choice where to do 
spontaneous controls. She summarises: “The relationship is not really hierarchical, but that is 
something you should not do with an inspector anyway. You should always do everything in 
agreement with them. I only coordinate; they have the practical experience, the knowledge and the 
competencies.” 
 

A.2.4.2. RSZ-inspection 
 
RSZ-supervisors manage 5 tot 10 inspectors. Interestingly, a stress-survey in the RSZ (Aerts 1996) did 
not indicate much discontentment among the inspectors about interactions with their immediate 
supervisors and management more generally. Items like "lack of guidance from the direct supervisor," 
"too much conflict with colleagues and hierarchical superiors" scored fairly low. Moreover, 67% of 
the respondents said that their supervisor was among the people with whom they could have a serious 
conversation about a problem at work.  
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A.2.4.3. Environmental Inspection 
 
The EI-supervisors' impact upon the inspectors' interaction patterns tends to be in line with the impact 
of the head office: they tend to shape both intra- and extra-organisational interaction patterns in a 
high-grid way.  
 
This often takes the form of hierarchy. Both interviewed supervisors explicitly motivate their policy 
towards external hierarchy on the grounds of risk-avoidance: “If you are tough, you will not have any 
problems. You should also think about yourself and about your organisation and should not be too 
lax.” One risk they want to avoid is a reprimand of EI's top management: “When a problem rises and 
Brussels asks you to account for it, then it is important to show that you already did several 
investigative acts. You should make sure that the ball never returns. That is why I am quickly inclined 
to write PV’s.” A second risk that is explicitly mentioned is the press: “If the press asks for an 
explanation and you already wrote a PV, then you opened your umbrella.”16

 
  

Yet, there are several indicators that the relationship between inspectors and their supervisor is 
problematic and sometimes tends towards fatalism. In a stress-survey, the EI-inspectors indicate "lack 
of support from the direct supervisor" and "problems in the communication with the direct supervisor" 
as the two most important stress-causing factors. Likewise, "lack of appreciation" and "poor 
supervision" take the fourth and the tenth position in the list respectively. All these indicators suggest 
that supervisors tend to create a low-group environment for their inspectors. In the "Personnel Results 
Survey," the EI-inspectors reported low degrees of satisfaction with "non-financial appreciation," 
"management" and "communication." These descriptions do not allow deducing whether these 
evaluations concern the supervisors or head office. Given the other negative indicators about 
supervisors and given the above-mentioned cleavage between inspectors and head office, it is 
reasonable to assume that they refer to both.  

A.2.5. 
 

Instruments of human resources management 

Unlike in Chapter 5, the instruments are here presented for each organisation separately. 
 

A.2.5.1. RVA-inspection 
 
1. Recruitment and selection 
 
The RVA organised a recruitment-exam17

 

 in the year 2000 to fill about 30 inspector-posts, but this 
was mainly to allow inspectors who worked on a contract to acquire the status of statutory civil 
servant. It did not lead to a significant influx of new inspectors.  

                                                      
16 The source of this attitude is broader than management and the press however, as one supervisor explain that he learned 
this behaviour from previous job experiences.  
17 This exam included a computer-based pre-test of reasoning and perception skills, a written test (case-studies to test writing 
skills and the capacity to apply general rules), a test of "professional skills and the work attitude" by means of a computer-
administered list of questions and an interview, possibly preceded by behavioural exercises where a concrete situation related 
to the job is imitated. 
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2. Professional socialisation 
 
The RVA has an introduction programme for all its new members of staff, complemented with a 
function-specific training-package which includes, for the inspectors, technical-legal training as well 
as training in ethics and in communication.  
The RVA also has a fairly extensive training programme for all inspectors. According to the RVA’s 
HR-manager, the contents of this programme has importantly evolved in recent years: “in the past one 
would have spent most of the time on explaining regulation, now the emphasis is on communication 
skills, the deontological code, etc.” The package for example also included a training course in 
dealing with aggression a few years ago, but this did not make a strong impression. One (female) 
interviewee noted: “That training in aggression was given by a blond lady, but she did not really know 
what inspectors were.” 
 
3. Internal mobility 
 
The RVA-inspectors do have, in principle, limited opportunities to move on to other positions 
(through exams), but in accordance with their tendency to develop a separate identity (see above), 
they tend not to be interested in "office-jobs."  
 
4. Job-description and appraisal system 
 
Until recently, the RVA had a fairly traditional, strongly formalised appraisal system, delivering the 
best score to most of the staff-members. The system also implied that all statutory civil servants have 
a “file” in which negative and positive records can be made, which could have an impact upon the 
appraisal and ultimately the career. An interviewee from the Law Department indicates that such a 
negative remark in the file is typically preferred as a repressive measure over disciplinary sanctions 
(tuchtsancties). Disciplinary sanctions are only used in very serious cases. 
 
At the time of our research a new system was being introduced. However, the RVA’s HR Department 
has the explicit policy to introduce it as a “communication-cycle” or a “functioning-cycle” not an 
“appraisal-cycle” with consequences for remuneration or career. The newly established “functioning-
cycle” will be a cycle of interviews between supervisor and inspector, in which goals are agreed and 
the functioning is monitored. In its original form, the cycle has three supervisor-inspector interviews 
in one year. A test-cycle in two unemployment offices in 2001 indicated that this was too heavy and at 
the time of the research plans were made to introduce a lighter version in the whole organisation. The 
basic instruments in this cycle are job-descriptions and competence profiles.18 These were developed 
in 2000, with participation of inspectors and will also be used for recruitment, function-weighing and 
training and development policies. Since all this has not been implemented yet, we do not expect it to 
have an impact upon the inspectors’ interaction patterns.19

 
  

 

                                                      
18 The function descriptions situate the function (e.g. “inspector”) and describe the “result areas” (the main tasks). The 
competence profiles specify the required skills for each function. 
19 Nor does the older evaluation system, as it has been more than five years since it was applied. 
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A.2.5.2. RSZ-inspection 
 
1. Recruitment and selection 
 
In 1999, the Dutch RSZ-inspection hired four supervisors (inspecteurs) and 18 inspectors 
(controleurs). The selection of these new employees occurred on the basis of psycho-technical tests 
and an interview, which was to assess whether the candidate’s personality (including ethical aspects) 
matches the organisational culture.  
 
2. Professional socialisation 
 
New inspectors receive an intensive all-round training, which includes an internship in the Control 
Department as well as a theoretical training in the juridical and procedural aspects. There is also a 
training course in communication skills and conflict management in which some ethical aspects of the 
job are addressed. The inspector-director indicates that this training gives the message that the 
inspectors' task "is first and foremost informative and not repressive." After this training, the 
inspectors keep the status of intern20

 
 and are guided by their colleagues on the field. 

In addition to this introduction of new inspectors, the RSZ has a fairly extensive training programme, 
including a number of mandatory sessions for all inspectors (e.g. IT-applications, regulation and 
legislation) as well as others for volunteers (language, IT-applications). These training sessions are, as 
much as possible, organised in the field offices.  
 
3. Internal mobility 
 
The inspectors' opportunities for internal mobility are "almost non-existent," as indicated by an 
interviewee from the RSZ's central HR Unit. "Inspectors have no escape-route when they burned out. 
(...) This is of course a problem from HR perspective." This closed career path shapes the inspectors' 
environment in a fatalist direction.  
 
4. Job-description and appraisal system 
 
In 1997, an appraisal-system was introduced in the RSZ. It was intended to initiate a recurring cycle, 
but this never happened because it was too time-consuming. The cycle has been followed once. In 
1998-1999 the appraisal system was evaluated and it was decided that the system would henceforth 
only be used for newcomers, employees who take up a new position and people who had received a 
bad appraisal. This amounted to only about ten appraisals in 2002 for the whole RSZ (more than 
1,300 employees). 
The appraisal was based on a job-description, which was developed on the basis of a model provided 
by the federal government's internal consulting unit "ABC." These job-descriptions were developed 
by the HR Unit in cooperation with the management of the RSZ-inspection. The procedure implied a 
number of guidance-meetings between the inspector and the evaluator before the actual final 
appraisal. About 95% of the RSZ-staff was evaluated "very good."21

                                                      
20 Originally, this was for six months, but since October 2002, this was for one year (interviewee from the RSZ's HR-
department). 

 Part of the reason for this was 
that an appeal was possible from a score "good" onwards and the evaluators apparently wanted to 
avoid these appeals. Also, the scores apparently differed, depending upon the evaluator. In the RSZ, 
39 inspectors were evaluated "very good" and 3 inspectors "good." 

21 Figure obtained from senior HR-staff member at the RSZ. 
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Interestingly, one inspector reported that the announcement of this appraisal system created unrest and 
individualism in his field office, because of the misunderstanding that the system would only allow a 
limited number of people to get a good score. This unrest and competition disappeared once the 
appraisal was finished and it turned out that most inspectors got a good appraisal.22

 

 Thus, somewhat 
by mistake, the appraisal system created some individualism for some time, but it did not really affect 
the interaction patterns during the time of the research. Moreover, in a stress-survey, the large 
majority of the inspectors report that competitiveness between colleagues was not an important cause 
of stress in their job (Aerts 1996). 

At the time of the research, a new job-description23

 

 was being developed for all staff of the RSZ, 
which should eventually amount to an RSZ-wide system of competence-management and appraisal. 
Yet, this did not affect the interaction patterns, as it was not yet in effect at the time of research. 

A.2.5.3. Environmental Inspection 
 
1. Recruitment and selection 
 
For several years, the EI was not able to hire new inspectors. In 2001, a number of inspectors were 
hired. This was based on a written test (writing a report), skill tests (computer-based) and selection 
interviews (Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2002: 17). One interviewee was a member of the jury and 
emphasised that “it is of crucial importance that they have the personality, that they show some 
authority.” 
 
2. Professional socialisation 
 
The Department organises an introduction programme for new members of staff, including EI-
inspectors. The introduction in the EI itself focuses on training on the job, rather than on traditional 
training sessions. Grade B inspectors have an internship of six months and grade A civil servants of 
one year. In this period, they are guided by experienced colleagues. 
 
The EI also has a fairly extensive training programme for the other inspectors, providing technical 
training as well as training in other aspects, such as customer orientation, dealing with conflicts and 
aggression, etc. Some interviewed inspectors complain that they do not receive the necessary 
technical training. 
 
3. Internal mobility 
 
See Chapter 5 
 
 
4. Job-description 
 
The EI has several job-descriptions for several function groups: 

                                                      
22 In another field office, the supervisor evaluated one inspector as "good" because he was underperforming. He then gave 
him a new and more appropriate task and then, after some time, a better evaluation.  

head of the head inspection, head of 
field office, inspector and working group coach, inspector and working group member, inspector. The 
job-description specifies a number of result areas and the most important activities, covered by them. 
It also specifies a number of "function criteria." The job-description of the inspectors, for example, 

23 The function description, describes the "result areas," the main activities (with a time distribution), evaluation criteria and 
behavioural indicators. 
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specifies 7 "technical competencies" (e.g. knowledge of legislation, computer skills, etc.) and 8 
"personal competencies," each specified by a number of behaviour indicators. The personal 
competencies are: integrity and discretion, objectivity, capable of independent working, 
communicatively skilled, capable of dealing with people, organisation talent, flexibility, and initiative. 
The former two are particularly relevant here. First, "integrity and discretion" is specified by a 
number of behaviour-indicators, such as "is not familiar, is not bribable, does not allow himself to be 
influenced or intimidated, sticks to his decision after he took it, does not reveal the contents of PV's 
and internal reports to others, does not say anything about managers or colleagues from the 
organisation, does not accept material rewards," etc. Second, "objectivity," is specified by behaviour-
indicators such as "uses the same measures for everybody, is not guided by personal preferences, is 
not guided by the reputation or the position of the client, listens to the arguments of the client." 
The importance of this job-description should not be overestimated, as not any inspector made 
reference to it in the interviews. Nevertheless, the behaviour-indicators do give some idea of the 
management's expectations and, again, they indicate the policy to shape the interaction between 
inspectors and inspectees in a hierarchist way.  
 
5. Appraisal system and the bonus 
 
The EI's HR-policy is strongly embedded in that of the Ministry of the Flemish Community and so is 
the EI's personnel appraisal system. It consist of the four-step PLOEG cycle (Planning, Leiding geven, 
Opvolgen en Ondersteunen, Evalueren en Gewaardeerd worden).24

The first step is the planning phase. This planning is based on the departmental goals, which are 
translated as in a cascade to the level of the individual inspector. Specifically, each inspector receives 
his goals from his manager. These are formulated in a "planning document" and will be the basis for 
the later appraisal. In practice, these goals tend to be similar for all inspectors of the same group (i.e. 
working group members or non-working group members).  

  

During the subsequent guidance phase, the employee implements the arrangements, under the 
guidance of the manager.  
At the end of the cycle, the manager evaluates the co-worker in an “appraisal-interview" 
(evaluatiegesprek). Data from the File Monitoring System (see above) are considered an important 
source of information during this appraisal.  
Finally, the appreciation phase consists of the financial and non-financial consequences of the 
appraisal. The former can include positive (a bonus, functioneringstoelage), as well as negative (being 
held back on the regular seniority-based wage-increases) incentives. Two subsequent negative 
appraisals imply that the civil servant will be fired. 12 EI-inspectors (or supervisors) received a bonus 
in 2001 (Afdeling Milieu-inspectie 2002: 23). This was between 3 and 8% of their wage. No 
inspectors were held back on their financial career or received a negative appraisal. For the inspectors, 
these bonuses (and negative incentives) are proposed by the head of the field office and then decided 
upon by the inspector-general.  

A.2.6. 
 

Instruments of ethics management 

A.2.6.1. RVA-inspection 
 
In 1996, the RVA issued a guideline, prescribing to all employees of the RVA that they should inform 
their director about any file that concerns a close relative (third degree) and they should ask the 
director to pass on the file to a colleague. This procedure is obligatory for a close relative, but also 
concerns other cases that might give the impression to jeopardise the independence of the RVA-

                                                      
24 Planning, managing, supporting, evaluating and being appreciated. 
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employee (e.g. close friend, employer of spouse). All employees should sign a declaration specifying 
this promise. In addition, all inspectors are advised not to inspect in the municipality where they live 
or among acquaintances (Accent 2000: 24). 
 
In 1998, a code of conduct was developed for the RVA-inspectors (RVA 1998a), which together with 
two additional codes concerning inspection tasks (RVA 1998b; RVA 1998c), provides elaborate 
guidelines for the inspectors' daily practice.25

 

 The code of conduct was explained in training sessions. 
It is strongly rooted in legislation and is thus rather a compliance-based "code of conduct," than an 
integrity-based "code of values" (see Chapter 1), thus shaping the interaction patterns in an internal 
hierarchist, rather than in an internal egalitarian way.  

More like an egalitarian integrity-based code of values was the "declaration of intention of the 
inspectors," developed in 1999. This was in fact a specification of the RVA's overall mission, 
distinctively targeted at the RVA-inspectors and intended as a tool to guide their daily work. A draft 
text was developed in a seminar with 12 inspectors, joined by a number of people from the head 
office. This was then presented to all RVA-inspectors and the heads of the inspection in about ten 
meetings at the head office. The suggestions from these meetings were proposed to the RVA's top 
management, who took recurring remarks into account. Thus, the processing of developing the code 
was largely internal egalitarian. 
The declaration also had a clearly external egalitarian bias, as exemplified by the explicit 
incorporation of the principle of fairness (billijkheid), which followed a change in the RVA's overall 
mission statement. This principle, explicitly endorsed by the administrator-general, implies that "all 
circumstances of a situation should be taken into consideration, even when they are not juridical facts 
(e.g. social circumstances)" (RVA 1999), thus exemplifying management's expectation that the 
inspectors move more towards an egalitarian approach in their interactions with citizens. Equally 
symbolising is the reported reaction of some inspectors to this innovation. One inspector is reported to 
have said "we should not be fair, fairness is something for the director, who takes the decisions,"26

 

 
thus reconfirming the traditionally hierarchist interactions between inspectors and inspectees. More 
generally, the inspectors were concerned that this fairness principle could threaten the principle of 
legal security (i.e. the principle that general rules are actually applied in specific circumstances (RVA 
1999)), thus again emphasising hierarchy. The RVA management responds that fairness and legal 
security should be balanced. 

Finally, in 2002, the project "deontos" was launched. This implied the development of a code of 
conduct for all the other RVA-employees who are involved in regulation enforcement, e.g. those 
working in the subunit Disputed Affairs, those doing hearings, etc. The code was developed in the 
first half of 2002, and in May and June 2002 the code was presented in the unemployment offices. 
One member of staff of such an unemployment office complained that this was done in a too 
hierarchist, "paternalistic" way. Finally, in the autumn of 2002, the code was presented to all relevant 
RVA-employees in a number of training sessions. 
Although this code was not immediately focussed on the inspectors, it did have an important 
implication on their jobs as it introduced the guideline that anonymous complaints should not be dealt 
with anymore (with a few exceptions). A senior member of staff at the head office justifies this choice 
as follows:  

“We do not want to stimulate a “tattling society,” which had its excesses in the past, particularly in East 
block countries like the DDR, where nobody trusted nobody anymore. (…) We sometimes had the feeling 
that we were abused by anonymous complainants, particularly when it concerned investigations into the 

                                                      
25 The code is now (i.e. a few months after the research period) being updated and made more concrete. 
26 This is reported by a director of an unemployment office. 
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family situation. People sometimes abused us to achieve results that they could or dared not arrange 
otherwise, e.g. in situations where people were fighting over a divorce.” 

  
Again, this reflects the RVA’s policy to increase egalitarianism in the interaction patterns between 
inspectors and inspectees, by reducing secrecy and reducing the inspectors’ scope to be strict.  
 

A.2.6.2. RSZ-inspection 
 
See Chapter 5 
 

A.2.6.3. Environmental Inspection 
 
See Chapter 5 

A.2.7. 
 

Aggression-policy and stress management 

A.2.7.1. RVA-inspection 
 
The RVA also has the most developed aggression-policy. As mentioned above, the RVA’s Social Unit 
plays the coordinating role. The policy was initiated by a working group in 1997, which proposed a 
number of measures to prevent aggression against RVA-staff. These included: improvements to the 
language in written communication with unemployed people, reducing the waiting time for visitors to 
the unemployment office, better lighting of the entrance of the unemployment office, etc. Attempts to 
ask courts whether inspectors could use the RVA’s address rather than their private address before the 
court have not been successful yet. At the time of the research, the Social Unit was also working on 
pamphlets about how to deal with cases of aggression and shocking incidents more generally. 
 
The working group also developed a procedure, to be followed by staff who are confronted with 
aggression. The first point of contact is the Social Unit, which offers psychological support. This unit 
can be contacted even without notifying the director, which is a clear departure from the traditional 
hierarchist communication channels. It is the victim’s decision whether he then wants to pursue and 
have the case being treated by Internal Audit and Guidance (who can take policy measures) or the 
Law Department. The latter then stimulates the inspector to file a complaint with the courts and 
provides them with juridical support in this procedure. This occurs rather rarely, however, with an 
average of about two cases every year. 1999 was an exception with seven cases, probably because the 
opportunity to file a complaint was then extensively communicated to the inspectors.  
 
Despite these policies, inspectors only rarely use these channels. If they use them, they are more likely 
to follow the legal path, than to ask for psychological support in the Social Unit. The legal approach is 
the one they are familiar with as inspectors. It fits the dominantly hierarchist bias of their interaction 
patterns. More sensitive and confidential contacts with the Social Unit, on the other hand, are less 
likely for at least two reasons. First, this might be due to the cleavage between field offices and the 
head office that was described above. It is likely that the inspectors do not distinguish between the 
Social Unit and other units at the head office, like the unit Internal Audit and Guidance, which have 
the reputation of being control-oriented (see above), rather than supportive and caring. Second, the 
low-grid and often low-group job characteristics have an individualist impact upon the inspectors’ 
interaction patterns, making them less likely to ask for help and “to trust other people,” as a member 
of staff at the head office notes. And if, in spite of this tendency, they talk about sensitive issues and 
difficult situations, inspectors are more likely to do this with fellow-inspectors than with non-
inspectors. Only other inspectors, they say, understand how it really feels to be confronted with 
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difficult situations on the road. This of course reflects the boundary, also described above, between 
inspectors and non-inspectors. 
 

A.2.7.2. RSZ-inspection 
 
The RSZ does not provide the kind of organised psychological support the RVA has, but it does 
stimulate inspectors who are the victim of aggression to file a complaint with the prosecutor and 
provides for legal support. In addition, management has taken some measures to increase the safety of 
the social inspectors: not reporting the inspectors’ personal address on official letters to employers, 
providing the inspectors with a mobile phone and email-address, etc. The Dutch RSZ-inspection also 
organised a stress-survey among the inspectors (Aerts 1996) of which some results have been reported 
elsewhere in this appendix and Chapter 5. Interestingly, this survey indicated that, unlike their 
Francophone colleagues, the Dutch-speaking inspectors were not interested in a stress-management 
course, but more in the kind of measures mentioned above. 
 

A.2.7.3. Environmental Inspection 
 
The Ministry of the Flemish Community, of which the EI is a part, has a unit for aid to victims of 
aggression, and the Department (AMINAL) has its own Legal Unit, from which the inspectors who 
are a victim of violence can get juridical support, but neither of these units is a typical point of 
reference for the EI-inspectors.  

A.2.8. 
See Chapter 5 

Peers as referents 

 
 

A.3. 

A.3.1. 

Extra-organisational factors that shape the interaction 
patterns 

See Chapter 5 
Regulatory task environment 

 

A.3.2. 
 

The political context 

A.3.2.1. Politicians as legislators and policy makers 
 
1. Lack of (mainly human) resources 
 
Particularly the EI-management complains about this. It seems to have a good case to support this 
claim as, after more than a decade, there still are many 1st

 

 class companies that are a potential danger 
or nuisance to the environment or human beings, but that have not yet been visited, let alone 
inspected, by an EI-inspector. EI-management reports that "[t]his gives a bad feeling to many 
motivated inspectors" (Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap 2001: 4). 
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2. Complex and quickly changing regulatory framework (RSZ and EI) 
 
Both social and environmental law are complex, constantly expanding and quickly changing. An EI-
supervisor e.g. says that he advises newly recruited inspectors not to learn the law by hart, as it 
constantly changes. Likewise, 77% of the respondents to a survey among RSZ-inspectors identified 
"too complicated social security legislation that constantly changes. Too little time to process the 
changes." as an important cause of stress (Aerts 1996). 
 
This problem of complex and quickly legislation is least reported in the RVA, and several 
interviewees point out that RSZ-inspectors have an intellectually more demanding task than their 
RVA-counterparts as they have to master a wide array of regulations and, as explained in Chapter 4, 
frequently work with a number of core juridical concepts that are difficult to interpret, like "wage" or 
"employee." The EI-inspectors' task is intellectually most demanding of the three as they are expected 
to combine both juridical insight and scientific competencies to apply the complex and technical 
regulatory framework. Their required training is accordingly, as all environmental inspectors have a 
background of at least three years of post-secondary schooling in a technical subject (biology, 
engineering, etc.). 
 
As explained above, both the RSZ and the EI try to support their inspectors in dealing with this stream 
of regulations, thus complementing the high-grid impact with high-group and creating a hierarchist 
environment. Yet, there are some indications that this is not entirely successful and that the complex 
and quickly changing regulatory context does have direct fatalist effects upon the inspectors' 
interaction patterns. An EI-inspector explained that these problems with the regulations are 
particularly frustrating because the inspectors are required to explain the law to the inspectees and this 
while “I myself sometimes only understand what they actually mean with a particular law after some 
years."  
 
3. Strong constraints (RVA) 
 
In 1999, the newly elected government decided to drastically reduce the RVA-inspectors' powers to 
investigate the family situation of those who receive unemployment benefits. The family situation of 
an unemployed person considerably affects the height of his benefits. That is why the investigation of 
the family situation has always been an important task of the RVA-inspectors. Following political 
criticism of this procedure, it was drastically transformed in 1999.27 An RVA-inspector is now only 
allowed to investigate the inspectees’ home after he had a hearing with the inspectee at the 
unemployment office and on the condition that the inspectee agrees in writing with such an in-house 
investigation. If he does not agree, then the inspector needs a formal permission from the court to 
proceed with the investigation. Several senior RVA-interviewees express discontent with this strong 
constraint on the RVA-inspectors, as did almost all the interviewed inspectors when they were asked 
about it. They tended to indicate in an ironic fashion that this complicated procedure does not really 
amount to a genuine investigation: “if you warn people in advance, then you can expect not to observe 
many irregularities.”28

                                                      
27 Some interviewees suggested that this was under strong pressure of the Walloon green party Ecolo, which was then a 
government party. 

 An interviewee from head office also pointed out that inspectors did not like 
these new constraints, because these family investigations were much easier for the inspectors than 
more serious fraud-investigations, which usually require much more studying in the dossier.  

28 An exception to this are poorly informed and socially weak people who thus have a strong disadvantage over those who 
consciously cheat. From this point of view, this innovation in fact reduces equality among citizens at a macro level. It 
nevertheless implies egalitarianism at the micro level of the interaction patterns between inspectors and inspectees and is thus 
classified as such in this analysis. 
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A.3.2.2. Politicians as actors directly interfering in policy implementation 
 
Somewhat unexpectedly, the degree of attempts at political interference turned out to be limited. 
There were two very obvious cases in the EI, but these were exceptional. In 1993, the press reported 
that the head of a ministerial cabinet intervened in a particular case (Bronselaer 1999: 104). In 1996, 
the minister (and the heads of AMINAL) intervened in a particular case where the EI was alleged to 
act too strictly and without legal basis. Yet, an independent investigation proved the EI's position 
correct.29

 

 Apart from these two very public cases, interviewees in the EI reported no further attempts 
at political intervention at national level, and very few attempts at the local level of the field office. 
The same goes for the other two organisations. Yet, most respondents did note that this used to be 
more in the past. A director of an RVA field office e.g. says that he currently receives less than five 
interventions a year, while this used to be more in the past. Likewise an EI-inspector noted that in the 
beginning of the nineties (when the EI was first established) politicians intervened in the nomination 
of EI-management, but that this also stopped, following the introduction of the new personnel statute.  

In any case, all respondents emphasised that, if they were confronted with such demands, they never 
acted upon them. Respondents from several inspections even suggested that such an intervention 
could have a reversed effect and that they would rather be stricter. A senior respondent from the EI 
reports to react to attempts at political intervention "by saying that I would comprise the intervention 
in the dossier, and that is often the end of their intervention." Others said that interventions do not 
influence them at all, "nor negatively, nor positively." A director of an unemployment office for 
example reports that, if there are reasons to believe that this would be useful, his inspectors would 
take another look at the case, but they would also do this if the request was simply from the inspectee 
himself. Similarly, an EI-supervisor reports that he might give some extra time to an inspectee to 
regularise his situation upon request of a politician, but that he would also have done this if the 
inspectee had asked this himself. Interestingly, a senior EI-respondent notes one type of cases where 
he might act upon political requests: when a mayor contacts him concerning a bothersome citizen 
whom he cannot get hold of: "that can sometimes be interesting, on the condition that we have the 
time for it of course. 
 
Finally, problems could also be expected when inspectors are politically active in the geographical 
area where they also are responsible for inspection. One senior EI interviewee was in such a situation 
and admitted that “this is of course a disadvantage in this kind of work, where we should in fact be 
low-profile.” In the interview, she cites a number of dilemmas that are a consequence of this, but upon 
closer analysis these are the typical dilemmas anybody would have who is responsible for inspection 
in an area where he lives and knows many people.  
 

A.3.2.3. Politicians as (representatives of) inspectees 
 
See Chapter 5  
 

                                                      
29 After the elections of June 1999, the head of the EI complained about this in the press, thus criticising the then resigning 
minister. The latter reacted that he found that criticism "pathetic" and "inappropriate." 
See e.g. Ceustermans, Chris, "Milieu-inspectie wil onafhankelijk agentschap" In De Morgen, July, 1, 1999. H.H.M., 
"Kelchtermans verdedigt beleid." In De Standaard, July 2, 1999. 



  

 lxvi 

A.3.3. 
 

(Members of) other governmental organisations as referents 

One of the elements discussed in Chapter 5 is the Flemish administrative reform. Here is some 
background. Having agreed in its coalition agreement (1999) to reform the administration, the 
Flemish government appointed two senior civil servants in March 2000, to develop the actual plans 
and prepare the reform process. They published their report in December 2000. In July 2002, change 
managers were appointed for each of the 13 ministries with the task to develop the details for the new 
organisational structure and to pave the way for the new managers, who are still to be appointed. The 
change managers were executing this task at the time of the research. Their reports were expected in 
July 2003. Although the reform process created a climate of insecurity in the whole Ministry, the 
impact on the EI was limited. 
 

A.3.4. 

 

(Members of) organised interest groups or professional 
organisations as referents 

Two kinds of interest groups are potentially relevant in this context. 
 
First, trade unions of the staff of the three organisations can have an impact upon decision making and 
ultimately upon street-level interaction patterns. In all three organisations, such staff trade unions 
appear to have a significant and formalised impact upon decision making, but there was little evidence 
that inspectors played an important part in this. The role of the inspectors in the trade unions seemed 
limited in all three cases, although there were some differences between the cases. In the RVA, the 
trade unions take a somewhat inbetween position in the social conflict between (a group of) the 
inspectors and the RVA-management (see above). Like the RVA-management, the unions are 
reluctant to accept the inspectors’ claims to a separate identity with concomitant prerogatives. The 
role of the inspectors in trade unions in the RSZ used to be very marginal, but this has recently 
changed following the initiative of one interviewed inspector. The trade union gathered a number of 
grievances, reported these to the RSZ-management and a number of its proposals were acted upon. 
Yet, this also did not amount to a direct impact of the unions upon the inspectors' interaction patterns. 
Finally, in the EI, not many inspectors themselves are trade union members30

 

 and there were no 
reports of social conflicts within the EI in which the trade unions played a role. Like in the RVA and 
the RSZ, trade unions are more relevant in the negotiation bodies at higher organisational levels (i.c. 
the level of the Department and of the Ministry). In sum, in their task as staff representatives, trade 
unions do not significantly and directly influence the inspectors' interaction patterns.  

Second, several kinds of interest groups also have an interest in influencing the decision making of the 
inspectors in the three organisations. This typically occurs in three ways, discussed in Chapter 5. One 
of them deserves some further discussion here. Interest groups try to influence the inspectors in their 
capacity of street-level policy implementers, i.e. they try to influence their decision making. In the 
RVA, this is most explicit when trade union representatives assist inspectees (like a lawyer) on a 
hearing at the unemployment office. In the RSZ, there is no formal way in which trade unions 
represent inspectees, but an RSZ-supervisor notes that he has many contacts with interest groups and 
that the latter (particularly employer organisations) sometimes attempt to influence the RSZ's decision 
making, but without much effect: "I then always answer that I cannot do anything about it, and when 
you explain this sufficiently, this is always accepted."  

                                                      
30 Interestingly, both the head of the head inspection and the head of the EI are members of a trade union (be it a different 
one). 
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Second, senior respondents of both the RVA and the RSZ noted that their regular contacts with trade 
unions and with employer organisations provided a useful channel for possible complaints about 
inspectors' behaviour. In both capacities, the interest groups somewhat strengthen the position of the 
inspectee vis-à-vis the inspector and thus shape these interaction patterns in a somewhat egalitarian 
direction. None of the interviewees from the EI reported any impact from trade unions upon the 
inspectors' decision making.  
Finally, interest groups of course also try to influence the enforcement policy at higher levels in the 
organisation. This is most explicit in the RVA and the RSZ where representatives of employers and of 
employees are members of the organisation's management committee. Yet, the interviews suggest that 
this does not have a significant, direct impact upon the inspectors' interaction patterns.  

A.3.5. 
 

(Members of) the courts as referents 

In all three inspections, a number of factors were indicated that would add two other biases to the 
overall hierarchist bias induced by the courts (see Chapter 5). These factors, emerged during the 
interviews in the form of criticisms about the courts. 
 
First, one commonly heard complaint, in all three organisations, is that the prosecutors (the auditeur 
du travail or the procureur in social and environmental law respectively) too easily dismiss cases,31

Second, staff of all three organisations also regularly complain about inconsistencies in the policies of 
prosecutors and the jurisprudence of judges. Local courts in Belgium have a high degree of autonomy, 
with limited mutual coordination,

 
thus in fact throwing away the work of the inspectors. Likewise, inspectors and management in the 
RSZ and the RVA regularly complain that that the penal courts themselves do not take social law 
seriously.  

32 thus creating very different policies, depending upon the region, 
or even the individual prosecutor or judge. An interviewee from a central unit in the RVA, for 
example, reports: “we almost daily observe that the courts take very different decisions.”33

Third, a senior RSZ-interviewee mentions a number of other complaints, which are also relevant for 
the other organisations: judicial procedures take too long (a notorious problem in the Belgian judicial 
system), the quality of the judgements is often low, and the courts "allow companies, with their 
lawyers who are specialised in juridical high-tech, to abuse our weaknesses.”  

 

Finally, a senior member of staff of the RVA adds two more complaints about the courts. These are 
not immediately related to the decision making procedure concerning inspectees, but they do have a 
direct impact upon the interaction patterns between inspectors and inspectees. In one case, a local 
judge (vrederechter) had judged, in case where an RVA-inspector was seriously threatened, that this 
is part of the job and that the inspector should not complain about this. RVA-staff were enraged by 
this and saw in this another piece of evidence of the lack of respect, by the courts, for the inspectors’ 
work. In another case, inspectors had asked whether they could use the RVA’s official address rather 
than their private address before the court, as a matter of precaution against aggression from 
inspectees, which several courts do not allow. The senior college of prosecutors (College van 

                                                      
31 Prosecutors develop their prosecution policies autonomously. They can choose to dismiss the case, either for technical 
reasons (e.g. lack of evidence, transgression of the term of limitation) or for reasons to do with content (e.g. the facts are not 
heavy enough, the situation has been regularised). 
32 Pacolet and Marchal (2001: 37) e.g. indicate that there is little guidance for the auditeurs du travail from the College of 
Chief Public Prosecutors (College van Proceurs-generaal). 
33 A senior RSZ-interviewee states that, because of all these different judgements, “we only reckon with judgements of the 
Cour de Cassation” (i.e. the highest Belgian court). More generally, there was some evidence of an internal debate within the 
RSZ about the extent to which the RSZ in its administrative procedures should be guided by the jurisprudence of the courts. 
The same senior respondent thought the RSZ did this too much: “the impact of the judicial branch on the administrative 
procedures in the executive branch is too strong.”  
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Procureurs generaal) was solicited to arrange this, but had not yet acted at the time of the research. 
Both elements further reinforce the fatalist aspect in the interaction patterns of the inspectors. 

A.3.6. 
See Chapter 5 

Citizens as referents 
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BB..  
 

DDEEVVEELLOOPPMMEENNTT  OOFF  TTHHEE  EETTHHIICCAALL  CCLLIIMMAATTEE  SSUURRVVEEYY  

Our survey contains a list of 37 items (Cullen et al. (1993) had 36 items), with four items for each 
theoretically hypothesised climate type (but five for the Personal Morality climate). The items are 
climate descriptions and, as in all but one (Trevino, Butterfield, and McCabe 1998) of the 
abovementioned studies, the respondents were asked to indicate on a 6-point Likert scale how 
accurately each of the items described the ethical climate: "completely false" (0), "mostly false" (1), 
"somewhat false" (2), "somewhat true" (3), "mostly true" (4), "completely true" (5).34

 
  

The actual item-development occurred in two steps, starting from the 36-item list of Cullen et al. 
1993, which is presented in Box B-1 and is itself an extension of the 26-item list of the 1987 and 1988 
studies of Victor and Cullen. In Box B-1, the first numbers are the ones we will use henceforth and 
the numbers between brackets are the numbers of the items used by Cullen et al. (1993), which 
determine the order of the items in the actual survey. 

                                                      
34 In the Dutch questionnaire: "volledig onwaar" (0), "grotendeels onwaar" (1), "eerder onwaar" (2), "eerder waar" (3), 
"grotendeels waar" (4), "volledig waar" (5). (Words like "fout," "verkeerd," "juist" or "goed" are not used because they tend 
to have a normative, rather than a descriptive connotation.) 



  

 lxx 

 

1. (1) In this organisation, people are mostly out for themselves. 
Cell 1: Self-interest 

2. (6) There is no room for one's own personal morals or ethics in this organisation. 
3. (10) In this organisation people protect their own interest above other considerations. 
4. (33) People in this organisation are very concerned about what is best for themselves. 
 

5. (4) People are expected to do anything to further the organisation's interests. 
Cell 2: Organisational interest 

6. (8) Work is considered sub-standard only when it hurts the organisation's interests. 
7. (17) People are concerned with the organisation's interests - to the exclusion of all else. 
8. (29) Decisions here are primarily viewed in terms of contributions to profit. 
 

9. (2) The major responsibility for people in this organisation is to consider efficiency first. 
Cell 3: Efficiency 

10. (19) The most efficient way is always the right way, in this organisation. 
11. (25) In this organisation, each person is expected, above all, to work efficiently. 
12. (36) Efficient solutions to problems are always sought here. 
 

13. (5) In this organisation people look out for each other's good. 
Cell 4: Friendship 

14. (16) In this organisation, our major concern is always what is best for the other person. 
15. (32) What is best for each individual is a primary concern in this organisation. 
16. (35) It is expected that each individual is cared for when making decisions here. 
 

17. (12) The most important concern is the good of all the people in the organisation. 
Cell 5: Team interest 

18. (21) Our major consideration is what is best for everyone in the organisation. 
19. (27) People in this organisation view team spirit as important. 
20. (31) People are very concerned about what is generally best for employees in the organisation. 
 

21. (26) It is expected that you will always do what is right for the customer and public. 
Cell 6: Stakeholder Orientation 

22. (28) People in this organisation have a strong sense of responsibility to the outside community. 
23. (30) People in this organisation are actively concerned about the customer's and the public's interest. 
24. (34) The effect of decisions on the customer and the public are a primary concern in this organisation. 
 

25. (3) In this organisation, people are expected to follow their own personal and moral beliefs. 
Cell 7: Personal Morality 

26. (9) Each person in this organisation decides for himself what is right and wrong. 
27. (11) The most important consideration in this organisation is each person's sense of right and wrong. 
28. (22) In this organisation, people are guided by their own personal ethics. 
 

29. (7) It is very important to follow strictly the organisation's rules and procedures here. 
Cell 8: Organisational rules and procedures 

30. (15) Everyone is expected to stick by organisation rules and procedures. 
31. (18) Successful people in this organisation go by the book. 
32. (23) Successful people in this organisation strictly obey the organisation policies. 
 

33. (13) The first consideration is whether a decision violates any law. 
Cell 9: Laws, professional codes and public duty 

34. (14) People are expected to comply with the law and professional standards over and above other considerations. 
35. (20) In this organisation, people are expected to strictly follow legal or professional standards. 
36. (24) In this organisation, the law or ethical code of their profession is the major consideration. 

Box B-1: Items from the ECQ of Cullen et al. (1993), organised according to type35

 

 

                                                      
35 The items are literally taken from Cullen et al. (1993), but the word "company" has been replaced by "organisation" 
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The first step is to adapt or remove those items that are inappropriate for our purposes: they are not 
relevant for the public sector or do not fit our definition of the types.  
• Item 6 ("work is considered sub-standard only when it hurts the organisation's interests") is 

replaced, because the respondents in the pre-test interviews experienced this as a highly 
ambiguous question. In addition, this allows us to test another description of "organisational 
interest" (cell 2): 

 Item 6: "People in this organisation consider it to be important that citizens find 
our organisation better than other organisations that perform similar tasks." 

• Item 8 (“decisions here are primarily viewed in terms of contributions to profit”) is rephrased so 
that it is applicable to the public sector:  

 Item 8: “decisions here are primarily viewed in terms of the money they generate 
for the organisation.” 

• Item 13 ("In this company people look out for each other's good") is omitted, because it implicitly 
refers to other people within the organisation and therefore does not fit the definition of the 
"friendship" climate type that implies benevolence to people without any reference to 
organisational membership. This omission allows us to add a new item, with which we can test 
whether the Friendship factor (i.e. climate) would also load on a reference to "interpersonal 
contacts." 

 Item 13: "Good interpersonal contacts are considered to be important in this 
organisation." 

• The items under the Friendship climate (cell 4, items 13-16) are all complemented with a 
clarification that “the other” or “the individual” refers to other people without reference to 
organisational membership. This was done because the pre-test interviews revealed ambiguous 
interpretations of these items and is notably done by explicitly mentioning that “the other” can be 
both a colleague and an outsider.  

• Item 18 ("Our major consideration is what is best for everyone in the organisation.") and item 20 
("People are very concerned about what is generally best for employees in the organisation.") are 
so similar that one of the two can be left out and replaced by another item. We decided to omit 
item 20 since, in contrast with item 18, this was not used in the early Victor and Cullen studies. 
The replacing item allows us to test whether a reference to "cooperation" will also load on this 
item. 

 Item 20: "A good and broad cooperation among all colleagues is considered to be 
very important in this organisation." 

• The items under "stakeholder orientation" (cell 6; items 21-24) are rephrased in such a way that 
they only refer to the "public service users" with whom the respondents (i.e. civil servants) have 
direct professional contact, and not to the group of citizens as a whole, since the latter is the 
referent in ethical climate type 9 (laws, professional codes and public duty).  

 Item 21: "It is expected that you will always do what is right for the citizens with 
whom you deal." 

 Item 22: "People in this organisation have a strong sense of responsibility to the 
citizens they deal with." 

 Item 23: "People in this organisation are actively concerned about the citizens 
they have direct contact with." 

 Item 24: "The effects of decisions on the citizens with whom we directly deal are 
a primary concern in this organisation." 
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• As mentioned above, the four items of the Personal Morality climate are adjoined by two 
additional items that express the “innovative” element of this climate36 (see Chapter 1 and 2; 
source: Bouckaert and Vandenhove (1996: 148-149;  1998: 1079). One of them will replace item 
26 (“Each person in this organisation decides for himself what is right and wrong.”).37 The other 
will be added as a fifth item under the Personal Morality climate (and at the 37th

 Item 26: “Innovative people are encouraged in our organisation.” 

 place in the 
actual ECS): 

 Added item: “Our organisation is based on the personal creativity of all 
employees.” 

• The items under "laws, professional codes and public duties" (climate type 9; items 33-36) are 
translated in such a way that one of them only refers to the law in a strict sense (item 33), one of 
them refers to the law in a broader sense ("the law and professional standards," item 35) one of 
them only refers to "public interest" (item 36), and one of them refers to both "law" and "public 
interest" (item 34). 

 
The second step is to translate the (adapted) items in Dutch. In this process, three important 
additional adaptations were made due to problems of interpretation and translation. 
• First, two of the four ECQ items that measure "organisational interest" (items 5 and 7) still 

literally refer to "the organisation's interests." However, both the pre-test interviews and the pre-
test survey showed that the respondents interpreted "organisational interest" ("het belang van de 
organisatie" or "het belang van de dienst") in a much broader way then intended. They assumed 
that it also referred to the rules of the organisation or the expectations of the organisation. This is 
probably due to the fact that "het belang van de dienst" is a juridical expression that refers to a 
proper functioning of the organisation, particularly a proper implementation of the rules and laws. 
This is an interpretation that would fit cell 8 and 9 of the typology, but not cell 2. Even when we 
used "self-interest of the organisation" ("eigenbelang van de organisatie"), one of the respondents 
in the test-survey replied that he interpreted this term as "the mission of the organisation" and sent 
us an outprint of that mission to illustrate his interpretation. Hence, to make sure that the items 5 
and 7 actually measure "organisational interest" as it is defined in our conceptual framework, we 
replaced "the organisation's interest" by "the financial interests and the position of the 
organisation" (item 5) and by "the financial interests and the image of the organisation" (item 7). 
These more explicitly clarify what is meant by organisational interest. They are also close in 
content to the newly developed item 6 and to the adapted item 8. 

• The second adaptation concerns the items that measured the "efficiency" climate of cell 3 (items 9 
to 12). The pre-test interviews showed that many respondents interpreted "efficiency" broader 
than consideration of materialistic interests. Sometimes, they also interpret it as the extent to 
which the objectives are realised (i.e. effectiveness). Since the objectives for inspectors are often 
about implementing rules, laws and the public interest, the interpretation of these items was closer 
to "the organisational rules" (cell 8) or "laws and codes" (cell 9) climates than to the "efficiency" 
climate. Since a literal explication of "efficiency" would make the items too heavy, we choose for 
the compromise to use translations of the terms "cost-reductive" (kostenbesparend, item 9 and 11) 
and "cheap" (goedkoop, 10 and 12). This is indeed not synonymous with efficiency (it is in fact 
closer to economy), but it does fit the above-mentioned definition of the Efficiency climate (see 
Chapter 1). 

                                                      
36 Bouckaert and Vandenhove also used a third item to measure their innovative climate: “Openness for new social 
developments is considered to be essential." We chose the other two, however, because they are conceptually closer to the 
“Personal Morality” climate than this item. 
37 Because this item 26 is very similar to item 28 (“In this organisation, people are guided by their own personal ethics.”), but 
the latter is a bit more explicit in expressing the idea of “Personal Morality.” 
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• The third adaptation concerns the translation of the words "moral beliefs" or "ethics" as used in 
item 2 (cell 1: self-interest) and items 25 and 28 (cell 7: Personal Morality). In Flemish, "ethiek" 
is usually not used to refer to professional ethics in the public sector. It is more used in the context 
of e.g. medical ethics (e.g. euthanasia, abortion, genetics,...) or ethics as a philosophical activity. 
The usual word used for professional ethics is "deontologie." However, because this does have 
the connotation of a compliance-oriented ethic, it is not ideal as a translation neither. That is why 
"ethics" is once translated by "deontologie" (in item 2) an in two other cases (item 25 and 28) 
"deontologie" simply complements the translation (of "beliefs" and "ethics" respectively) in order 
to emphasise that the item is about professional ethics.  

 
The result of these adaptations is presented in Chapter 3. 
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CC..  
 

SSUURRVVEEYY  

This appendix contains the cover letter and the survey in the Environmental Inspection, which is 
largely similar to the survey in the RVA and the RSZ, with the exception of the first two pages (varies 
between the organisations) and the job characteristics in part 1 (not measured in the RVA).  
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DD..  
 

SSCCAALLEE  CCOONNSSTTRRUUCCTTIIOONN  

This Appendix reconstructs how the scales for ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 
behaviour are constructed. A summary of this appendix is presented in Chapter 6 (6.2). Yet before 
presenting the actual scale construction, the first paragraph briefly reports the missing values analysis, 
which did not show any important problems. The second paragraph shows how the ethical climate 
scales are developed, based on factor analyses and an assessment of the reliability (Cronbach's alpha). 
The ethical decision making scales will be aggregated on theoretical grounds. For unethical 
behaviour, the “Rules” (cell 8) and the “Laws” (cell 9a) items will be merged. Finally, the nine items 
to measure "autonomy" and "participation" (not used in the RVA-survey) will also be aggregated in 
scales, based on factor analyses and reliability assessment.  
 
 

D.1. 
 

Missing values analysis 

A missing value analysis revealed that 63 variables had more than 1% (2) missing values, 43 variables 
had more than 2% (5) and 32 variables more than 3% (8). The latter 32 were submitted to further 
analysis. None of them turned out to be an important problem. We briefly discuss each of them. 
 

1. The task, following the presentation of the ethical dilemma, in which respondents were asked 
to rank the four most important items in order of importance for the particular dilemma, 
fostered a considerable degree of missing values (6,2% for the first dilemma and 9,7% for the 
second). A further analysis revealed that these non-respondents were somewhat stronger 
represented in the RVA. This is not a significant problem, however, since the ranking exercise 
is only used for a basic check of consistency between the ranking and the rating exercise. The 
results are not used for the further analysis. Some caution will be necessary, however, with 
the consistency check. 

 
2. The rating exercise for the second dilemma also fostered missing values above 3% (between 

4,2 and 5,4%, depending on the item). Distribution over gender, education and position was 
roughly similar to the population. The distribution over the three organisations was stronger 
in the RVA but only slightly,38

 

 so we do not expect significant problems for the further 
analysis in this respect. Only the age distribution turned out to be somewhat different from the 
population. The oldest group (born between 1940 and 1949) has 12,7% (33/259) of the 
population, but 40% (4/10) of the missing values on the second rating exercise. Yet, since the 
problem concerns only three respondents, this is not of major importance. 

3. Two unethical behaviour items also fostered missing values above 3%: Stakeholder 
Orientation (3,9%) and Organisational Interest (5%). However, distribution over organisation, 
gender, education and position were roughly similar to the population, so we do not expect 
significant problems for the further analysis. As for age, again the older group is somewhat 
overrepresented in the missing values (12,7 % of the population, but 41% (5/12) of the 
missing values) and some caution is appropriate. 

 
4. Finally, in each organisation a number of people did not indicate their field office: 9,8% in 

the RVA (12/122) and in the RSZ (6/61) and 3,9% in the EI (3/176). The difference in 

                                                      
38 Of the ten respondents who did not respond to any of the nine items, six were of the RVA, two of the RSZ and two of the 
EI. Hence, the RVA have about two more than would have been expected in a random distribution over the organisations.  
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distribution for level of education among these respondents is largely due to the fact that it 
was largely managerial staff (56,2%, while only 13,9% of the population) who tend to have a 
higher level of education and who did not indicate their field office, because that would make 
them identifiable.39

 
  

 
D.2. 

D.2.1. 

Constructing ethical climate scales 

 
Overall factor analysis 

The factor analysis will be performed on the total set of returned surveys, which includes both the 
inspectors and managerial staff of all three organisations. Theoretically, this enlarges the sample to 
260 individuals.40

 

 However, since all respondents who have at least one missing value on any of the 
ethical climate items are excluded, the actual number will be 239. With, in the case of ethical climate, 
37 variables to be analysed, this is significantly beyond Kline’s criterion of a minimal subject to 
variable ratio of 2:1 (Kline 1994:74) and consistent with the rule of thumb not to perform analyses on 
samples below 100 respondents (Foster 1998: 214).  

The review of the ethical climate literature in Chapter 3 (3.1.2.3) showed that two techniques are 
commonly used: Principal Component Analysis (Victor and Cullen 1987; 1988; Cullen et al. 1993; 
Wimbush, Shepard, and Markham 1997a; Wimbush, Shepard, and Markham 1997b) and, more 
recently, principal (or common) factor analysis41

 

 (Agarwal and Malloy 1999; Brower and Shrader 
2000). For the analysis reported below, both techniques were performed. However, since the emphasis 
is on the common variance, emphasis will be put on the principal factor analysis and it is the results of 
the latter that will be reported. The results did not differ significantly from those of the principal 
component analysis. As for the rotation, we follow recent developments in ethical climate research 
(Agarwal and Malloy 1999; Brower and Shrader 2000) and will perform oblique rotation. Oblique 
rotation (as opposed to orthogonal rotation) has a number of particular advantages (Cudeck 2000: 
284), and is the most appropriate technique to be used when the factors are expected to be correlated, 
which is what we anticipate. As for the actual rotation technique, we follow the advice of both 
Cudeck (2000:285) and Kline (1994:76) to use Direct Oblimin with parameter zero. The matrix 
presented will be the structure matrix, which presents the correlations between the items and the 
factors. The factor analyses reported below were preceded by a Bartlett test of sphericity. This takes 
as null hypothesis that the correlation matrix is an identity matrix, i.e. that the variables are 
uncorrelated. If this null hypothesis is rejected, then it makes sense to perform a data reduction (Tacq 
1997: 280).  

Table D-1 shows the structure matrix of a principal factor analysis with oblique rotation on all 37 
ethical climate items.42 Loadings lower than ,30 are suppressed in the presentation (Kline 1994:180; 
Bryman and Cramer 1999: 280).43 Table D-2  below first shows the explained variance.44

                                                      
39 Managerial staff in the RSZ and the EI were explicitly allowed not to answer this question. 

 

40 The 259 respondents listed above and one person who filled out his/her questionnaire, but not his/her position. This person 
is only involved in this factor analysis and scale construction, not in the rest of the analysis. 
41 “Principal axis factoring” in SPSS. 
42 Item descriptions are translated in English. The literal Dutch wordings can be found in Chapter 3 (see 3.1.2.3). 
43 The scree plot suggested either a five- or a seven-factor matrix (a small change of slope at 7 and a very obvious change at 
5). We chose the former since the two additional factors in the 7factor solution did not add much to the analysis. Factor 6 had 
some of the Personal Morality items, of which some also loaded on factor 1, and factor 7 was meaningless. In addition, this 
presentation allows for an easy comparison with the next factor analysis, where the Scree Plot clearly suggested a 5-factor 
solution. 
44 These are the extraction sums of squared loadings for the unrotated factor solution. 
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Factor 

1 2 3 4 5 

"Team interest" and "Personal Morality"      
EC team interest (18) ,681   -,322 -,460 

EC team interest (17) ,614    -,300 

EC personal morality (26) ,594    -,379 

EC personal morality (27) ,588     

EC personal morality (extra) ,462    -,304 

EC personal morality (25) ,417     

EC team interest (19) ,401   -,653 -,454 

EC team interest (20) ,476   -,650 -,461 

"Organisational Rules" and "Laws"      

EC organisational rules (30)  ,804    

EC laws & public interest (35)  ,768    

EC laws & public interest (33)  ,661    

EC organisational rules (29)  ,661    

EC laws & public interest (34)  ,643    

EC organisational rules (32)  ,522    

EC organisational rules (31)  ,496    

"Organisational Interest" and "Efficiency"      

EC efficiency (11)   ,822   

EC efficiency (12)   ,748   

EC efficiency (9)   ,650   

EC organisational interest (8)   ,572   

EC organisational interest (5)   ,526   

EC efficiency (10)   ,504   

EC organisational interest (7)   ,356   

"Self-interest"      

EC self-interest (3)    ,811  

EC self-interest (4)    ,785 ,318 

EC self-interest (1)    ,751  

"Stakeholder Orientation"      
EC stakeholder (24)     -,764 

EC stakeholder (23)    -,385 -,674 

EC stakeholder (22)    -,493 -,611 

EC stakeholder (21) ,372    -,597 

"Friendship"      
EC friendship (14) ,723    -,634 

EC friendship (13) ,540   -,549 -,388 

EC friendship (16) ,423    -,742 

EC friendship (15) ,572    -,713 

Problematic items      
EC self-interest (2) -,468 ,316    

EC organisational interest (6)  ,399    

EC Personal Morality (28)      

EC laws & public interest (36) ,424   -,452 -,415 

Table D-1: Principal axis factor analysis on all 37 ethical climate items 
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 Extraction sum  

of squared  
loadings 

% of 
variance 

Cumulative 
% 
of variance 

Factor 1 7,426 20,070 20,070 

Factor 2 3,731 10,084 30,153 

Factor 3 3,063 8,277 38,431 

Factor 4 1,872 5,058 43,489 

Factor 5 1,113 3,008 46,497 

Table D-2: Explained variance of the factor analysis in Table D-1 

 
The matrix clearly reveals a number of interesting factors that are consistent with the ninefold 
theoretical framework.  

• Team Interest and Personal Morality (factor 1) 
• Organisational Rules and Laws and Public Interest (factor 2) 
• Organisational Interest and Efficiency (factor 3) 
• Self-interest (factor 4) 
• Stakeholder Orientation (factor 5) 
• Friendship-items are correlated to both factor 1 and factor 5 

 
This preliminary factor analysis guides us to three important observations.  
 
First, the items are almost perfectly grouped in the way hypothesised in Chapter 2. Self-interest, being 
associated with both individualism within the organisation and fatalism, was hypothesised to be a 
separate type and turned out to be so (factor 4). Organisational Interest and Efficiency, both being 
associated with high-group and an individualist element, were hypothesised to be intertwined (hence 
factor 3). Team Interest and Personal Morality (factor 1) were also hypothesised to be intertwined, 
since they are both associated with the egalitarian interaction pattern within the organisation. 
Stakeholder Orientation was hypothesised to be linked with the previous two as it is also associated 
with egalitarian interaction patterns, but still somewhat separate since it is associated with 
egalitarianism between organisational members and outsiders (hence a separate factor 5). The 
Friendship items are correlated with both factor 1 and factor 5. This is consistent with the theoretical 
framework which identified the Friendship climate as a climate in which people take consideration of 
others, without any reference to organisational membership. Hence, it was to be expected that these 
items would correlate with the factor that refers to benevolence within the organisation (factor 1), as 
well as with the factor that contains the items which refer to benevolence between organisational 
members and outsiders (factor 5). Finally, Organisational Rules and Laws were also hypothesised to 
be correlated with the same factor as they are both associated with hierarchist interaction patterns 
(hence factor 2). 
 
The second important observation is that there are important differences between the factor analysis 
above and the findings of the previous ethical climate studies that were discussed in Chapter 3 
(3.1.2.3).45

• Of the nine previous studies discussed in Chapter 3, only one found the Organisational 
Interest and the Efficiency items to correlate with the same factor, as we did. The most 

  

                                                      
45 Only the fact that we found a separate Self-interest and a separate Stakeholder Orientation type clearly parallels most of the 
findings in previous studies. 
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obvious explanation for this is that, unlike in the other nine surveys, all Organisational 
Interest items in our survey explicitly refer to "money" or "financial interests." As explained 
in Chapter 2, this was thought necessary because of the ambiguous meaning of 
"organisational interest" in Dutch and in a public administration context, but it is very likely 
that this change brought the items closer to the Efficiency-items, which referred to "saving 
costs" or "looking for low-cost solutions."  

• In seven out of the nine previous studies, the Friendship and the Team Interest items were 
correlated with the same factor. Instead, our study found Friendship-items to correlate with 
both the Team Interest factor (1) and the Stakeholder Orientation factor (5). This might be 
due to the fact that, in our survey, each Friendship item explicitly mentioned that it referred to 
both people within and outside the organisation, whereas the other surveys are vaguer on this.  

• Our study was the only one to find the Team Interest and the Personal Morality items 
correlating with the same factor (1). In all the other studies, Personal Morality featured as a 
separate factor (and Team Interest was usually correlated with Friendship). This is partly due 
to the fact that we added two items to Personal Morality to measure "innovative climate" (see 
below), which tend to correlate with the Team Interest items. In any case, the strength of our 
Personal Morality - Team Interest tandem should not be exaggerated, since (as will be 
explained below) there are several good empirical reasons to divide it in two separate scales, 
measuring Personal Morality and Team Interest respectively. 

• Finally, most of the previous studies (6 out of 9) distinguished between "Organisational 
Rules" and "Laws." We found most of the Organisational Rules and of the Laws items to 
correlate with the same factor (with the exception of item 36, see below). Because the 
wording of these items has not been changed significantly, another explanation is necessary. 
Perhaps this is due to the fact that in our organisations (and in the public sector more 
generally) the distinction between the rules of the organisation on the one hand and laws on 
the other is much less obvious than in the private sector.  

In sum, apart from the last one, the other three observed differences between our findings and those of 
the nine previous studies can largely be attributed to the translation, different wording and, in some 
cases, entirely different items. Hence, a systematic comparison with the previous studies is difficult 
and it will take additional studies that use our version of the survey to replicate, in an acceptable way, 
our types in other public sector organisations or in the private sector. 
 
Third, a number of items are clearly problematic as they have only low correlations with factors or are 
correlated to several factors (see the items at the bottom of Table D-1). We discuss each of them in 
turn. 
 

a. Item “Self-interest 2” (“There is no room for one’s own personal moral or ethics in X”). 
Victor and Cullen, in their seminal study (Victor and Cullen 1988), found this item to 
load on the same factor as other Self-interest items. However, this item clearly differs 
from the other Self-interest items. We were therefore not surprised to find that it is not 
correlated with the factor that loads on the other Self-interest items (factor 4). A similar 
conclusion could be drawn from a comparison of the Cronbach’s alpha level of the Self-
interest scale with (alpha= ,784) and without (alpha= ,869) this item.  
In fact, the item can easily be seen as a reversed item, measuring the Personal Morality 
climate. This is supported by the idea that the item is negatively correlated with the factor 
that loads on the other Personal Morality items. Hence item “Self-interest 2” will 
henceforth be considered as “reversed Personal Morality 2” and will be part of the scale 
that measures Personal Morality (see below). 
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b. Item “Organisational Interest 6” ("People in X consider it to be important that citizens 
find our organisation better than other organisations that perform similar tasks.") 
This item was introduced to test another description of the Organisational Interest climate 
that was not used previously in ethical climate research. This item was expected to 
correlate strongly with items that emphasise the (financial) interests and the image of the 
organisation. This was not the case, however. Nor did the item correlate strongly with any 
of the other factors (only a correlation of ,399 with factor 2, which groups the 
Organisational Rules and Laws items). Hence, we decided to abandon this item in the rest 
of the analysis. 

c. Item “Stakeholder Orientation 21” (“It is expected that you will always do what is right 
for the citizens with whom you deal.”) 
The factor analysis above does not reveal any problems with this item. However, other 
factor analyses (with smaller numbers of items) reveal that this item systematically 
correlates lower with the Stakeholder-factor than the other items. It tends to correlate 
also, more than the other stakeholder items, with the factor(s) that load on Friendship, 
Team Interest and Personal Morality. Thus, Stakeholder Orientation is more identifiable 
as a separate factor, when item 21 is excluded. In addition, the Stakeholder Orientation 
scale has a somewhat stronger alpha-level without this item (alpha= ,801) than when it is 
included (,778). For all these reasons item 21 will be excluded from the rest of the 
analysis. 

d. Item “Personal Morality 28” (“In X, people are guided by their own personal ethics.”) 
As can be concluded from the factor analysis, this item is not correlated with any factor, 
including the factor that loads on all the other Personal Morality items.46

e. Item “Laws and Public Interest 36” (“In X, public interest is the major consideration”). 
This item is not clearly correlated with any of the factors. It only correlates weakly with 
factors 1 and 5. In any case, it does not correlate with the factor that loads on all the other 
Laws and Public Interest items. However, for reasons that will be explained below, this 
item will not be excluded from the analysis, but used a separate “scale” on itself. 

 In addition, 
removing item 28 from the Personal Morality scale keeps the alpha-level at ,672, which is 
slightly higher than when it is included (,671) and the highest possible alpha-level in 
comparison with any other combination of Personal Morality items. For all these reasons, 
item 28 will be abandoned in the rest of the analysis.  

 
In sum, one item (2) will be reversed-coded and three items (6, 21 and 28) will be removed from the 
further  analysis. It is interesting to note that, of the six items that were genuinely new in comparison 
with previous versions of the Ethical Climate questionnaire (items 6, 8, 13, 20, 26 and 37 (see Chapter 
3)), only one turned out to be problematic and had to be removed from further analysis (item 6).  
 
Table D-3 now shows the result of the factor analysis on the 34 remaining items.  
 

                                                      
46 In addition, a separate factor analysis on all Personal Morality items lead to a two-factor solution. Only when item 28 or 26 
were removed, the items loaded on one factor. However, it was useful to keep item 26 for reasons that will be explained 
below. 
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 Factor 

1 2 3 4 5 

Team Interest and Personal Morality      

EC team interest (18) ,695   -,381 -,403 

EC team interest (17) ,636     

EC Personal morality (26) ,621    -,367 

EC personal morality (27) ,590     

EC personal morality (extra) ,448   -,331  

EC reverse coded self-interest (2) ,413   -,319  

EC personal morality (25) ,367     

EC team interest (19) ,407   -,681 -,448 

EC team interest (20) ,481   -,681 -,455 

"Organisational Rules" and "Laws"      

EC org. rules (30)  ,814    

EC laws & public interest (35)  ,777    

EC laws & public interest (33)  ,685    

EC laws & public interest (34)  ,669    

EC org. rules (29)  ,653    

EC org. rules (32)  ,502    

EC org. rules (31)  ,490    

"Organisational Interest" and "Efficiency"      

EC efficiency (11)   ,821   

EC efficiency (12)   ,742   

EC efficiency (9)   ,653   

EC organisational interest (8)   ,573   

EC organisational interest (5)   ,530   

EC efficiency (10)   ,508   

EC organisational interest (7)   ,359   

"Self-interest"      

EC self-interest (3)    ,810  

EC self-interest (4)    ,768 ,332 

EC self-interest (1)    ,750  

Stakeholder Orientation"      

EC stakeholder (24) ,331    -,764 

EC stakeholder (23)    -,402 -,709 

EC stakeholder (22)    -,500 -,649 

"Friendship"      

EC friendship (13) ,536   -,588 -,359 

EC friendship (14) ,760   -,320 -,590 

EC friendship (16) ,452    -,693 

EC friendship (15) ,611   -,304 -,664 

"Public Interest"      

EC laws & public interest (36) ,447   -,464 -,394 

Table D-3: Factor analysis on the 34 remaining ethical climate items 
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 Extraction sum  

of squared  
loadings 

% of 
variance 

Cumulative 
% 
of variance 

Factor 1 7,160 21,057 21,057 
Factor 2 3,473 10,215 31,272 
Factor 3 2,974 8,747 40,020 
Factor 4 1,674 4,923 44,943 
Factor 5 1,060 3,117 48,060 

Table D-4: Explained variance of the factor analysis in Table D-3 

D.2.2. 
 

Developing ethical climate scales 

We will now discuss each of the factors that were shown in Table D-3 and develop the ethical climate 
scales (as means of several items) that will be used in the remainder of the analysis. The guiding 
principle for the development of the scales is that the five factors are taken as starting point. However, 
as far as empirically possible, they will be further subdivided to arrive at something similar to the 
ninefold typology that was hypothesised in advance. This is necessary to allow for a systematic 
comparison with the ninefold typology of ethical decision making and unethical behaviour. Separate 
factor analyses and Cronbach alpha-tests on the developed scales will guarantee that these 
subdivisions of the factors are empirically justifiable.  
 

D.2.2.1. “Self-interest” (factor 4) 
 
In all factor analyses (including Table D-3), Self-interest clearly presents itself as a separate factor, 
which is reflected in the high alpha-level for this scale (,869 for the three remaining items). 
 

D.2.2.2. “Organisational Interest” and “Efficiency” (factor 3) 
 
The items measuring Organisational Interest and Efficiency all correlate with the same factor in Table 
D-3 above. A separate factor analysis on the Organisational Interest (3) and Efficiency (4) items 
together shows two separate factors, which indeed distinguish between Organisational Interest and 
Efficiency, as indicated in Table D-5.  
 
The Efficiency items were so designed that they refer to a focus on financial aspects without reference 
to the organisation, while the Organisational Interest items refer to financial considerations at the 
organisational level. The factor analysis above reveals that the items indeed correlate with an 
Organisation Interest and an Efficiency factor respectively. However, while a reliability test reveals 
that the four-item Efficiency scale is sufficiently reliable (alpha= ,787), the three-item Organisational 
Interest scale has a low score (alpha= ,610). One option could be to collapse the Organisational 
Interest and the Efficiency items into one scale. However, this would obscure the conceptually very 
interesting difference between "Organisational Interest" and "Efficiency." For the later analysis will 
show important difference on the scores between both scales respectively. Moreover, it does not 
importantly increase the reliability of the Efficiency scale (alpha= ,799). Instead, we continue with an 
Efficiency and an Organisational Interest scale respectively. The ,610 reliability of the Organisational 
Interest scale is considered tenable as several authors have identified a reliability above ,60 as 
acceptable (for a review, see Peterson 1994) and a factor analysis on these three Organisational 
Interest items leads to a single-factor solution.  
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 Factor 

1 2 

(EF 12) inexpensive solutions to problems are always sought here ,781 ,460 

(EF 11) In X, each person is expected, above all, to work in a cost-reductive way ,771 ,589 

(EF 10) The cheapest way is always the right way, in X ,611  

(EF 9) The major responsibility for people in X is to aim at cost reduction ,577 ,529 

(OI 5) Organisational members are expected to do anything to further the financial 
interests and the position of X 

,393 ,632 

(OI 8) Decisions here are primarily viewed in terms of the money they generate for X ,499 ,557 

(OI 7) Organisational members are solely concerned with the financial interests and 
the image of X 

 ,556 

Table D-5: Factor analysis on the 7 remaining Efficiency and Organisational Interest items 

 
 

D.2.2.3. “Friendship” (correlating with both factor 1 and 5) 
 
As already observed above, Friendship correlates with both factor 1 (Team Interest and Personal 
Morality and factor 5 (Stakeholder Orientation).47

 

 In spite of this ambiguous character a factor 
analysis on all four Friendship-items leads to a single factor solution (i.e. only one factor with an 
Eigenvalue above 1) and the alpha-level of a scale that includes all four Friendship-items is satisfying 
(,797). Thus, bearing in mind the aforementioned aim to stay as close as empirically possible to the 
ninefold typology to allow comparison with ethical decision making and unethical behaviour, we 
maintain Friendship as separate scale. 

D.2.2.4. “Team Interest” and “Personal Morality” (factor 1) 
 
This analysis will be performed in three steps. First, before focusing on Team Interest and Personal 
Morality, a preliminary factor analysis had to be performed. Table D-3 above suggests that Team 
Interest 19 (and 20 almost) are strongly correlated with the Stakeholder Orientation items. To 
investigate this, we perform a factor analysis on the Team Interest, Personal Morality and Stakeholder 
Orientation items together.  
 

                                                      
47 In Table D-1 and Table D-3 above and several other factor analyses (with smaller numbers of items) item 13 and 14 tend to 
be correlated more strongly with the factor that loads on the Personal Morality and Team Interest items (factor 1 above), 
while item 15 and 16 correlate with either of the factors, depending on the other items that are included in the factor analysis. 
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 Factor 

1 2 3 

(PM 27) The most important consideration in X is each employee's personal 
sense of right and wrong. 

,663   

(TI 18) Our major consideration is what is best for all colleagues in X. ,641 -,338 -,533 

(TI 17) The most important concern is the good of all the people in X. ,560  -,360 

(PM 26) Innovative people are encouraged in X. ,551 -,380 -,374 

(SI 2, reverse coded) There is no room for one's own professional ethics or 
personal morals in X. 

,546   

(PM 25) In X, people are expected to follow their personal moral beliefs 
and their own professional ethics. 

,481   

(PM Extra) X is based on the personal creativity of all employees. ,461 -,362 -,350 

(SO 23) People in X are actively concerned about the citizens they have 
direct contact with. 

 -,903 -,398 

(SO 22) People in X have a strong sense of responsibility to the citizens 
they deal with. 

 -,788 -,513 

(SO 24) The effect of decisions on the citizens with whom we directly deal 
are a primary concern X. 

,310 -,628 -,404 

(TI 20) A good and broad cooperation among all colleagues is considered 
to be very important in X. 

,417 -,503 -,891 

(TI 19) People in X view team spirit as important. ,357 -,504 -,845 

Table D-6: Factor analysis on the 12 remaining Team interest, Stakeholder Orientation and Personal 
Morality items 

 
As can be read from Table D-6, the analysis provided a three-factor solution in which Team Interest 
items 19 and 20 define a separate third factor. They are also correlated with factor 2 and the other 
some of the other items (particularly Stakeholder Orientation) also load on factor 3, but the 
correlations differ sufficiently to justify empirically the choice not to include Team Interest 19 (and 
20) in a Stakeholder Orientation Scale, but to include them in a separate discussion of Team Interest 
and Personal Morality. 
 
Second, Table D-7 below, now reports the results of a factor analysis on the Team Interest and 
Personal Morality items. Again, the analysis clearly identifies Team Interest items 19 and 20 as being 
correlated with a separate factor. 
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 Factor 

1 2 3 

(TI 17) The most important concern is the good of all the people in X. ,733  ,328 

(TI 18) Our major consideration is what is best for all colleagues in X. ,673 ,330 ,514 

(PM 26) Innovative people are encouraged in X. ,601  ,362 

(PM 27) The most important consideration in X is each employee's personal 
sense of right and wrong. 

,578 ,449  

(PM Extra) X is based on the personal creativity of all employees. ,426 ,327 ,367 

(PM 25) In X, people are expected to follow their personal moral beliefs 
and their own professional ethics. 

 ,861  

(SI 2, reverse coded) There is no room for one's own professional ethics or 
personal morals in X. 

,397 ,571  

(TI 20) A good and broad cooperation among all colleagues is considered 
to be very important in X. 

,466  ,892 

(TI 19) People in X view team spirit as important. ,392  ,863 

Table D-7: Factor analysis on the 9 Team Interest and Personal Morality items 

 
One obvious option now is to create a separate scale of Team Interest 19 and 20. The question then is 
what should to be done with the two remaining Team Interest items 17 and 18. As explained above, 
we want to avoid mixing conceptually different items in the same scale and hence should avoid 
including Team Interest items 17 and 18 in a Personal Morality scale. Rather than leaving them out of 
the further analysis and losing possibly valuable information, we will merge Team Interest items 17 
and 18 with item 19 and 20 in a four-item Team Interest scale. This is empirically acceptable on the 
basis of three observations. First, in Table D-6 and Table D-7 the Team Interest items 17 and 18 are 
also correlated with factor 3, albeit not very strongly. Second, the alpha level of the four-item Team 
Interest scale is satisfactory (,771). Third, a separate factor analysis on all four Team Interest items 
provides a one-factor solution (i.e. only one factor with an Eigenvalue above 1). 
 
The third step now is to analyse the remaining 5 Personal Morality items (The 5 hypothesised 
Personal Morality items, minus item 28 which was removed above (see (d)), plus reversed Self-
Interest item 2 (see (a)). As was explained in Chapter 1 and 3, this scale consists of three Victor and 
Cullen items with two items from an analysis of Bouckaert and Vandenhove (1996) that measured 
“innovative climate." We hypothesised that the Bouckaert and Vandenhove items would also be 
indicators of a Personal Morality climate. Essentially, this hypothesis is confirmed empirically. First, 
in all the factor analyses above, all Personal Morality items had their strongest correlation with the 
same factor (or with the same two factors as in Table D-7). Second, a factor analysis on all Personal 
Morality items revealed only one factor with an Eigenvalue above 1. Finally, the alpha level of the 
scale that includes all five Personal Morality items (,672) is the highest alpha level compared to any 
other combination of Personal Morality items. Hence, the best choice, both on empirical and 
conceptual grounds, is to take the five Personal Morality items together into one scale.48

                                                      
48 One conceivable alternative could have been to complement Personal Morality with the two Team Interest items that were 
reported above to be correlated with the Personal Morality factor (17 and 18). This raises the alpha-level of the scale to ,753. 
However, it would leave us with a complex 7-item scale that is very difficult to interpret.  
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It is interesting however, to take a closer look at the composition of this five type Personal Morality 
scale, to assess whether, in fact, it is not a composition of two 'subscales': the three classic Victor and 
Cullen items on the one hand and the two Bouckaert-items on the other. This turns out not to be the 
case. First, an 'enforced' two-factor solution (i.e. a factor solution with a factor that has an Eigenvalue 
below 1, see Table D-8 below) does reveal that the Bouckaert items 26 and 37 are correlated with the 
same factor, but it also shows that item 27 (a classic Victor and Cullen item) is also most strongly 
correlated with this factor. In addition, the alpha-levels of the hypothetical 'subscales' would be 
unacceptably low.49

 

 In conclusion, it is fair to consider the Personal Morality climate scale as a one-
dimensional scale. 

 Factor 
1 2 

(PM 25) In X, people are expected to follow their personal moral beliefs and their own 
professional ethics. 

,734 ,364 

(SI 2, reverse coded) There is no room for one's own professional ethics or personal 
morals in X. 

,656 ,388 

(PM 26) Innovative people are encouraged in X.  ,706 

(PM 27) The most important consideration in X is each employee's personal sense of 
right and wrong. 

,464 ,522 

(PM Extra) X is based on the personal creativity of all employees. ,351 ,469 

Table D-8: An "enforced" 2-factor solution on all 5 remaining Personal Morality items 

 
D.2.2.5. “Stakeholder Orientation” (factor 5) 

 
The several factor analyses above systematically show how the three remaining Stakeholder 
Orientation items (item 21 was already excluded earlier) are all correlated with the same factor. 
Hence, unsurprisingly, a factor analysis on the three items only reveals a single-factor solution and the 
alpha-level of the three item-scale is high (,801). 
 

D.2.2.6. “Organisational Rules” and “Laws and Public Interest” (factor 2) 
 
The factor analysis above (Table D-3) indicated how all but one of the Organisational Rules and Laws 
items were correlated with the same factor. Only item 36 (Laws and Public Interest) was not 
correlated with this factor and in fact did not correlate strongly with any of the factors. Hence, we will 
consider item 36 as a separate item, which measures the perceived concern for public interest. This 
will allow for an interesting comparison with the “public interest”-item of ethical decision making, 
which also focuses on public interest (rather than laws). 
 
A factor analysis on the remaining 7 items reveals the following solution. 

                                                      
49 Alpha =,480 for the two Bouckaert items; alpha =,570 for the two Bouckaert items with item 27; alpha =,559 for the 
classic Victor and Cullen items 25, 27 and 28; and alpha =,648 for items 25, 27 and "self-interest reversed 2." 
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 Factor 

1 2 

(OR 30) Everyone is expected to stick by the rules and procedures of X. ,821 ,490 

(LA 35) In X, people are expected to strictly follow legal and professional standards. ,761 ,530 

(LA 34) People are expected to comply with the law and public Interest over and 
above other considerations. 

,728  

(LA 33) The first consideration is whether a decision violates any law. ,721  

(OR 29) It is very important to follow strictly X's rules and procedures here. ,572 ,423 

(OR 32) Successful people in X strictly obey organisation policies. ,344 ,764 

(OR 31) Successful people in X go by the book. ,374 ,741 

Table D-9: Factor analysis on the 7 "Organisational Rules" and "Laws" items 

This solution clearly separates Organisational Rules items 31 and 32 in a separate factor, with the two 
other Organisational Rules items (and one Laws and Public Interest item) being weakly correlated 
with this second factor. A glance at the items themselves shows that the main discriminator between 
the two factors is not so much the source of the rules (organisation or legislator, as in "Organisational 
Rules" vs. "Laws and Public Interest"), but rather the wording. Item 31 and 32 both contain a 
reference to “successful people in this organisation….” Hence, the originally hypothesised distinction 
between an "Organisational Rules" and a "Laws" scale does not hold and will not be maintained for 
ethical climate. Instead, a combined "Rules and Laws" scale will be developed. The question now 
remains what should be done with items 31 and 32. The fact that they mainly differ from the other 
Rules and Laws items because of their reference to "successful people" is conceptually not sufficient 
a reason to justify developing a separate scale for them. Moreover, the think aloud test of the survey 
suggested some uneasiness among respondents with these items. That is why these items will be 
abandoned in the rest of the analysis.  
In sum, the original 4 "Organisational Rules" and 4 "Laws and Public Interest" items are reorganised 
into a "Rules and Laws" scale consisting of 5 items on the one hand and a "Public Interest" scale 
consisting of one item on the other. 
 

D.2.2.7. Conclusion 
Table D-10 now presents the number of items and reliability of all the resulting scales.  
 
Ethical climate type Number of 

items 
Cronbach 
alpha  

Self-interest 3 ,869 

Organisational Interest 3 ,610 

Efficiency 4 ,787 

Friendship 4 ,797 

Team interest 4 ,771 

Stakeholder Orientation 3 ,801 

Personal Morality 5 ,672 

Rules and Laws 5 ,824 

Public Interest 1 - 

Table D-10: the ethical climate scales and their Cronbach alpha 
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D.3. 

D.3.1. 

Constructing ethical decision making scales 

 
Testing the respondents’ consistency 

It is possible to test the overall consistency of the responses to the two hypothetical dilemmas by 
comparing the results of the ranking and the rating50

 

 exercise. The order of the items (but not the 
mean, of course) should be similar. Some minor differences might be possible at the bottom of the 
list, given that the ranking exercise only involved the 4 most important items and the rating exercise 
all 9. The tables below exclude all the respondents in which at least one of the 18 items was missing 
(N=237).  

Table D-11 confirms the consistency between the ranking and the rating exercise for the first 
dilemma. Only Self-interest and Efficiency at the bottom of the table have a different order, but the 
means in the rating exercise indicate that there is no real difference. 
 

RANKING  RATING 
 Mean 

(0-5) 
  Mean 

(0-4) 
Rules and Laws 2,83 Rules and Laws 2,76 
Public Interest 2,12 Public Interest 1,81 

Stakeholder Orientation 2,11 Stakeholder Orientation 1,77 
Personal Morality 1,70 Personal Morality 1,24 
Team Interest 1,62 Team Interest ,89 
Organisational Interest 1,49 Organisational Interest ,81 

Efficiency ,67 Self-interest ,15 

Self-interest ,41 Efficiency ,14 
Friendship ,18 Friendship ,07 

Table D-11: Comparing the ranking and rating tests for the first dilemma 

Roughly the same conclusion can be drawn for the second dilemma (N=230). Rules and Laws and 
Team Interest on the one hand and Organisational Interest and Friendship on the other have different 
positions in the rating and ranking exercise respectively, but again the means in the rating exercise 
indicate that differences are very small.  
 
Given that the rating exercise provides much more information than the ranking exercise and given 
the relative high degree of missing values on the latter (see above), the further analysis will only use 
the data of this rating exercise.  

                                                      
50 The coding for the ranking exercise was as follows. When the item was not mentioned in the ranking exercise, it was 
scored “0.” When it was indicated as the fourth most important item, it was scored “1.” When it was indicated as the third 
most important item, it was scored “2,” as second most important item “3,” and as most important item “4.” 
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RANKING  RATING 

 Mean 
(0-5) 

  Mean 
(0-4) 

Personal Morality 2,86 Personal Morality 2,76 

Public Interest 2,20 Public Interest 1,63 

Stakeholder Orientation 2,10 Stakeholder Orientation 1,46 

Rules and Laws 1,87 Team interest 1,35 

Team interest 1,78 Rules and Laws 1,27 

Organisational interest 1,13 Friendship ,46 

Friendship ,89 Organisational interest ,40 

Self-interest ,83 Self-interest ,29 

Efficiency ,37 Efficiency ,04 

Table D-12: Comparing the ranking and rating tests for the second dilemma 

D.3.2. 
The relative importance of the nine ethical decision making standards differs, depending on the 
ethical dilemma, as can be seen in 

Differences between the dilemmas 

Table D-13. The arrows indicate the items that have a different 
ranking, depending upon the dilemma.51

 
  

DILEMMA 1  DILEMMA 2 

 Mean 
(0-5) 

Median 
 (0-5) 

  Mean 
(0-5) 

Median 
(0-5) 

Organisational Rules 2,83 3 Personal Morality 2,80 3 

Public Interest 2,12 2 Public Interest 2,20 2 

Stakeholder 
Orientation 

2,10 2 Stakeholder Orientation 2,10 2 

Personal Morality 1,70 2 Organisational Rules 1,87 2 
Team Interest 1,66 2 Team Interest 1,81 2 
Organisational Interest 1,52 1 Organisational Interest 1,15 1 
Efficiency ,68 1 Friendship ,90 1 
Self-interest ,43 0 Self-interest ,84 1 
Friendship ,18 0 Efficiency ,39 0 

Table D-13: Decision making standards in dilemma 1 and 2 

                                                      
51 The differences also proved significant when tested with the Wilcoxon test for comparing matched pairs of ordinal data. 
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Table D-13 indicates some interesting differences between both dilemmas. While the Organisational 
Rules standard is clearly the most important standard in the first dilemma, its average and median 
drop 1 point (and 4 ranks) in the second dilemma. The importance of Personal Morality, on the other 
hand, increases to the same degree in the second dilemma. Presumably these differences are due to the 
differences in contents between the two dilemmas. The first dilemma was essentially about whether or 
not a rule should be applied in a particular inspector-inspectee interaction, hence the centrality of the 
Organisational Rules standard. The second dilemma was more complex and required more of the 
Personal Morality standard, as the interests of several stakeholders (a colleague, a citizen-inspectee, 
the organisation) had to be balanced. A more in-depth analysis of these between-dilemma differences 
could be interesting, but is beyond the scope of this study. Some attention is paid, though, to the 
differences in behavioural choices between different versions of the same dilemma that are slightly 
adapted (see 6.6.2). 
 
Here, suffice to note that these differences between the two dilemmas are consistent with observations 
made in many other similar surveys: the actual dilemma and its context matter (see e.g. the review by 
Collins 2000: 6). Specifically, the observations are consistent with the basic hypothesis of Jones 
(1991)’s "issue-contingent model of ethical decision making in organisations:" characteristics of the 
issue have a significant impact on ethical decision making (see Chapter 1).  

D.3.3. 
 

Scale construction 

The dilemmas were explicitly chosen to be different, with the intention to cover, with the two 
dilemmas together, a broad range of possible dilemmas that can occur in the organisation. Thus, the 
scores on the two dilemmas together are assumed to give a good indication of the relative importance 
of the ethical decision making standards. For each of the nine ethical decision making standards, the 
scores for the two dilemmas will be taken together, adding up to nine 2-item scales.  
 
The factor analysis in Table D-14 below on all ethical decision making standards provides some 
empirical support for these scales. For 6 ethical decision making standards, the two items measuring 
the same standard are correlated with the same factor. Yet, this does not occur with the standards 
Friendship, Team Interest and Personal Morality (at the bottom of Table D-14). 
 
However, in spite of this partial empirical support, it is important to emphasise that the justification 
for these scales is theoretical and not empirical/statistical. The correlations between the two items of 
each respective scale are low and the Cronbach alpha (also given the small number of items) of all 
scales is below Nunally’s criterion of ,70. These data did not play a role in our decision to construct 
the scales, however. Indeed, the fairly low correlations strengthen our assumption that the two 
dilemmas together cover a broad range of possible dilemmas.52

 
  

                                                      
52 The only empirical observation that did play a role was the fact that none of the significant correlations between the two 
items measuring the same ethical decision making criterion was negative. That the relative importance of a criterion differs 
from dilemma to dilemma (when the dilemmas are clearly different) is no surprise, but that an increase in the use of criterion 
X in dilemma A would predict a decrease of the use of that same criterion in dilemma B, would have been much more 
difficult to conceive. 
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 Factor 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Organisational interest       
Dilemma 1 ,787         ,414 
Dilemma 2 ,488   ,320     ,395 
Rules and Laws       
Dilemma 1   ,703         
Dilemma 2   ,573     -,326   
Public Interest and Stakeholder Orientation       
Dilemma 2 (Public Interest)     ,601       
Dilemma 1 (Public Interest)     ,572       
Dilemma 1 (Stakeholder Orientation)   -,440 ,567       
Dilemma 2 (Stakeholder Orientation)   ,313 ,323       
Self interest       
Dilemma 2       ,924     
Dilemma 1       ,532     
Efficiency       
Dilemma 2           ,602 
Dilemma 1 ,432         ,568 
Other       
Friendship (dilemma 1)             
Friendship (dilemma 2)         ,463   
Team Interest (dilemma 1) ,598           
Team Interest (dilemma 2)         ,453   
Personal Morality (dilemma 1) ,329 -,441 ,374       
Personal Morality (dilemma 2)     ,360 -,397 

Table D-14: Factor analysis on the 18 ethical decision making items 

The table below shows the ranked means and medians of the ethical decision making standards, 
averaged for the two hypothetical dilemmas. Like all the analyses above these statistics are on the 
total population (including managerial staff). Cases with a missing value on one or both of the items 
are excluded.  
 
 N Mean 

(0-5)  
Median 
(0-5) 

Rules and Laws 248 2,36 2 

Personal Morality 246 2,27 2,25 

Public Interest 247 2,16 2 

Stakeholder Orientation 249 2,10 2 

Team Interest 245 1,74 1,50 

Organisational Interest 246 1,34 1 

Self-interest 246 ,63 ,50 

Friendship 245 ,54 ,50 

Efficiency 246 ,54 ,50 

Table D-15: Averaged ethical decision making standards 
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D.4. 
 

Constructing unethical behaviour scales 

See Chapter 6 
 
 

D.5. 

 

Constructing scales to measure autonomy and 
participation 

After the first survey (in the RVA) the decision was taken to introduce some measures of “autonomy” 
and “participation,” which we both considered as job characteristics. Three measures were developed, 
each measured by three items (see Chapter 3):  
1. Degree of autonomy (e.g. “My job gives me much opportunity for independence and freedom in 

how I do the work.”) 
2. Degree of participation in decision making in the field office (e.g. “My immediate supervisor 

regularly asks employees for their opinion about job-related issues.”) 
3. Degree of participation in decision making in the head office (e.g. “Central administration 

regularly…”) 
 

An overall factor analysis on all nine items revealed these expected three factors, although most items 
were also weakly to moderately correlated to the two other factors. However, given the three-factor 
solution and given the conceptual differences between the three scales, it was thought more 
appropriate to keep the three scales separately.Table D-16 presents the alpha-levels and overall means 
and medians (in the total population) of the three scales. 
 
 Cronbach 

Alpha 
Mean Median 

Autonomy ,874 5,1 5,3 

Participation in local unit ,810 4,5 4,7 

Participation in head-office ,895 3,0 3,0 

Table D-16: Cronbach alpha and mean and median of the three job characteristic scales 
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AADDDDIITTIIOONNAALL  TTEESSTTSS  

The aim of these tests is to reach an overall assessment of the importance of some additional variables 
and to provide some tentative explanations for the most prominent findings. Yet, since these tests are 
merely additional, no systematic further qualitative investigations will be done to assess the value of 
these tentative explanations. This appendix presents the results and Chapter 6 (6.6) the discussion. 
 
Where the independent variable is also ordinal (e.g. degree of autonomy, age, seniority, field office 
size,...), only those associations that have a significant p-value (p<,05) on both Spearman's Rho 
(which is the ordinal counterpart for the Pearson correlation coefficient and can be interpreted in the 
same way) and the likelihood ratio test of the ordinal regression ("model fitting information") are 
reported. The tables also present Rho because its sign indicates the direction of the association. 
 

E.1. 

E.1.1. 

Variables at individual level 

 
Gender 

 Model fitting 
information 

Pseudo-R Ordinal regression: differences 2 Do differences 
remain when 

controlling for 
other variables? 

Ethical climate     

Organisational interest ,003 ,044 Male <** Yes  Female 

Ethical decision making     

Team interest ,006 ,040 Male <** Yes  Female 

 Dilemma 1 ,027 ,025 Male <* Yes  Female 

 Dilemma 2 ,049 ,020 Male <* Yes  Female 

Unethical behaviour     

-     

Table E-1: Associations between gender and ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 
behaviour 

For a brief discussion, see Chapter 6. 

E.1.2. 
 

Level of education 

In Chapter 6 we reported that several between-organisational differences disappeared when 
considering level of education. This is because the level of education is significantly higher in the 
Environmental Inspection that in the RSZ and the RVA. This paragraph looks at the issue from the 
other point of view: the impact of level of education ("degree"), controlling for organisation. 
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 Ordinal regression Spearman’s Rho 

 
Model fitting 
information 

Pseudo-
R

Does the relationship 
remain when controlling for 

organisation? 

2 

Ethical climate     
Organisational interest ,049 ,038 No -,188
Efficiency 

** 
,000 ,111 No -,321

Friendship 

*** 
,007 ,057 Yes -,226

Team interest 

** 
,008 ,055 No -,180

Personal Morality 

** 
,001 ,075 No -,257

Ethical decision making 

*** 

    
Organisational interest ,001 ,079 Yes -,245
 

*** 
Dilemma 1 ,003 ,069 Yes -,245

 

*** 
Dilemma 2 ,004 ,067 No -,191

Efficiency 

** 
,028 ,047 Yes  -,201

 

** 
Dilemma 1 ,066 ,038 Yes -,167

 

* 
Dilemma 2 ,092 ,038 No -,176

Unethical behaviour 

* 

    

Efficiency 
(Efficiency-fetishism) 

,042 ,041 No -,197

Personal Morality 
(Anarchy) 

** 

,041 ,052 No ,209

Table E-2: The impact of the level of education on ethical climate, ethical decision making, and unethical 
behaviour 

** 

 
The respondents' level of education impacts several variables, but many associations were in fact due 
to between-organisational differences, or were so weak that they disappear when "organisation" is 
also included in the regression. Only three associations remain when controlling for organisation. For 
a brief discussion, see Chapter 6. 

E.1.3. 
 

Age and seniority 

In fact "age" and "seniority" are not the right descriptors for these variables. More descriptive is 
"decade of birth" or "decade in which the respondent started working." Thus, the lower the value on 
these variables, the older the respondent is, or the longer he/she works for the organisation.  
 
Age only has an effect on one single variable: the Friendship type of unethical behaviour. As Table 
E-3 shows, the younger a respondent is (age was measured by decade of birth) the less likely he/she 
perceives the Friendship type of unethical behaviour (i.e. Nepotism). The association is only 
marginally significant, but it does hold in the RSZ and the RVA, even when controlling for seniority. 
No obvious explanation emerges for this finding. 
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Type of unethical 
behaviour 

N Ordinal regression Spearman's 
Rho 

 Model fitting 
information 

Pseudo-
R

Does the relationship remain 
when controlling for 
seniority? 

2 

Friendship 197 ,050 ,042 Yes, for RSZ and RVA 
No, for Environmental 
Inspection 

-,169

Table E-3: The impact of age on unethical behaviour 

* 

 
Seniority, on the other hand, is associated with a few ethics variables, as can be read from Table E-4. 
Seniority (of inspectors) was measured in different ways, depending on the organisation: 

• In the RVA and the RSZ, seniority was measured in two ways: 
o The decade the respondent started working for the organisation 
o The decade the respondent started working as a social inspector for the organisation 

• In the Environmental Inspection, a young organisation, seniority was measured in three ways: 
o The block of five years (before 1990, 1990-1996 or 1997-2002) the respondent started 

working for the Ministry of the Flemish Community (i.e. the broader entity in which 
the Environmental Inspection is located). 

o The block of five years (1990-1996 or 1997-2002) the respondent started working as 
environmental inspector 

o The decade the respondent started working as an inspector for environmental issues, 
preceding working for the Environmental Inspector (31 out of 63 respondents replied 
yes) 

 
Given the obvious association between age and seniority, all the associations in Table E-4 are 
controlled for age. The fact that most of the effects of seniority then disappear, although age has no 
independent effect on the dependent variables, indicates that the original association was already 
weak. The figures in Table E-4 for the Environmental Inspection should be interpreted with caution, 
given the small number of respondents. The number of respondents is indicated in the table.  
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Seniority  N 

 
Ordinal regression Spearman’s 

Rho 

Model fitting 
information 

Pseudo-
R

Does the 
relationship 
remain when 
controlling 

for age? 

2 

 Ethical climate      
As inspector in the 
Environmental inspection 

Personal Morality 62 ,009 ,107 No ,333

 

** 

Ethical decision making      
As inspector in the RVA 
or the RSZ 

Personal Morality 139 ,037 ,049 Yes -,192
 

* 
Dilemma 1 145 ,023 ,054 Yes -,206

 

** 
 Dilemma 2  - - - - 

 Unethical behaviour      
As inspector in the RVA 
or the RSZ 

Rules and Laws  
(Rule- and Law-fetishism) 

143 ,029 ,051 Yes ,218

As inspector in the 
Environmental inspection 

** 

Personal Morality 
(Anarchy) 

59 ,006 ,128 Yes -,357

Table E-4: The impact of seniority on ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical behaviour 

** 

 
As for ethical climate, the three associations between seniority and ethical climate disappear when 
"age" is also brought in the regression. But age itself does not have a significant impact on neither 
and, in two out of the three cases,53

 

 even age and seniority together do not produce a model that is 
significantly different from the initial model where all parameters are set to zero. Thus, the observed 
effects can be ignored. 

The effects on three variables remain and these are briefly discussed in Chapter 6. One additional test 
was performed that is not referred to in Chapter 6. The respondents in the EI were also asked whether 
they had worked as an inspector before they entered the EI. Ordinal regression tests were performed 
to assess whether this group differs from the group of inspectors who did not work elsewhere before. 
These tests reveal no significant difference between both groups on any of the types of ethical 
climate, ethical decision making or unethical behaviour. This is consistent with the interviews, which 
suggest that the differences are rather between inspectors from different previous organisations than 
between those who worked in another organisation before on the one hand and those who worked 
elsewhere on the other.  
 

                                                      
53 The exception is the Personal Morality ethical climate. The joint effect of seniority as inspector in the Environmental 
Inspection and age produces an model fit of  ,045 and a Pseudo R² of ,151.  
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E.1.4. 
 

Position (inspector or management) 

This paragraph assesses whether inspectors and management54

 

 differ in their scores on the main 
variables of interest. Although the survey was essentially intended for distribution among inspectors, 
it was also distributed among management to increase the N for the factor analyses, and to be able to 
do the kind of comparison done in this paragraph.  

 Model fitting 
information 

Pseudo-
R

Ordinal regression: differences 
2 

Do differences remain 
when controlling for 

other variables? 

Ethical climate     

Organisational 
interest 

,005 ,031 Management <** Yes  Inspectors 

Efficiency  ,001 ,042 Management <** Yes  Inspectors 

Friendship ,017 ,023 Inspectors <* Yes  Management 

Team interest ,010 ,026 Inspectors <** Yes  Management 

Public Interest ,019 ,023 Inspectors <* Yes  Management 

Ethical decision 
making 

    

Rules and Laws ,027 ,021 Inspectors <* Yes  Management 

 Dilemma 1 ,297 - - - 

 Dilemma 2 ,012 ,027 Inspectors <* Yes  Management 

Unethical behaviour     

Efficiency ,010 ,027 Management <* No, due to degree  Inspectors 

Table E-5: The association between position and ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 
behaviour 

Table E-5 now shows a number of interesting differences between inspectors and management. These 
are discussed in Chapter 6, but here we again, report the results of an additional test in the EI. Chapter 
5 indicated that the EI management distinguishes between those inspectors who are a member of a 
working group and those who are not. Management seems to assume that the former are more 
interested and involved in policy formulation than the latter. The survey did not test this interest, but 
it did measure the perceived degree of participation (in field office and in head office). The analysis 
indicated no significant difference on these measures between those respondents who are a member of 
a working group (28) and those who are not (35). In fact, it indicated no difference on any of the 
relevant ethical variables, with one exception. Those who participate in a working group score 
significantly higher on the type of unethical behaviour that is associated with Organisational Interest: 
“colleagues conceal irregular occurrences vis-à-vis people outside the EI, because they could harm the 
interests or the image of the EI.”55

 
  

                                                      
54 As in Chapter 5 and 6, the working group coaches (inspectors at head office) in the EI are included as management, not as 
inspectors.  
55 Tested by means of an ordinal regression (model fitting information: sig.<,01 ; Nagelkerke’s pseudo R²= ,111) 
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E.2. 
 

Variables at field office-level 

Three analyses were performed at field office-level. A within-organisational comparison of the field 
offices is reported in Chapter 7 (7,1,2), since this allows comparing the in-depth studied field offices 
with the others. The present paragraph tests whether the size of the field office and the regional 
culture (i.e. the province where the respondents’ field office is located) has a significant effect on the 
ethics variables of the civil servants working in it.  

E.2.1. 
 

Field office size  

In order to assess the association between “field office size” and the ethics variables, the respondents 
were grouped according to the size of their field office (the actual number of inspectors, not the 
number of respondents). As can be read from Table E-6, the size of the field offices differs between 
the organisations. Hence, it will be important to control for organisation, to avoid that we ascribe 
effects to field office size, which are in fact due to between-organisational differences.  
 
 

Total number of 
inspectors within the 

field office 

Number of field 
offices per 

organisation 
Total 

RVA RSZ MI Number of 
field 
offices 

Number of 
respondents 

1-5 & 6-10 13 7  20 91 

11-15 1  3 4 35 

16-20 2  1 3 30 

20-25 2  1 3 49 

Table E-6: Classification of the respondents, depending upon the size of their field office 

 
The associations between field office size and ethical climate, ethical decision making and unethical 
behaviour are presented in Table E-7 below. Again, the results are briefly discussed in Chapter 6. 
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Type of ethical climate Ordinal regression Spearman’s 

Rho 
Model 
fitting 
info. 

Pseudo- 
R

Does the relationship 
remain when controlling 
for organisation? 

2 

Ethical climate     

Self-interest ,003 ,068 Yes ,246

Organisational Interest 

*** 

,002 ,072 No -,230

Team Interest 

** 

,002 ,075 Yes -,257

Personal Morality 

*** 

,021 ,048 No -,186

Ethical decision making 

** 

    

Organisational Interest ,000 ,105 No -,248

Efficiency 

*** 

,025 ,050 Yes -,196

Stakeholder Orientation 

** 

,002 ,078 Yes ,219

Personal Morality 

** 

,008 ,062 Yes ,204

Unethical behaviour 

** 

    

Stakeholder Orientation 
(Partiality) 

,033 ,046 Yes ,149

Personal Morality  
(Anarchy) 

* 

,001 ,086 Yes ,265

Table E-7: The association between field office size and ethical climate, ethical decision making and 
unethical behaviour 

*** 

E.2.2. 
 

Regional culture 

As the respondents are asked to indicate their field office, and as the field offices are typically located 
within the provinces,56 it is possible to classify the respondents depending upon the province in which 
they work,57

In West-Flanders, the economy is considered very important: (...)'We should definitely not treat or 
companies more strictly than in the rest of the country.' The inspectors are very flexible there. The 
inspectors in Gent are mainly Einzelgängers, who simply do what they want. In Antwerp, they are 
constantly fighting. I am glad I don't work there. In Brabant, they tend more to discuss and talk and in 
Limburg, they eat cake instead of fighting.  

 regardless of their organisation and of the specific characteristics of their field office. 
This allows assessing differences between provinces. Popular culture has a lot of stereotypes and 
assumptions about cultural differences between the provinces. One EI-interviewee nicely summarised 
some of these stereotypes:  

 
In spite of these popular stereotypes, there has, to our knowledge, not been much theorising, nor 
empirical testing about the topic. Nor does this level of analysis take a significant position in the 
theory. Yet, the results of this analysis are reported below, together with some very tentative accounts, 
as they might be of some interest to the Flemish reader.  
 

                                                      
56 One exception is a subunit of the RSZ which has inspectors working in both Limburg and Leuven. We ascribed it to 
Limburg. Also in the RSZ, nine inspectors are based in Brussels and control the “social secretariats.” As these secretariats are 
spread all over the country, these inspectors are not included in the analysis. 
57 Of course, the province where people work is not necessarily the same as the province where they live or were born. 
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Province 

Number of field 
offices per 

organisation 
Total 

RVA RSZ MI Number of 
field 
offices 

Number of 
respondents 

Western-Flanders 5 1 1 7 43 

Eastern-Flanders 5 1 1 7 39 

Brabant 2 1 1 4 34 

Antwerp 4 2 1 7 60 

Limburg 2 1 1 4 41 

Table E-8: Classification of the respondents, depending upon the province of their field office 

 
E.2.2.1. Ethical climate 

 
Type of ethical climate Ordinal regression 

Model 
fitting 
info. 

Pseudo- 
R

Does the difference 
remain when controlling 
for other variables? 

2 

Efficiency ,020 ,053 Yes 

Team interest ,008 ,073 No 

Public Interest ,003 ,088 Yes 

Table E-9: The association between “province” and ethical climate 

 

   Chart E-1: Mean of the Efficiency climate       Chart E-2: Mean of the Public interest climate 
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The high score of the Efficiency ethical climate in Western Flanders fits the stereotype, while the 
equally in Limburg works is opposite to the stereotype. An obvious condition both Western Flanders 
and Limburg have in common is that they are both furthest from the head office in Brussels, but it is 
difficult to associate this characteristic with the perceived importance of cost efficiency. Second, the 
scores of the Public Interest ethical climate are difficult to associate with popular stereotypes. 
 

E.2.2.2. Ethical decision making 
 
Type of ethical decision 
making 

Ordinal regression 

Model 
fitting 
info. 

Pseudo- 
R

Does the difference 
remain when controlling 
for other variables? 

2 

Efficiency ,030 ,061 Yes 

 Dilemma 1 ,085 - - 

 Dilemma 2 ,009 ,088 Yes 

Personal Morality ,002 ,091 No 

Table E-10: The association between “province” and ethical decision making 

 

Chart E-3: The Efficiency standard 

 
 
The relatively higher importance inspectors from Western Flemish field offices attach to the 
Efficiency standard is, again, consistent with the stereotype. 
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E.2.2.3. Unethical behaviour 
 
Type of unethical behaviour Ordinal regression 

Model 
fitting 
info. 

Pseudo- 
R

Does the difference 
remain when controlling 
for other variables? 

2 

Self-interest ,007 ,084 Yes 

Efficiency ,026 ,061 No 

Personal Morality ,001 ,093 Yes 

Table E-11: The association between “province” and ethical decision making 

Chart E-4: Self-interest unethical behaviour Chart E-5: Personal Morality unethical behaviour 

 

The relatively low score of the Self-interest type of unethical behaviour (i.e. Selfishness) in Limburg 
probably fits the stereotype, while it should be noted that two among the three highest scoring 
provinces also include the two largest cities in Flanders.  
 
As for Personal Morality, again the two provinces with the two important cities score higher, but 
again there are no clear indications that it this characteristic which would account for the differences. 
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3. DELANGHE, L., Differentiële sterfte in België.  Een sociaal-demografische analyse, 1971, 3 delen, 773 blz. 
 
4. BEGHIN, P., Geleide verandering in een Afrikaanse samenleving.  De Bushi in de koloniale periode, 1971, 316 blz. 
 
5. BENOIT, A., Changing the education system.  A Colombian case-study, 1972, 382 blz. 
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7. LAUWERS, J., Kritische studie van de secularisatietheorieën in de sociologie, 1972, 364 blz. 
 
8. GHOOS, A., Sociologisch onderzoek naar de gevolgen van industrialisering in een rekonversiegebied, 1972, 256 blz.  

 + bijlagen. 
 
9. SLEDSENS, G., Mariage et vie conjugale du moniteur rwandais.  Enquête sociologique par interview dirigée parmi les 

moniteurs mariés rwandais, 1972, 2 delen, 549 blz. 
 
10. TSAI, C., La chambre de commerce internationale.  Un groupe de pression international.  Son action et son rôle dans 

l'élaboration, la conclusion et l'application des conventions internationales établies au sein des organisations 
intergouvernementales à vocation mondiale (1945-1969), 1972, 442 blz. 

 
11. DEPRE, R., De topambtenaren van de ministeries in België.  Een bestuurssociologisch onderzoek, 1973, 2 delen, 423 blz. 

+ bijlagen. 
 
12. VAN DER BIESEN, W., De verkiezingspropaganda in de democratische maatschappij.  Een literatuurkritische studie en een 

inhoudsanalyse van de verkiezingscampagne van 1958 in de katholieke pers en in de propagandapublikaties van de 
C.V.P., 1973, 434 blz. 

 
13. BANGO, J., Changements dans les communautés villageoises de l'Europe de l'Est.  Exemple : la Hongarie, 1973, 434 blz. 
 
14. VAN PELT, H., De omroep in revisie.  Structurering en ontwikkelingsmogelijkheden van het radio- en televisiebestel in 

Nederland en België.  Een vergelijkende studie, Leuven, Acco, 1973, 398 blz. 
 
15. MARTENS, A., 25 jaar wegwerparbeiders.  Het Belgisch immigratiebeleid na 1945, 1973, 319 blz. 
 
16. BILLET, M., Het verenigingsleven in Vlaanderen.  Een sociologische typologieformulering en hypothesetoetsing, 1973, 

695 blz. + bijlagen. 
 
17. BRUYNOOGHE, R., De sociale structurering van de gezinsverplegingssituatie vanuit kostgezinnen en patiënten, 1973, 

205 blz. + bijlagen. 
 
18. BUNDERVOET, J., Het doorstromingsprobleem in de hedendaagse vakbeweging.  Kritische literatuurstudie en verkennend 

onderzoek in de Belgische vakbonden, 1973, 420 blz. + bijlagen. 
 
19. GEVERS, P., Ondernemingsraden, randverschijnselen in de Belgische industriële democratiseringsbeweging.  Een 

sociologische studie, 1973, 314 blz. 
 
20. MBELA, H., L'intégration de l'éducation permanente dans les objectifs socio-économiques de développement.  Analyse de 

quelques politiques éducationnelles en vue du développement du milieu rural traditionnel en Afrique noire francophone, 
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(1) EEN EERSTE SERIE DOCTORATEN VORMT DE REEKS VAN DE SCHOOL VOOR POLITIEKE EN SOCIALE WETENSCHAPPEN (NRS. 1 

TOT EN MET 185).  DE INTEGRALE LIJST KAN WORDEN GEVONDEN IN NADIEN GEPUBLICEERDE DOCTORATEN, ZOALS G. 
DOOGHE, "DE STRUCTUUR VAN HET GEZIN EN DE SOCIALE RELATIES VAN DE BEJAARDEN".  ANTWERPEN, DE NEDERLANDSE 
BOEKHANDEL, 1970, 290 BLZ. 

 EEN TWEEDE SERIE DOCTORATEN IS VERMELD IN DE "NIEUWE REEKS VAN DE FACULTEIT DER ECONOMISCHE EN SOCIALE 
WETENSCHAPPEN".  DE INTEGRALE LIJST KAN WORDEN GEVONDEN IN O.M. M. PEETERS, "GODSDIENST EN TOLERANTIE IN HET 
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