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Abstract 

The interaction between political executives and civil servants rests on a delicate balance between 

political responsiveness and the duty of civil servants and ministers to respect legal and other 

normative constraints on executive authority. In Danish central government, this balance is stressed 

by norms that define the correct behavior when the civil service provides ministers with political 

advice and assistance. Based on a unique set of vignette data, we show how organizational factors 

strongly influence civil servants’ behavior when they have to balance responsiveness against 

constraints on their role as political advisers. Moreover, civil servants working closely with ministers 

pay more attention to legal constraints than their peers among agency officials and specialists. 

However, agency officials and specialists are much more prone to prioritize professional standards.  

 

Political bureaucrats 

Democratic government raises a double problem: The political executive has a legitimate claim to 

political support and advice from civil servants and to their adherence to her political directives. 

However, as the portfolio expands and the number and complexity of decisions grows, we have to 

ask whether a minister be certain that civil servants follow her political line. This is the problem of 

political responsiveness (Kaufman 1956; Svara 2001; Weber 1918). The political executive has wide 

authority over civil servants, but her authority is constrained by constitutional and legal factors and 

by democratic-parliamentary governance. Parliament is entitled to truthful information, including 

information that meets certain professional standards. Yet, with the strong position of the 

government and its ministers, a problem remains: Can parliament and citizens be certain that the 

civil service stays within these constraints? This is the problem of civil service neutrality. 

How do bureaucrats cope with these issues? This question has attracted immense scholarly 

attention. One strand of research concerns the degree to which politicization of appointments has 

crowded out merit (Peters and Pierre 2004). Another line of research focuses on civil servants’ role 
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conception and the extent to which they accept politics as part of their role (Aberbach, Putnam, and 

Rockman 1981; Putnam 1973). In addition, there are several case studies (see, e.g., Page and Jenkins 

2005; Rhodes 2011) as well as a series of survey-based analyses of role conceptions among 

Norwegian civil servants (see, e.g., Christensen, Egeberg, Larsen and Roness 2010: Lægreid and 

Olsen 1978); they are discussed below. Yet, we lack a large-N study of how civil servants handle the 

challenges set out above. Based on a unique dataset on Danish central government, this analysis 

advances our insight into the interaction between ministers and civil servants.  

Our claim is that civil servants in a merit bureaucracy balance the demand for responsiveness against 

the demand for correct behavior. This is the issue of responsive vs. neutral competence debated in 

the American literature (Aberbach and Rockman 1994; Kaufman 1956). We show that civil servants 

in their response to these potentially conflicting demands are playing the roles carved out for them 

by the ministerial organization. However, bureaucratic superiors play a key role in securing the 

balance while differentiating the response to varying contingencies. Danish ministries have two basic 

characteristics. They are subject to political leadership and control with ministers as political 

executives, and the ministries are organized as merit bureaucracies. Civil servants are selected 

according to merit, and they stay in office in case of a change of government (Christensen, 

Klemmensen, and Opstrup 2014). This is part of a West European pattern, even if the reliance on a 

pure merit bureaucracy is close to unique (Christensen 2012; Dahlström 2009).   

This has clear implications for ministerial organization and its internal operation. The modern 

ministry is a two-level, multi-divisional organization with a ministerial department and one or more 

agencies. The department acts as a secretariat to the minister, and policy implementation is 

delegated to agencies. Agencies normally report to the department and are thus subject to full 

ministerial control (Binderkrantz and Christensen 2009). 

This organization is complemented by an equally clear image of the operation of central 

government. The department, headed by a permanent secretary, has the double task of providing 
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the minister with advice and support while overseeing the management of the entire portfolio. Still, 

even if the department and its permanent secretary is responsible for providing the minister with 

political and policy advice, departments rely on input from agencies to prepare new policy. Similarly, 

even if the responsibility for policy implementation is delegated to agencies, departments are 

involved in decisions on policy implementation, be it because the agency solicits a departmental 

opinion or because the department and possibly the minister intervene. Finally, departments are 

staffed with generalists defined as lawyers, economists, and political scientists; agencies are staffed 

with a mixture of generalists and specialists (engineers, doctors, veterinarians etc.). 

This organization creates two risks: a politicizing bureaucracy where ministers act as puppets for civil 

servants or a politicized bureaucracy where civil servants stretch responsiveness beyond the 

constraints placed on them. Still, whether ministers and civil servants are actually able to strike a 

proper balance between the competing but legitimate demands for responsiveness and neutrality 

remains an empirical question. This paper presents an analysis of this complex problem. The analysis 

is based on a unique dataset in which 2,611 civil servants in six ministries have responded to 

vignettes confronting them with the dilemma that arises when they have to weigh the demand for 

political responsiveness against the normative constraints placed on them. With this research 

design, we obtain novel insight into civil servants’ behavior when it comes to providing political 

support and advice to the government and its ministers. To our knowledge, it is the first large-N 

study that moves beyond role conceptions to an analysis of civil servants’ interaction with the 

political executive. 

Theoretically, the bureaucratic dilemmas constitute a double principal-agent problem. The theory 

acknowledges the risk that civil servants (the agent) exploit their superior capacity to further their 

goals at the expense of the minister’s (the principal) policy. However, it also acknowledges that 

ministers as the ultimate principal can renege on the constraints put on their authority while civil 

servants give in to protect their careers. We find that civil servants differentiate strongly between 
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legal constraints and norms for truthfulness and professional standards. Responsiveness yields to 

legal constraints, while truthfulness and professional standards tend to yield to responsiveness. 

However, bureaucrats’ handling of decisional dilemmas varies considerably with hierarchical 

position, employment in departments or agencies, and generalist or specialist background.  

We continue with a presentation of our theoretical framework, research design and data. We 

conduct the analysis in two steps. First, we present the prevailing norms with which the correct civil 

servant is obliged to comply. Then, we present the vignette analysis. In the final section, we discuss 

the generalizability of our results to other parliamentary systems in Western Europe, taking earlier 

research into consideration.   

The double principal-agent problem 

There is an inherent imbalance in the ministerial organization. One outsider, the minister, is placed 

at the apex of a complex hierarchy. Her success hinges on the loyal assistance of permanent civil 

servants. This is the starting point in principal-agent theory: Can the principal (the minister) 

confidently rely on the agent (the civil service). The answer is no (cf. Max Weber’s (1918) century-old 

theory of bureaucracy). According to PA theory, the problem has two sources (Bertelli 2012; Miller 

2005). First, information asymmetry: As a political executive, a minister is endowed with ultimate 

authority and commands a staff of civil servants but is completely dependent on their information 

and knowledge, which are accumulated over time, and their specialized training. This is not a serious 

problem if the minister’s policy preferences are clear and if the civil servants share them or are 

inclined to follow the minister’s policy directives (Waterman and Meier 1998). Second, there is no 

guarantee for this: Civil servants may be lazy, obsessed by their own power, and pursue institutional, 

economic, and career interests. They may even have their own preferred policies or be captured by 

vested interests. Moreover, playing the game of politics against the minister, who, unlike them, has 

a democratic mandate, is a problem to be taken seriously (Peters 1995, 229).  
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Is the theory right in its one-sided emphasis on the agency problem? In their investigation of this 

question, Gary Miller and Andrew Whitford do not deny that an agency problem may reduce the 

efficacy of political principals (Miller 1992; Miller and Whitford 2007; Miller and Whitford 2016), but 

they make two points to reset this debate. First, they draw attention to the existence of a principal’s 

problem, which mirrors the agency problem. This problem becomes real if the principal reneges on 

prior commitments that constrain her full political discretion. This happens if a minister puts 

pressure on her civil servants to break legal provisions or to rig a policy analysis in a way that 

compromises established professional standards. Ministers may be tempted to act this way because 

the immediate situation creates political incentives to circumvent prior commitments made by 

predecessors or themselves.   

Second, they see a solution to this problem, namely delegation to a merit civil service. Civil service 

appointments protect civil servants against sudden political intervention in decisions made in a way 

that violates declared policy and the rules incorporating it. However, this begs the question: “What 

are the constraints that keep the public’s managers from using their bureaucratic insulation for 

purely selfish purposes?” (Miller 2000, 318). The solution is a Weberian bureaucracy because it “not 

only protects original democratic intent from corruption by bureaucrats, it also allows the 

bureaucrats to protect that original democratic intent from political officials” (Miller 2000, 319). 

Referring to a specific case, Miller adds that “[t]he truly amazing thing was that civil servants had the 

courage to stand up to that kind of political pressure” (Miller 2000, 319). So, the solution is to 1) 

place constraints on the political executive through the merit bureaucracy and 2) boost the integrity 

of civil servants through a set of bureaucratic norms regulating their interaction with the executive.  

Whether PA analysis focuses on the agency or the principal problem, its main concern is proper 

execution of policy. However, policy execution rarely constitutes a technical and apolitical problem. 

Most policies leave room for political discretion. Still, the political executive delegates authority to 

the bureaucracy on the presumption that it is responsive to the minister’s political preferences. At 
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the same time, ministers depend on the support and advice from civil servants when it comes to 

policy development, typically drafting of new or revised legislation. Again, the presumption is that 

civil servants are responsive to ministers’ political preferences.   

Here, they have to balance their duty to be responsive to the demands of their political (and 

democratic) principal against the constraints placed on executive authority in the democratic 

Rechtsstaat. Striking the right balance is an individual responsibility, but frequently it is far from 

clear what the right decision is. This may turn a decision into a dilemma for individual civil servants. 

However, civil servants operate within the context of a highly differentiated organization with 

hierarchy and fine-tuned specialization. We have to consider this organization when we analyze the 

interaction between ministers and civil servants.  

Our general proposition is that civil servants who interact closely with the political executive are 

more likely to give precedence to responsiveness concerns over the normative constraints under 

which civil servants work. These civil servants have gone through a highly competitive selection, 

putting a premium on political responsiveness while, in their present position, risking discretionary 

dismissal and career setbacks if they are not politically responsive. Yet, this incentive is moderated 

by their formal role within the ministerial organization. The intra-organizational hierarchy, the 

specialization between departments and agencies, and the distinction between generalists and 

specialists frame these formal roles. Hierarchy is a generic feature of governmental bureaucracies, 

while the department-agency and the generalist-specialist distinctions date back to debates in the 

late 19th century (Ricard 1881a-b).  

This setting allows us to empirically shed light on how political responsiveness by civil servants may 

contribute to mending the agency problem and how a merit civil service imbedded in an 

organization that establishes distance to the political executive may ameliorate the principal’s 

problem. In table 1 below, we set out the rationales behind these roles carved out within the 
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ministerial organization and derive three testable hypotheses for how different types of civil 

servants can be expected to handle dilemmas. 

 

Table 1 here 

Design and data 

To test the hypotheses, we use vignettes posted to 3,795 civil servants in Danish central 

government. Vignettes are short descriptions of hypothetical but approximate real-life decision-

making situations where respondents are asked to make a choice of action (Alexander and Becker 

1978; Finch 1987). This methodology is ideal to study the dilemmas civil servants face when they 

have to balance demands for political responsiveness against constraints on their political assistance 

to the minister. Our vignettes are carefully constructed situations involving a trade-off between the 

two. They produce more valid and reliable measures of respondents’ decisions than surveys based 

on generic questionnaires. This is important because the provision of political advice and support is 

sensitive and implies the risk that respondents succumb to social desirability. However, the vignettes 

place them in decisional situations involving a trade-off between pairwise legitimate concerns to 

reduce this risk. The technique has previously been used to study city managers’ provisions of 

political advice and support to mayors in Denmark, the Netherlands, and the U.S. (Mouritzen and 

Svara 2002, 136-170). 

We use seven vignettes constructed as part of an analysis conducted by an independent committee 

charged with investigating the interaction between the political executive and the civil service in 

Denmark (Bo Smith-udvalget 2015, 172). The vignettes represent a broad range of situations and 

include both decisions in specific cases and policy development. The hypothetical situations were 

phrased to avoid one unequivocal answer to the dilemma and to be applicable across ministries, 

departments and agencies regardless of specific tasks. This was a precondition for the collection of 

data to allow for generalizable conclusions. Hence, the vignettes are simplifications of the dilemmas 
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that civil servants encounter and do not take into account the specific context in which the dilemmas 

might occur. However, respondents were urged to add text comments to the vignettes. An 

extraordinarily high share of the respondents (554 or 21 %) added comments emphasizing that the 

seven vignettes described real-life situations.  

A case of some political importance is hardly dealt with by a one shot-decision. Our design does not 

allow us to take this fully into account. Still, by asking whether civil servants are able to handle the 

dilemmas and by graduating their response to the vignettes, we shed some light on this issue. The 

vignettes, which are shown in Appendix A, were drafted by the authors in cooperation with a group 

of senior and junior civil servants. The draft vignettes were pilot-tested on a small group of civil 

servants before distribution to the respondents. 

During data collection took in 2015, there were 21 ministries. Six were selected for the survey 

(Employment, Environment, Finance, Food and Agriculture, Interior, and Social Affairs) to obtain a 

broad representation of ministries with both departmental portfolios and executive core tasks. Only 

agencies with policy-related tasks were included. All civil servants in six ministerial departments and 

their agencies at the levels of rank-and-file case officers and heads of office received the survey by e-

mail. 2,611 (68.8 %) civil servants within the organizations selected answered the vignettes and a 

few background questions (age, education, gender, hierarchical level, and seniority).  

The vignette responses do not give us information about actual behavior, but analysis of the data 

offers new insight into civil servants’ reactions when they have to balance between their duty of 

political responsiveness and their duty to respect the constraints placed on executive power. We 

expect civil servants’ management of the dilemmas to vary with their organizational embeddedness. 

Therefore, our independent variables are measures of hierarchical position, departmental or agency 

employment, and educational background as the measure for generalist and specialist roles.  
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The dependent variable is civil servants’ choice of action in the seven dilemmas. Possible actions 

range from full responsiveness to refusal to assist on a four-point ordinal scale (see table 4 below). In 

analyzing the responses, we apply ordered logistic regressions to account for the unknown distance 

between the choice options (Long 1997).1 

The control variables provide personal background information on civil servants’ age, seniority in 

present position, and gender. As a condition for obtaining access to the registers listing civil servants, 

we promised not to publish any results that identify individual organizations. Still, given their very 

specialized portfolios and institutional histories, ministries can be so different from each other that 

there is no universal pattern in their civil servants’ responses. Hence, to control for differences in 

tasks, internal organization, organizational culture, etc., we included dummy variables for the civil 

servants’ ministry affiliation. One (random) ministry was specified as reference category. This 

provides a check on spurious results caused by inter-ministerial variation within our sample. 

Civil servants’ tasks vary considerably. Some concentrate on providing ministerial advice; some are 

case officers. Other civil servants work with policy analysis and policy development or financial 

management and internal administration. However, models that included their principal tasks as 

control variables did not reveal a significant relationship between task profiles and responses.2  

The correct civil servant 

Being a minister is a tough job despite the support of a high-capacity bureaucracy, which is 

organized to give priority to ministerial support and advice, as described in the introduction. Table 2 

shows how top civil servants (permanent secretaries and agency heads) weigh their tasks and the 

extent to which ministers report permanent secretaries, respectively agency heads as their primary 

sources of political advice. 

Table 2 here 

                                                           
1 All analyses have also been estimated as traditional OLS regressions. The results do not differ significantly 
(Christensen, Opstrup, and Wang 2016).  
2 Results are available from the authors. 
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The figures indicate a distinct specialization between departments and agencies, and a clear 

differentiation between the tasks solved by the two types of top civil servants. The permanent 

secretary acts as the minister’s right hand. The main task is provision of political advice, and even if 

the permanent secretary is also responsible for overseeing the management of the portfolio, he 

gives prime attention to policy development tasks. In comparison, agency heads concentrate on 

managerial tasks and policy implementation. They are engaged in provision of ministerial advice as 

subcontractors who channel their contributions to the minister through the department.  

The specialization is even clearer when ministers report their main sources of advice. They report 

the permanent secretary as their primary source to both policy and political-tactical advice. In 

comparison, agency heads rarely give face-to-face advice to the minister and take no part in the 

provision of political-tactical advice. This clear division of tasks demonstrates the high extent to 

which the formal organization of ministries in departments and agencies permeates bureaucratic 

behavior (Egeberg and Trondal 2009). 

The close interaction between ministers and, especially, departmental civil servants raises the 

question about the framework within which this interaction takes place. It is the twin question of 

under- and over-responsiveness discussed theoretically above. Analysis of this problem presumes 

the existence of a normative standard and behavioral analysis of civil servants’ compliance with it. 

Analytically, this would be simple with a standard defined by law. There are no such standards, but 

rather a set of norms for correct civil servant behavior. These norms are double edged. On the one 

hand, civil servants are required to be politically responsive, to follow orders and directions loyally 

and to anticipate any step that, in their judgment, might help the minister reach her political goals. 

On the other hand, political responsiveness is constrained. Some constraints are legal in as far as 

they may involve legal sanctions against the minister and her civil servants.  Other constraints are 

derived from informal norms that, together with the legal constraints, constitute the set of norms 
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that apply to the correct provision of support and advice to the political executive. Some sanctions 

are parliamentary; some are legal. 

It is possible to identify, with considerable certainty, the existence and content of this set of 

normative prescriptions defining the correct civil servant for three reasons:3 

1. These issues have been subject to repeated parliamentary debate concluding with 

parliamentary decisions. 

2. One result has been the commissioning of committees mandated to analyze and formulate 

proposals within the field.  

3. Committee recommendations have been 

a. followed up by affirmative decisions by subsequent governments and parties in 

parliament; 

b. informed the standards on which independent investigations have based their 

conclusions when civil servants’ advice to ministers has given rise to public criticism. 

Five norms guiding civil servants’ provision of political advice and support to ministers have been 

identified. They are summarized in Display 1. 

Display 1 here 

The origin of these norms emphasizes the interaction between parliamentary control and 

professional self-regulation. The prevalence of minority governments has furthered parliamentary 

control. The accommodating steps by the civil service have been furthered by civil servants realizing 

that the persistence of the merit civil service presumes its ability to balance political responsiveness 

against the constraints obliging them to stay within the law, be truthful, and respect professional 

standards when providing policy advice (Christensen, Klemmensen, and Opstrup 2014).  

                                                           
3 Bo Smith-udvalget 2015, 147-171 has an extensive discussion of the origin of the norms. They have 
developed over time and are comparable to the Whitehall traditions uncovered by Rhodes (2011: 59-62).   
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The norms reveal a strong awareness of the double PA problem described above. Although political 

responsiveness in a parliamentary democracy is the first duty of civil servants, they have to stay 

within constitutional norms that constrain their subservience to executive demands. Moreover, the 

norms urge them not to compromise professional standards but also warn the civil service not to 

exploit its superior insights to further agency preferences. In either case, the double PA problem 

succinctly sets out the dilemmas that civil servants face in their work as political and policy advisors 

to ministers.  

Bureaucratic norm compliance 

How do civil servants deal with these norms in their daily work? Although the response is often 

given, civil servants experience dilemmas without easy and uncontestable solutions. Moreover, civil 

servants and the organization they work for may have stakes in the specific issue that influence their 

interpretation of the role as correct civil servants. Finally, civil servants work in organizational 

environments that may influence their responses. 

The norms are not written down in an easily accessible form, but are distilled from governmental 

and independent reports, parliamentary votes, and declarations of intent by successive governments 

after consultation with parliamentary authorities. 4 However, they contain prescriptions for the 

correct behavior of thousands of civil servants in organizations with distinct tasks, so the initial 

questions are whether civil servants find guidance in the norms and how they will act in situations 

where they perceive the need to balance political responsiveness against the constraints on 

executive authority. Table 3 shows the results of a logistic regression.  

Table 3 here 

Only a minority finds sufficient guidance in the norms to make a decision on their own. More than 

four fifths will go to their boss and discuss the appropriate response. However, the response varies. 

                                                           
4 After the collection of data the government has issued KODEX VII – SEVEN KEY DUTIES FOR CIVIL SERVANTS 
IN CENTRAL GOVERNMENT.  
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Generalists are more inclined than specialists to handle the dilemmas on their own. There is a highly 

significant difference in behavior between specialists and civil servants with law degrees, who are 

the reference group for this analysis. Rank-and-file case officers and civil servants with lower 

seniority are also less self-reliant. Both differences are highly significant. Similarly, departmental 

staff is significantly more self-reliant than agency officials. Finally, here is a marked and highly 

significant difference between self‐reliant male civil servants and female civil servants being inclined 

to refer to their boss. 

Balancing the demand for responsiveness against the normative constraints presented above is not a 

clear-cut task. The answers to the seven vignettes give insight into the strength of these competing 

duties and how civil servants handle them. The four response options reflect the formal range of 

options according to established administrative law doctrine available to civil servants when they 

receive or anticipate a political order from political or administrative superiors. Their responses 

differ considerably. Table 4 presents an overview.    

 

Table 4 here 

First, the responses differ depending on whether legality, professional standards or truthfulness are 

at issue. Second, civil servants distinguish clearly between the precise situations outlined in the 

vignettes. Their responses indicate how they differentiate between the situation where following 

the minister’s anticipated preferences might end up in misuse of power and the situation where the 

question is whether an act authorizes the minister to govern by decree. Finally, civil servants rely on 

discussions with their immediate superiors. This happens both when they are inclined to be 

responsive to the minister’s explicit or anticipated preferences and when they are reluctant to follow 

political signals. The spectacular exception is the misuse of powers situation where 41.5 percent 

flatly decline to follow directives. 
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Our general proposition is that civil servants engaged more closely in interaction with ministers are 

more likely to give precedence to political responsiveness when confronted with a dilemma. This 

proposition led to three hypotheses, which are tested in table 5. The clear pattern in civil servants’ 

handling of the dilemmas gives partial support to the hypotheses. The general pattern is that civil 

servants’ reactions to political orders depend on which constraint is at stake and how the issue is 

framed. 

Table 5 here 

According to H1, civil servants in higher hierarchical positions compared to their subordinates are 

more likely to give precedence to political responsiveness when they face a dilemma involving 

normative constraints. The ordered logistic regression shows a strong and highly significant 

difference between the reaction of case officers and higher civil servants when legal concerns are at 

issue. However, the response is not the one hypothesized. Higher civil servants are more inclined to 

take legal concerns seriously than their junior staff. This applies both to the misuse of powers 

situation (V5) and the situation where the minister’s decree authority has been questioned (V3). 

However, in the vignette where the minister wishes to tighten national regulation even though the 

European Court of Justice might see this as a violation of EU law, there is little concern as long as 

Parliament is informed (V6). 

For professional standards, the reaction depends entirely on the description of the situation. In a 

situation where research-based evidence arguably finds other policies more effective than the one 

the minister prefers because it has better prospects of mobilizing political support, higher civil 

servants are much more inclined to follow the minister (V7). The difference is highly significant. In 

the other situation, alternative solutions are on the agenda, both subject to critical debate. Here, 

there is no difference, and civil servants are inclined to follow the minister (V2). Likewise, the 

differences are small and insignificant when truthfulness is at issue (V1 and V4). 
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Thus, support for H1 depends on the constraints at play and the situation. In cases of strict legal 

problems, higher civil servants pay more attention to legality than their subordinate staff. However, 

when professional standards are at stake, typically when research-based policy advice conflicts with 

the minister’s political priorities and political-tactical concerns, higher civil servants are inclined to 

follow orders. For truthfulness, there are no clear differences. Therefore, H1 does not catch the full 

complexity of the interaction between civil servants and the executive. 

There is a basic distinction between ministerial departments acting as secretariats to their minister 

and agencies that are responsible for policy execution but involved in provision of advice and 

support to ministers in a sub-contractor capacity. H2 hypothesizes that departmental civil servants 

are more inclined towards political responsiveness than their agency peers when confronted with a 

dilemma situation. Again, the regression reveals a complex pattern with departmental staff paying 

more attention to legal concerns than their colleagues in agencies. The difference is highly 

significant. The exception is again the situation where national legislation might collide with EU law, 

a risk that departmental civil servants take less seriously than agency staff as long as Parliament is 

informed (V6). However, H2 holds for professional standards where agency staff is less inclined to 

give in to executive preferences (V2 and V7). This difference is highly significant and quite strong. H2 

also holds in one situation where truthfulness is at issue, but the level of significance is low (V1 and 

V4). 

Another basic organizational trait is the distinction between generalists and specialists. H3 expects 

generalists to be more inclined to give precedence to political responsiveness than specialists, but 

again, response patterns are more complex than hypothesized. So, specialists are less concerned 

about legality than generalists; the difference with lawyers as reference group is quite strong and 

highly significant. Second, and remarkably, when generalists are divided into sub-categories, there is 

no difference in the reaction of economists and political scientists compared to generalists with law 

degrees in the misuse of powers situation. Third, specialists are much more inclined to react 
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negatively to actual or anticipated political demands when they perceive a violation of professional 

standards and much less inclined when the truthfulness of policy-relevant information is questioned. 

Finally, responses among generalist civil servants vary somewhat, indicating the importance of 

specific situations.  

For the control variables, there are two findings. First, despite the rather different portfolios, 

histories, and status of the ministries, the analysis shows strikingly systematic variation in civil 

servants’ responses to the vignette situations. Second, only the gender variable reveals a general 

difference across the vignettes, with male civil servants being more politically responsive than their 

female colleagues regardless of the norm at issue and the specific situation. For the other controls, 

coefficients and levels of significance are lower. The partial exception is that civil servants with 

higher seniority tend to show more responsiveness than their junior colleagues.   

Discussion and conclusion 

The interaction between bureaucrats and political executives is central to the functioning of 

government. At issue is both whether citizens and businesses can trust that the law is executed 

without anger and prejudice and whether incumbent ministers can trust civil servants. These are 

questions of over- and under-responsiveness, hence the double principal agent problem. Both issues 

open up for a series of problems that continuously attract scholarly attention.  

In this section we wrap up our results and argue that they to a high extent can be generalized to 

other parliamentary systems in Western Europe. 

Our general claim was that civil servants engaged in close interaction with ministers are more likely 

to give precedence to political responsiveness. Three hypotheses were tested on a unique dataset. 

We hypothesized that higher civil servants, civil servants in ministerial departments, and generalist 

civil servants are more inclined towards responsiveness than their rank-and-file colleagues, civil 

servants in agencies, and specialist civil servants.  
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An ordered logistic regression revealed a complex but theoretically interesting pattern of responses. 

The analysis clearly lends some support to the hypotheses. However, civil servants differentiate their 

response in two interesting ways. First, their response depends strongly on the norms called upon. 

Second, they differentiate between the situations described in the vignettes. Civil servants simply 

apply considerable discretion depending on the situation. 

There is a marked difference between their handling of the duty to respect legality and their duty to 

apply professional standards. When legality is at issue, the hypotheses do not hold. Higher civil 

servants, departmental staff, and generalists are more prone to warn against what they see as a 

violation of the law. Still, when professional standards are put to a test, the hypotheses hold. The 

duty to speak the truth is also an integral part of the norms. However, even if the response pattern is 

quite similar to the pattern for professional standards, truthfulness does not release the same 

patterned response. 

Civil servants also apply considerable discretion when responding to the dilemmas set up in the 

vignettes. This is seen in the distinction they make between the misuse of powers case and a 

situation where the scope of the minister’s authority to legislate by decree was at issue and another 

where a government bill might collide with EU law. Higher civil servants, departmental staff, and 

generalists took misuse of powers more seriously than their colleagues did. They were also more 

concerned with the misuse of powers issue than with the cases where legality was at issue. A 

particularly important result here is that while agency civil servants and specialists consistently call 

upon professional standards, they are not preoccupied with legal concerns to a similar extent.  

The vignette analysis presumes that civil servants are comfortable with the norms for correct civil 

service behavior and can apply the norms when confronted with the dilemmas they may involve. 

This is hardly the case. Respondents turn to their immediate superior to discuss how to cope with 

the situation, but even within this predominant pattern, organizational characteristics turn out to be 
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important. Once more, superiors, departmental staff, and generalists are more self-reliant than 

rank-and-file case officers, agency officials, and specialists.  

Our results add new insights to our knowledge of the interaction between political executives and 

civil servants. Combining our results with the results of previous research, we argue that they are to 

a high extent generalizable.  

First, in the seminal study of bureaucratic role conceptions initiated by Aberbach, Putnam, and 

Rockman (1981), and to some extent repeated since the 1970’s, the role image of the political 

bureaucrat emerged as empirically quite dominant. The political bureaucrat works closely with 

political executives, assisting them in substantiating and enacting their policies, and was 

characteristic of Western Europe. According to our analysis, which is based on quasi-behavioral data, 

this political bureaucrat is alive. However, by including the normative constraints on civil servants’ 

provision of advice, we have highlighted the complex relationship between responsive and neutral 

competence. Based on several country studies of the close involvement of civil servants in policy 

making and provision of political advice, we expect very similar results for Britain (Page and Jenkins 

2005; Rhodes 2011), France (Suleiman 1974; Eymeri-Douzans et al. 2015), Germany (Mayntz and 

Derlien 1989; Veit and Scholz 2016), the Netherlands (t‘Hart and Wille 2006), Norway (Christensen et 

al. 2010; Askim, Karlsen and Kolltveit 2017) and Sweden (Premfors and Sundström 2007). 

Second, this research has also focused on politicization of the civil service with politicization defined 

as “the substitution of political criteria for merit-based criteria in the selection, retention, 

promotion, rewards, and disciplining of members of the public service” (Peters and Pierre 2004: 2). 

Britain, the Netherlands, and Denmark have upheld a pure merit civil service, while other European 

countries in varying forms have seen some, although limited politicization of appointments. There 

are indications that career civil servants may induce a more classic civil servant behavior, as also 

identified in the Aberbach study, among politically appointed key ministerial staff (Christiansen, 

Niklasson and Öberg 2014). However, experiences from a partly politicized civil service in Germany 
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and a pure merit civil service in Denmark, which are fully in line with our analyses, emphasize the 

importance of functional politicization where merit civil servants go far to provide their political 

principals with both policy and political-tactical advice. In their study of increasing politicization in 

Germany, Mayntz and Derlien (1989) even found politicization to be mostly a functional 

phenomenon. 

Third, organizational features of central government play a minor role in these research traditions. 

However, Norwegian political scientists have shown how the formal organization defines distinct 

roles for civil servants and how socialization into these roles influences the role conceptions of 

individual civil servants (Christensen et al. 2010, 109-126; Egeberg and Trondal 2009). French central 

government is very different, but the distinction between ministerial cabinets and ministerial 

directorates still emphasizes the importance of organizational variables for civil servants’ interaction 

with political executives (Suleiman 1974; Eymeri-Douzans et al. 2015).Similarly, our analysis, which is 

based on data that mirrors bureaucratic behavior more closely, unequivocally supports paying much 

more attention to the formal organization in studies of the relationship between civil servants and 

politicians. 

Principal-agent theory claims that a serious agency problem limits the de facto power of political 

principals to implement their political program effectively. However, political scientists Gary Miller 

and Andrew Miller have disputed this and claim that a principal’s problem threatens good 

governance to an equally important extent. They argue that a merit civil service organized along 

Weberian lines can strike a balance between political principals’ legitimate demands for political 

responsiveness and the normative constraints on political and administrative authority. Our analysis 

presents two important findings: First, we can improve our understanding of executive governance 

considerably when we pair a principal-agent approach with a principal’s approach. Second, we have 

demonstrated the importance of the formal organization in mediating civil servants’ management of 

the dilemmas that arise when they have to balance their political loyalty against legal and other 
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normative constraints protecting democratic institutions and the Rechtsstaat against political 

usurpation. Of course, both conclusions call for more and comparative research.  
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Appendix A. The vignettes  

Lawfulness 

V3. Your minister would like a rapid change of the rules within your field of responsibility. He is of 

the opinion that this can be done by decree. Your section finds that a revision of the statute is 

needed as the law does not provide sufficiently clear authorization to issue a decree. However, the 

minister insists that the issue is too unimportant to bother Parliament with and insists on changing 

the rules by decree. Will you assist him with this? 

V5. You work on a specific case and are informed that your minister would be happy to see a 

decision in favor of the applicant. Media attention to the case is strong, and it is apparent that there 

is widespread public sympathy for this decision and that the minister will face strong headwind in 

case of a rejection. In your opinion, neither the law nor established practice opens for a decision in 

favor of the applicant. Will you assist in drafting a positive decision? 

Professional standards 

V2. The minister has to choose between options A and B in a complex case. You are of the opinion 

that it is crucial to present either option as both are defensible according to established professional 

standards and that professionals will likely criticize the choice of both A and B. Your boss asks you to 

draft a memo with a recommendation for a decision. He adds that the minister has a preference for 

option A. He asks you to focus solely on option A. Will you follow the directions from your boss? 

V7. You work on a policy draft launching new initiatives by the government. Researchers agree that 

three focus areas will be crucial for a positive development within the field. However, the minister 

estimates that it will not be possible to mobilize political support for any of these focus areas. 

Therefore, he wishes to focus on two other measures, which are less effective in your opinion. Will 

you assist in the drafting of a policy paper based on the latter measures? 
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Truthfulness 

V1. Your minister has to provide Parliament with statistics concerning a central field of welfare 

policy. Last week, at a hearing in the standing committee covering the field, the minister indicated a 

continued decline in figures but added that, now, figures are available for the past three months, 

indicating an increase in the figures. Your boss argues that the recent figures are subject to 

uncertainty and that you should wait for further analyses from your economic department before 

the statistics are made public and that the answer to Parliament should therefore be based on the 

figures from the previous three months. Will you follow your boss in this? 

V4.  Your section is responsible for drafting a report that the minister has to give to The National 

Auditors with short notice. In your opinion, the draft report basically gives the relevant information, 

but you also find that it is biased in its focus on the positive aspects of the minister’s involvement in 

the case in question and that it is phrased in a way that downplays the importance of information 

pointing in a negative direction. Will you contribute to the report in its present form? 

 

Lawfulness and truthfulness 

V6. Your minister wishes to tighten regulation and intends to present a bill to this effect. In your 

opinion, there is a risk that the European Court of Justice will find that the specific changes violate 

EU law. Your minister has been informed accordingly but insists on presenting the bill to Parliament. 

In the comments to the bill, he will provide information on the government’s grounds for finding 

that the bill complies with EU law. Will you assist? 
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Table 1.  Organizational rationales and hypotheses 

Organizational roles Rationale Hypotheses 

Hierarchy Higher civil servants are assumed to 
provide guidance and supervision 
to lower civil servants and thus 
establish a link to the political 
executive 

H1. Compared to their 
subordinates, civil servants in 
higher hierarchical positions are 
more likely to give precedence to 
political responsiveness when 
facing a dilemma involving 
normative constraints. 
 

Department-agency  Departments are conceived as 
secretariats to ministers. Agencies 
are specialized authorities 
responsible for policy 
implementation and provision of 
expert information 

H2. Civil servants in ministerial 
departments are more likely than 
agency staff to give precedence to 
political responsiveness when 
facing a dilemma involving 
normative constraints. 
 

Generalist-specialist Generalists are via their education 
trained to balance a wide array of 
concerns that are relevant to 
reaching a decision, taking input 
from policy experts typically with 
science backgrounds as well as 
political concerns into 
consideration 

H3. Generalists are more likely than 
specialists to give precedence to 
political responsiveness when 
facing a dilemma where normative 
constraints are at play. 
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Table 2. The provision of political advice 
A. The weight given to tasks by permanent secretaries and agency heads indicating their relative importance by 

respondents in 2015.¹ Percent. 

Task Permanent secretaries Agency heads 

Political advice to/contribution to political advice to 
minister 

59.3 9.9 

Leadership and coordination, of which 38.1 68.3 

• Policy development 13.8 8.6 

• Administrative execution 8.0 30.0 

• Management and organization 16.3 29.5 

Other tasks 2.6 23.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 

B. Ministers’ relative weighting of advice received from permanent secretaries and agency heads 2012² 

Adviser  Policy advice Political-tactical advice 

Permanent secretaries 87 87 

Agency heads 44 22 

¹ Survey conducted winter 2015. Answers:  permanent secretaries = 16, agency heads = 37 (Bo Smith-udvalget 2015: 137-140). 
² Survey conducted fall 2012 (Bet. 1537 2013). Answers from 23 ministers. The table shows the percentage of ministers responding that 
they occasionally or often received advice from the permanent secretary or agency heads.  

  



29 
 

Display 1. Norms for civil servants’ provision of political advice and support to ministers  
Political responsiveness 
Civil servants are obliged to 

• follow orders and directions from the political executive 

• anticipate any step that might help the minister and the government reach their political goals 

• while complying with the constraints set out below. 

Legality  
Since public authorities, including ministers, are not allowed to act against the law,  

• civil servants must provide ministers with advice and assistance under existing written and unwritten law 

• the civil service is not allowed to provide assistance that presumes a violation of existing law 

• civil servants shall refuse any assistance if they receive a clearly illegal order.  

Truthfulness  
Since public authorities are subject to the duty of truthfulness, the civil service cannot provide assistance implying   

• communication of incorrect information  

• communication of information that is misleading, e.g., because of suppression of other and important 
information. 

The duty of truthfulness does not imply an obligation when answering questions to reveal deliberations and plans about, 
e.g., economic policy interventions or to give answers violating official secrecy. 

Professional standards  
Provision of advice and assistance must respect accepted professional standards. 

• Their content depends on the established standards within a given field 

• It is in no way given that all professionals within a field will come to the same conclusions 

• A distinction must be made between situations involving established knowledge and factual information that is 
not or rarely subject to doubt and situations where the state of knowledge involves some discretion. 

Reference to professional standards must not be used 

• to endow information with professional certainty when this information is actually based on political preferences 
for a certain policy position 

• to legitimize, e.g., agency demands for resources and budget increases. 

Party political neutrality¹  

• Civil servants are not allowed to take into consideration their own political preferences to influence their 
assistance to the minister 

• The civil service shall maintain a neutral appearance to the public in party political terms that  
o limits assistance to the party political activities of the minister 
o forbids assistance to the minister during electoral campaigns  
o and in the period up to a referendum abstain from the provision of advice and assistance to the 

minister concerning the referendum theme. 

Source: Bet. 1443 (2004) on civil servants’ advice and assistance to the government and its ministers. The summary builds on all reports on 

this issue made public since 1994, but Bet. 1443 has an extensive review of them. As more recent reports do not change the content of the 

norms, Bet. 1443 (2004) also covers these. 

¹ The norm of party political neutrality focuses narrowly on campaign activities and is therefore not included in the analysis. 
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Table 3. Civil servants’ reaction to dilemma situations (Logistic regression) 1 

Law degree Reference group 

Economics degree  0.467*  

(0.236) 

Political science degree -0.018  

(0.186) 

Other social science degree  0.743*** 

(0.204) 

Other university degree   1.001***  

(0.183) 

No university degree, e.g., teachers, social workers   1.254**  

(0.365) 

Department compared to agency -0.366*  

(0.161) 

Case officer compared to superior 0.440**  

(0.149) 

Age  -0.130  

(0.009) 

Seniority in central government -0.032**  

(0.009) 

Male compared to female -0.357**  

(0.123) 

Dummies for ministerial affiliation                      YES 

Constant  1.651*** 

(0.489) 

Cox & Snell R²  0.072 

Nagelkerke R²  0.118 

N (responses) 2178 

Note 1: Statistical significance is reported as follows: + = p<0.10; * = p<0.05; ** = p<0.01 *** = p<0.001. Standard errors in parentheses.  

¹ The dependent variable is constructed from this question: “Which of the statements below do you agree with the most? 0: I know the 

norms for civil service advice and support, and they can in most cases provide guidance for me when dilemmas or difficult problems arise 

on which I have to decide. 1: I consult my immediate superior when I face difficult dilemmas or problems, and we spar with each other to 

find appropriate solutions.” 82.7 percent of respondents opted for 1.  
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Table 4. Civil servants’ weighting of political responsiveness against the constraints of legality, 
professional standards, and truthfulness (Percent)1 

Responsiveness weighed against:  

 
Legality 

Professional 
standards Truthfulness 

Legality/ 
truthfulness 

 V3 V5 V2 V7 V1 V4 V6 

Yes, without reservations 1.7 0.4 5.7  31.9   4.1   13.0  19.4 

Yes, but I will present my 
reservations to my boss 

25.2 9.4 62.2  57.5  62.3   67.1  54.3 

Only after a direct order, 
and I would warn my boss in 
unequivocal terms 

55.5  49.1 29.2   9.7  30.8   17.2  22.3 

I would definitely decline, 
thus not assist 

17.5  41.5   2.9  0.9   2.8    2.7   4.0 

N (responses) 2415 2374 2515 2373 2519 2413 2364 

Note:1 Text of the vignettes is shown in Display 2, Appendix A.   
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Table 5. Civil servants’ response to the dilemma of balancing political responsiveness against 
normative constraints (Ordered logistic regressions) 
Responsiveness weighted against: 

 Legality Professional standards Truthfulness Legality/ 

truthfulness 

     V3     V5     V2    V7     V1     V4    V6 

Generalists/specialists (lawyers are set as reference group) 

Economics  -0.256 

(0.180) 

 0.046 

(0.183) 

 0.408* 

(0.192) 

 0.149 

(0.187) 

-0.064 

(0.188) 

-0.057 

(0.197) 

 0.414* 

(0.180) 

Political 

science 

-0.463** 

(0.149) 

-0.058 

(0.149) 

 0.115 

(0.158) 

-0.093 

(0.151) 

-0.165 

(0.155) 

-0.276⁺ 

(0.160) 

-0.080 

(0.146) 

Other social 

science 

-0.728** 

(0.143) 

-0.530** 

(0.144) 

 0.169 

(0.149) 

 0.476** 

(0.148) 

-0.206 

(0,149) 

 0.089 

(0.154) 

 0.077 

(0.141) 

Other 

graduates 

-0.768** 

(0.130) 

-0.354** 

(0.130) 

 0.604** 

(0.135) 

 0.878** 

(0.137) 

-0.028 

(0.133) 

 0.397** 

(0.140) 

 0.222⁺ 

(0.127) 

No university 

degree 

-0.790** 

(0.222) 

-0.611** 

(0.228) 

 0.727** 

(0.221) 

 0.968** 

(0.237) 

-0,300 

(0.229) 

 0.480* 

(0.241) 

 0.351 

(0.227) 

Organization 

Department 

compared to 

agency 

 0.344** 

(0.119) 

 0.324** 

(0.122) 

-0.405** 

(0.127) 

-0.553** 

(0.124) 

 0.089 

(0.124) 

-0.242⁺ 

(0.129) 

-0.178 

(0.119) 

Case officer 

compared to 

superior 

-0.410** 

(0.120) 

-0.352** 

(0.123) 

-0.001 

(0.127) 

0.450** 

(0.126) 

-0.043 

(0.125) 

 0.045 

(0.131) 

 0.148 

(0.121) 

Control variables 

Male 

compared to 

female 

-0.144⁺ 

(0.087) 

 0.026 

(0.089) 

-0.291** 

(0.091) 

-0.470** 

(0.092) 

-0,183* 

(0.091) 

-0.525** 

(0.097) 

-0.595** 

(0.089) 

Age  -0.014* 

(0.006) 

-0.023** 

(0.006) 

 0.005 

(0.006) 

 0.010 

(0.007) 

 0.007 

(0.006) 

 0.007 

(0.007) 

-0.003 

(0.006) 

Seniority in 

central 

government 

 0.015* 

(0.007) 

 0.007 

(0.007) 

-0.017* 

(0.007) 

-0.033** 

(0.007) 

0.008 

(0.007) 

-0.020** 

(0.007) 

-0.005 

(0.007) 

Dummies for 

ministerial 

affiliation 

YES YES YES YES YES YES YES 

Cut1 

_cons 

-6.121*** 

(0.407) 

-7.560*** 

(0.515) 

-3.138*** 

(0.390) 

-0.190 

(0.379) 

-3.396*** 

(0.390) 

-2.464*** 

(0.398) 

-1.943*** 

(0.366) 

Cut2 

_cons 

-3.012*** 

(0.372) 

-4.245*** 

(0.381) 

 0.559 

(0.380) 

 3.021*** 

(0.386) 

 0.521 

(0.377) 

0.986* 

(0.394) 

 0.580 

(0363) 

Cut3 

_cons 

-0.315 

(0.365) 

-5.501*** 

(0.369) 

 3.499*** 

(0.400) 

 5.643*** 

(0.445) 

 3.433*** 

(0.396) 

 3.162*** 

(0.411) 

 2.744*** 

(0.376) 

N 2210 2179 2294 2178 2295 2209 2169 

Note 1. ⁺ p <0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 Note 2: A positive/negative sign indicates less/more responsiveness to the political 
executive. 

 


