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Abstract

This research contributes to the ongoing debate on the relationship between agency
autonomy and organizational interaction. A comparative design that includes agency
managers in Norway and Sweden describing organizational interaction, the meas-
ures used and their perceived quality, is applied. Based on observed significant
country-related effects, a main conclusion is that strong formal and organizational
safeguards of agency autonomy appear to produce positive views on organizational
interaction. The unusually strong and clear boundaries that underpin the autonomy
of Swedish central government agencies lowers the risks of interacting with others,
protecting both turf and mandate.

Introduction

The research presented here analyses how managers in central government agen-
cies describe organizational interaction within the public sphere and across the pub-
lic—private divide. Central government agencies are permanent, public organizations
that are formally separated from their parent department, staffed by civil servants,
financed mainly via the national government budget, and subject to legal procedures
(Pollitt et al., 2004). Central government agencies contribute to the ‘pipe drains’ or
‘silos’ that characterize many contemporary national executives. The degree of spe-
cialization is high in this type of organizations, but their status can vary in terms of
formal role and de facto autonomy (Yesilkagit & Van Thiel, 2008).

The aim of this research is to study the relationship between formal and organi-
zational safeguards for agency autonomy on the one hand, and observed variation in
how organizational interaction is described, on the other. In theory, organizational
interaction can be more or less costly for the interacting parties, and cost is thus a
determinant of interaction. For example, when performance management regimes
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make it necessary for an organization to concentrate on its own goals to be perceived
as performing well, interacting with others will constitute a cost (Lagreid & Rykkja,
2015a; Molenveld et al., 2019, 2021). The theoretical frame of this research focuses
on autonomy as a factor of potential importance for the perceived costs associated
with organizational interaction. An assumption is that attitudes towards interaction
are in part based on cost—benefit analyses. What these calculations look like, and
what to expect in terms of attitudes or behavior, is a debated issue. The results from
this research will be interpreted from within two competing perspectives. The first
argues that there is a negative relationship between government agencies’ auton-
omy and their propensity to interact with others (cf. Wilson, 1989). This argument
is supported by Bjurstrgm Hagen’s (2021) study of Norwegian government agen-
cies, where a main conclusion is that the higher the policy autonomy of an agency,
the less an agency coordinates with others. From within the second perspective,
autonomous agencies can identify possible gains from interacting. This gives them
a nuanced outlook on interacting with others, which in turn makes the outcome less
evident (cf. Busuioc, 2016; Heims, 2019). In line with this latter perspective, the
research presented here finds that strong formal and organizational safeguards of
agency autonomy are likely to produce positive effects on organizational interaction.

The research design is comparative, including two Nordic countries, Norway and
Sweden. Norway and Sweden both feature government agencies, but differ when it
comes to vertical control and fragmentation of respective national executive. The
Norwegian national executive is less fragmented than the Swedish one, the latter
features a strong tradition of administrative dualism and prohibits ministerial rule.
Importantly, the formal status of central government agencies differs between the
two countries, with a stronger constitutional protection of the Swedish agencies’
autonomy (Balle-Hansen et al. 2012).

The data source used is the Coordinating for Cohesion in the Public Sector of
the Future (COCOPS) Executive Survey on Public Sector Reform in Europe (Ham-
merschmid, 2015). The present study uses a sub-sample of this survey. This sub-
sample represents only managers in central governmental agencies (and hence does
not include respondents working in ministries), in Norway and Sweden. Compared
to earlier studies of top managers’ views, and Nordic managers views on ‘coordina-
tion’ (cf. Christensen et al., 2015; Greve et al., 2016; Lagreid & Rykkja, 2015b) the
design of this study is different in its empirical scope.

The next section is dedicated to the analytical framework of the study. Research
design, methodology and data are then discussed, followed by a presentation of
the main results. In the concluding section, these results and possible lessons are
discussed.

Analytical Framework
Organizational Interaction

As discussed thoroughly by McNamara (2012), it is possible to distinguish between
different types of organizational interaction, and create fine-grained categories. In
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essence, the differences between interaction types are a matter of both form and
degree. For example, in McNamara’s terms, cooperation does not require organiza-
tions to work outside their own structures or to pool resources with others. Coop-
eration thus allows organizations to retain their autonomy versus other organiza-
tions, and does not require organizations to solve turf-related conflicts. In contrast
to cooperation, both coordination and collaboration require organizations to give up
some autonomy, albeit on different scales. The design of interactions, degree and
formality of relationships, pooling or exchange of resources, and so forth are differ-
ent in coordination and collaboration, respectively. While coordination is designed
to create linkages between existing structures, collaborative interaction features col-
lective efforts to set up new structures. Coordination makes the already existing, par-
ticipating organizations dependent upon each other. In collaboration, power needs to
be invested in the new structures that have been created jointly to solve a problem
(McNamara, 2012). Thus, collaboration is the most demanding type of interaction,
requiring participants to pool resources and give up their autonomy to a new struc-
ture created to manage the interaction.

Of the three types of interaction discussed in the research presented here, coordi-
nation is dominating the research field. Coordination takes place when public organ-
izations actively align their actions across organizational borders (Christensen &
Legreid, 2007; Peters, 2018; Verhoest et al., 2007). Some categorizations of, again,
coordination rather than organizational interaction, build upon the aims of the meas-
ures taken, distinguishing between negative (avoiding conflict or overlaps), positive
(working together on mutually beneficial solutions), or strategic (designing policy
programs) coordination (Peters, 2018). Moreover, research on coordination includes
several institutional perspectives such as structural perspectives focusing on formal,
top-down attempts to coordinate organizations and informal, negotiated orders in
which organizations work together. Other perspectives focus on cultural-institutional
aspects such as the organizational values and norms that support or inhibit interac-
tion, or coordination as a myth among other public management myths (Christensen
& Leagreid, 2007; Christensen et al., 2015; Lagreid & Rykkja, 2015a).

Interaction can take place between organizations operating within or across ter-
ritorial borders. Christensen and Lagreid’s distinctions between vertical/horizontal
and external/internal coordination, respectively, describe such patterns of interac-
tion, providing a categorization of different types of organizations and their relation-
ships (Christensen & Lagreid, 2008, 102).

Two Perspectives on Autonomy and Organizational Interaction

To say that the propensity to interact with others, and attitudes towards interaction,
are based on cost—benefit analyses is only a first step in theorizing about possible
outcomes. The results of this study will be interpreted using two competing perspec-
tives. According to the first, the higher the level of autonomy a government agency
has, the less it will engage in interaction with others (cf. Bjurstrgm Hagen, 2021;
Wilson, 1989). From within this perspective, the relationship between autonomy and
interaction is straightforward: when an agency is autonomous enough to decide for
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itself, it will not engage in interaction with others. In terms of different types of
interaction, cooperative interaction is probably more common due to its relatively
low costs, than both coordination and collaboration. Collaboration, which entails
investing in new structures and giving up some autonomy, should according to this
perspective be the least common strategy due to the high costs involved. Moreover,
interaction internal to the public sphere is expected to be more common than inter-
action that involves actors that are external to the public sphere. The most common
interaction is expected to be when public organizations at the same level (internal/
horizontal) interact. Research shows that organizations with the task of accomplish-
ing organizational interaction prefer not to be coordinated (or controlled) from above
— that is, vertically (see e.g. Molenveld et al., 2019), but also that portfolio ministers
can make agencies engage in cross-cutting activities (Molenveld et al., 2021).

According to the contrasting perspective possible gains from interacting with oth-
ers makes the outcome for autonomous agencies less evident. For example, agencies
can conclude that turf protection is facilitated by resources that are made available
when organizations interact (Heims, 2019). One of the resources at stake in interac-
tion is agency reputation, and interacting with others can be perceived as a possibil-
ity to build reputation that will benefit the agency (Busuioc, 2016). In line with this
perspective, a positive relationship between autonomy and interaction is expected,
especially when strong formal and organizational safeguards of agency autonomy
lower the risks of losing turf or mandate to other organizations.

Methodology
The Comparative Design

The country comparison in this study includes Norway and Sweden, two countries
that are similar in size, political traditions, and culture, and with national executives
that feature a substantial number of government agencies (Greve et al., 2016; Kuhl-
mann & Wollmann, 2019; Balle-Hansen et al. 2012). However, Norway and Sweden
differ in terms of national executive fragmentation and the formal autonomy of their
respective government agencies. Norway applies the doctrine of ministerial respon-
sibility, while the Swedish system is a dual executive system in which ministerial
rule is prohibited (Ahlbick Oberg & Wockelberg, 2016; Greve & Ejersbo, 2016).
These differences makes a comparison between the two countries interesting, as it
has been suggested that, besides organizational culture, the vertical control exercised
by ministers explains public organizations’ propensity to engage in policy programs
that demand coordinated action (Molenveld et al., 2021). In addition, the formal
status of central government agencies differs between the two countries. While the
independence of agencies is rarely formally codified or protected in Norway, it is in
the Swedish case (Balle-Hansen et al. 2012; Ahlbéck C)berg & Wockelberg, 2015,
2016). Organizational and constitutional factors make Swedish government agen-
cies’ autonomy unusually high, and importantly, higher than in the Norwegian case.
The comparison between the two settings is motivated by these differences. In addi-
tion, and in comparison with other Nordic countries, Norway has been described
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as ‘leading in whole-of government efforts’ (Greve & Ejersbo, 2016, 50; see also
Legreid & Rykkja, 2015b).

The arguments for this comparative design are valid given that this study focuses
exclusively on the government agency-level. Earlier studies of the Nordic group of
countries find weak, if any, evidence of cross-country variation (Greve et al., 2016).
In terms of managers’ role perceptions, Norwegian and Swedish national pub-
lic managers give equivalent descriptions of having a collaborative role (Virtanen,
2016). However, these earlier studies have a different empirical scope, they are
based on aggregated, country-level, survey data that possibly can hide differences
that will appear as data is disaggregated.

Data and Analytical Methods

Descriptive statistics (compare means) and OLS regression analyses are applied
to analyze self-reported data on organizational interaction. The COCOPS dataset
contains self-reported perceptions from managers in ministries and governmen-
tal agencies in 21 European countries. This dataset has been used in studies of for
example public management reforms, performance, different types of autonomy,
politicization, and managers’ values and motivations (see e.g. Greve et al., 2016;
Hammerschmid et al., 2016, 2019; Jeannot et al., 2018; Van de Walle, 2019). As
self-reported data is used to measure all variables in the analyses, this section starts
with a discussion of the risk of creating common source bias. This type of risk is
high when self-reported perceptions and attitudes from a single survey are included
as dependent and independent variables in the same model (Kelman, 2015). In the
present study, the aim is to minimize the risk associated with including several self-
reported attitudes in the same models by reserving this type of data to the measure-
ment of dependent variables. Although the control variable, organizational position,
is also self-reported, this is not a significant problem: organizational position is a
factual statement that is unlikely to be associated with attitudes, beliefs, or percep-
tions (Table 1).

The sub-sample used in this research contains data from Norway and Sweden
(the response rates from the two countries were 27.9 and 40.4 percent, respectively;
see Lagreid & Rykkja, 2016) and exclusively includes respondents from central
government agencies. These are identified by question 1 in the survey, “What type of
organization do you work for?’ and the alternative ‘Agency or subordinate govern-
ment body at the central government level’ (Hammerschmid, 2015).

The survey question, “To resolve coordination problems when working with other
organizations, we typically... (1=Strongly disagree, 7=Strongly agree)’, is used
to study a range of organizational interaction types. This question asks for ways to
solve coordination problems, and the sub-items represent measures of cooperation,
coordination and collaboration. Sub-items 13_1 and 13_2 both describe a situation
in which coordination problems are referred somewhere else, either upwards in the
organizational hierarchy or to political decision-makers. Referrals can be perceived
as associated with, in relative terms, limited costs, as the measure entails moving
the issue to someone else’s agenda. Moreover, referring issues upwards but within
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Table 1 Survey items used and their operational definitions

Item/question Sub-items/answers Type of interaction
11. How would you characterize collabora- _1 national government bodies internal/horizontal
tion in your own policy field between... within the same policy area internal/horizontal
_2 national government bodies from internal/vertical
different policy areas internal/vertical

_3 national and local/regional gov-  external/horizontal
ernment bodies

_4 national and supra-national bod-
ies/international organizations

_5 government bodies and private
and voluntary sector stakeholders

13. To resolve coordination problems when  _1...refer the issues up the hierarchy coordination
working with other organizations, we _2...refer issue to political actors coordination
typically... and bodies collaboration

_3...set up special-purpose bodies collaboration
(more permanent) collaboration

_4...set up a cross-cutting work/ coordination
project group (ad hoc, temporary)  cooperation

_5...set up a cross-cutting policy cooperation

arrangement or program
_6...decide on one lead organization
_7...consult civil society organiza-
tions or interest groups
_8...consult relevant experts (e.g.
scientists or consultants)

Source: Hammerschmid (2015, COCOPS survey codebook)

an organization is less costly than referring issues to political actors and bodies, out-
side the agency. The latter type of referrals is, at least in theory, invitations to be
controlled vertically from above, which is costly in terms of autonomy loss. Sub-
items 13_3, 13_4, 13_5 and 13_6 all describe demanding and costly measures; in
McNamara’s terms (see above), they require the organizations to pool resources and/
or give up parts of their autonomy. The first three of this group entail collaboration,
as new structures are created to enable interaction. The last (13_6) entails giving
up autonomy to a lead organization, this does not necessarily count as the creation
of new structures, and is thus here defined as a coordinative type of measure, but it
is indeed a cost in terms of autonomy loss. Finally, sub-items 13_7 and 13_8 ask
about consulting with private sector groups or relevant experts, respectively. A con-
sultation entails an exchange of information, but does not require pooling resources,
solving turf issues or investing in new structures. Consultations are thus cooperative
measures, and as such relatively uncostly. Finally, these sub-items offer examples of
interaction both with organizations that are internal to the public sphere and with
external actors.

To study agency managers’ perceived quality of organizational interaction, survey
item 11 is used. This item invites the respondents to evaluate collaborative activities
that go on within their own policy field by passing judgements ranging from “Very
poor” to “Very good” on a seven-grade scale. According to the theoretical definition
used here, collaboration is a demanding, costly type of measure that entails creating
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new joint structures, giving up some organizational autonomy. The sub-items offer
information about a range of possible collaboration. Sub-items 11_1 and 11_2
describe relationships that are internal to the national public sector. Sub-item 11_3
captures vertical interaction across public sphere organizations at the national and
sub-national levels. Vertical interaction is also described in sub-item 11_4, which
asks about national government bodies’ collaboration with international and supra-
national organizations. Sub-item 11_5 describes interaction with organizations or
actors that are external to the public sector, such as NGOs or scientists.

The statistical models will include individual sub-items for interactive measures
and their quality. The alternative strategy, to constructs indices, proved to be unsuit-
able as attempts to do this did not report dimensions on high enough levels to guar-
antee reliability (Table 2).

Controls

The dataset is constructed to enable a comparison of central government agency
managers in Norway and Sweden. This comparative design is, for technical reasons,
somewhat limited in terms of the possibility to include control variables into the
statistical models. For example, as the number of observations per policy area is
too few, and slightly skewed, including this variable does not generate any robust
results. Similar problems makes organization size — measured as number of employ-
ees — unsuitable as a control variable since the differences in national executives
also is reflected in the fact that Sweden has larger government agencies than Norway
(Difi, 2013; Statskontoret, 2021).

There is enough data available to control for the agency managers’ position. The
significance of distinguishing between different levels of managers within organiza-
tions has been identified in earlier research (cf. Bach et al., 2020a, b; Egeberg & Sti-
gen, 2018; Enticott et al., 2009; Jeannot et al., 2018; Molenveld et al., 2019). Organ-
izational interaction measures, such as coordination, are ‘magic concepts’ (broad
concepts with positive connotations, imply consensus rather than conflict and are
fashionable in wide circles) (Pollitt & Hupe, 2011). Thus, it is likely that respond-
ents to the survey in general express positive views. However, it is likely that manag-
ers at different levels of the agencies have different views. Heads of organizations
have been found to express more positive views of their organization than members
of other echelons do. One possible reason behind top executives’ particularly posi-
tive attitude is their role as the primary advocate responsible for the organization
(Enticott et al., 2009). In the specific terms of this study of agency managers’ views
on organizational interaction, it is likely that top managers express different, pos-
sibly more positive, views than lower level managers. Earlier research has suggested
that cultural perspectives can help to identify causal mechanisms associated with
the formal organizational position of agency managers (cf. Christensen et al., 2015;
Legreid & Rykkja, 2015a, b). Agency DGs arguably belong to a distinct, exclu-
sive elite who have a mandate that is not only oriented towards agency leadership,
but also entails close contact with the ministerial level of the national executive. In
comparison, lower level managers are oriented more towards the organization and
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its operation. It may be that agency heads interact with others on a rather abstract
policy level, and that they are thus not exposed to the practical problems and ‘nitty
gritty’ of establishing and upholding inter-organizational processes.

To categorize agency managers, we use the question “What kind of position do
you currently hold?’, where the possible alternatives allow us to distinguish between
three hierarchical levels (Hammerschmid, 2015). The top level represents, for exam-
ple, DGs in government agencies, while the second and third hierarchical levels rep-
resent managers in charge of lower levels of the organization, such as divisions and
units. In the analyses, the variable of ‘managerial position’ is dichotomous, compar-
ing agency DGs with a composite of layer 2 and layer 3 managers.

Results

This section starts with analyses of agency managers’ descriptions of common ways
of solving ‘coordination problems’. Table 3 presents the results as calculated means
for agency managers in Norway and Sweden, respectively. The most common strat-
egy used is to refer issues to higher levels in the hierarchy. This activity is here inter-
preted as referring issues within the organization, a measure that is in relative terms
not costly. On the latter note, it is interesting that referring issues to political actors
and bodies is less common than sending referrals upwards in the internal organiza-
tional hierarchy. This result makes sense if the former type of referrals is perceived
as exposing the organization to top down coordination. In that case, this finding is in
line with earlier research showing that those responsible for organizational interac-
tion prefer not to be coordinated from the top and down (Molenveld et al., 2019).

Table 3 Country means for different types of coordination strategies

Norway Sweden
To resolve coordination problems when working All DGs Lower All  DGs Lower level
with other organizations, we typically... level man- managers
agers
_1...refer the issues up the hierarchy 444 4.67 4.38 420 3.80 4.29
_2...refer issue to political actors and bodies 340 349 338 3.80 3.57 3.85
_3...set up special-purpose bodies (more perma- 2.61 253 2.63 291 2.81 293
nent)
_4...set up a cross-cutting work/project group (ad 443 444 442 393 420 3.87
hoc, temporary)
_5...set up a cross-cutting policy arrangement or 2.89 274 293 4.07 4.34 4.01
program
_6...decide on one lead organization 3.14 321 3.13 270 271 2.70
_7...consult civil society or interest groups 2.65 241 272 255 252 256
_8...consult relevant experts (e.g. scientists or 3.79 379 3.78 324 3.16 3.26
consultants)

Comment: All items are answered on a seven-grade scale from 1==Strongly disagree to 7= Strongly
agree
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This result also indicates that, even though political decision-makers are commonly
in a position to apply holistic views on policy, coordination problems are not always
brought to their attention.

It is in relative terms common to set up a work or project group that includes
crossing organizational borders. Strategies that entail creating special-purpose
bodies or appointing a lead organization are uncommon in both countries. This is
expected, given the high costs of such strategies from the agencies’ point of view:
these measures are associated with pooling resources and/or handing over autonomy
to another organization. In both countries, permanent new bodies are less frequent
measures than temporary new structures for interaction. Finally, we find it interest-
ing that consulting with experts or private actors is reported to be relatively uncom-
mon. Consulting entails asking for or exchanging information, and is an uncostly
measure according to our theoretical understanding. A possible interpretation of this
finding is that government agencies rarely consult with private actors. Here, then,
we observe the relevance of an internal/external dimension in our understanding of
interaction.

Comparing the results reported in Table 3 across countries, differences are small
as managers in both countries give similar descriptions of the relative importance of
the measures applied. To set up a temporary crosscutting project is more common
in Norway than in Sweden, while crosscutting policy arrangements or programs are
more common in Sweden than in Norway. To appoint an organization to lead some
type of interaction is less common in Sweden than in Norway. Finally, the habit of
consulting experts is less common in Sweden than in Norway.

Country differences surface when regression analyses are used to explain the
observed patterns (see Table 4). The regression models include dichotomous vari-
ables for ‘country’, and for the control variable ‘managerial position’, respectively.
The main result is that the ‘country’ variable produces significant results for most of
the analyzed problem-solving strategies.

As the dichotomous ‘country’ variable is coded with Norway =1 and Sweden=2,
the coefficients reported for this variable (Table 4) represent the effect of ‘being Swe-
den’. A large positive and statistically significant effect (B=1.182%*%*) is reported
for solving coordination problems by setting up a policy arrangement/program that
crosses organizational borders; this result means that this strategy is clearly more
common in Sweden than in Norway. Other statistically significant country differ-
ences can also be observed, albeit smaller ones: in comparison with agency manag-
ers in Norway, fewer Swedish agency managers report that coordination problems
are solved by setting up temporary project groups (B =-0.493**%)_ appointing a lead
organization (B =-0.442%*%)_or consulting experts (B =-0.546%%%*),

In theoretical terms, it is interesting that many of the potentially costly interac-
tion measures are more common in the Swedish context than in the Norwegian
one. Managers in Swedish central government agencies are more likely to report
interaction that entails permanent new structures as well as policy arrangement or
programs. They are also reporting more referrals to political actors, a measure that
could result in vertical coordination and thus autonomy loss. These results contra-
dict the claim that the more agency autonomy, the less interaction. They also lend
support for the competing perspective where agencies make nuanced analyses of
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1056 H. Wockelberg, S. Ahlback Oberg

cost and benefits, not necessarily shying away from advanced collaborative arrange-
ments. The results suggests that it is the strong safeguards of the autonomous man-
dates of Swedish agencies that lower the risks involved in interacting with others
in collaborative ways. The result that appointing lead organizations is more com-
mon in Norway than in Sweden is however in line with the idea of a negative rela-
tionship between autonomy and interaction, as are the results reported for external
consultations.

Turning now to the issue of the quality of interaction, a first observation regard-
ing the results (means) reported in Table 5 is that the respondents in general give
highly positive evaluative marks. Regarding collaboration within the national public
sector (i.e. internal interaction), managers are most positive in their evaluation of
collaboration within their own policy area and less so when it to comes to collabo-
ration between different policy areas. Vertical collaboration between national and
sub-national bodies is evaluated in more positive terms by Swedish managers than
Norwegian ones. In contrast, vertical collaboration between national and interna-
tional bodies is given higher scores by managers in Norway than by their Swedish
counterparts. Moreover, collaboration with private actors external to the public sec-
tor is described in positive terms. This is interesting, since consulting with private
stakeholders, as a strategy to solve coordination problems, was described as being
rare (as reported above). Thus, interaction with external actors appears to be rare yet
perceived as well functioning. For most types of collaborative relationships, Swed-
ish managers are more positive than Norwegian ones.

The regression analyses presented in Table 6 show that the variable ‘country’ has
strong and significant effects on the perceived quality of different types of collabora-
tion. For all types of collaboration, except interaction between national and supra-
national government bodies, Swedish respondents report a more positive perception
than their Norwegian counterparts do. A positive judgement passed on collaboration
is a cost-benefit analysis with a positive conclusion. From within this perspective,
we conclude that Swedish managers find collaboration to be a more positive thing

Table 5 How would you characterize collaboration in your own policy field between... (means)?

Norway Sweden

All DGs Lower All  DGs Lower level

level man- managers
agers
...national government bodies from own policy area 4.59 5.00 4.47 527 576 5.16
...national government bodies from different policy 3.91 4.39 3.77 4.17 446 4.10
areas
...national and local/regional government bodies 3.70 3.84 3.66 440 445 439
...national and supra-national bodies, international ~ 4.23 4.51 4.16 3.79 4.63 3.56
organizations
...government bodies and private and voluntary 4.05 439 395 437 5.18 4.19
stakeholders

Comment: All items are answered on a seven-grade scale from 1 =Very poor to 7= Very good
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than their Norwegian colleagues do. On the one hand, this result further strengthens
our interest in the suggestion that strong safeguards for agency autonomy lower the
risks (costs) for organizational interaction. On the other hand, the respondents are
evaluating interaction from within a more general perspective than one that focus on
their own organization. It is also possible that the Swedish and Norwegian respond-
ents respectively have different experiences from collaborating, at least when it
comes to collaboration between national and supra-national bodies which possibly
means something different in the EU member state Sweden than it does in Norway.
Finally, the regression analyses presented in Table 6 confirm the importance of con-
trolling for managerial level, as this control variable has independent strong, nega-
tive and significant effects on all dependent variables except the perceived quality
of collaboration between national and local/regional government bodies. This result
means that agency DGs find the quality of collaboration to be higher than managers
operating at lower levels do; the same result is found when controlling for country.
The largest effects of managerial level are reported for the quality of collaboration
between national and supra-national government bodies, and for the quality of col-
laboration with private stakeholders, respectively.

Conclusions

The aim of this research was to study the relationship between formal and organi-
zational safeguards for agency autonomy on the one hand, and observed variation
in how organizational interaction is described, on the other. To this end, Norwegian
and Swedish agency managers’ views on organizational interaction are compared.

A first set of empirical analyses concerned what measures that are adopted
to meet needs for organizational interaction in central governments. The focus
was on types of organizational interaction that vary in terms of how costly they
are from the participants’ perspective. The descriptions are in this part relatively
similar across both countries and managerial levels, which give them a certain
weight. One conclusion from this part of the study is that organizational inter-
action that involves administrative actors horizontally within the public sphere
is more common than interaction that entails transferring the initiative (power)
vertically, i.e. to political actors. Setting up project groups, policy arrangements,
or programs was common, while appointing another organization to lead an inter-
active arrangement — a high cost measure — was rare. Moreover, inviting coor-
dination ‘from above’ was also rare. This means that political actors only to a
limited extent are called upon to enable organizational interaction or solve coor-
dination problems. This finding confirms earlier research showing that coordina-
tion measures that are controlled from the top down are not appreciated by those
with the task of implementing them (Molenveld et al., 2019, 9f). Consulting with
private stakeholders was reported as being uncommon, even though consulta-
tion is an uncostly measure. In sum, the respondents describe limited interaction
across internal and external organizational borders. This is perhaps not surpris-
ing. The literature on integrated policy strategies describes failed policies rather

@ Springer



Agency Autonomy and Organizational Interaction 1059

than stories of success, and identifies a large number of constraining factors, such
as poor design, sectoral priorities, lack of resources, and lack of political support
(Candel, 2017).

A second set of analyses concerned the quality of interaction, in this part col-
laboration, between different sets of actors. The managers were in general posi-
tive in their evaluations. Collaboration with organizations operating within their
own policy field was perceived as being of the highest quality, in comparison
with all other types of collaboration. Interestingly, a high rating was also given
to collaboration with private stakeholders. Hence, although this type of external
interaction was described as rare, it was perceived as being of high quality. Col-
laboration across policy fields and vertically with public actors on the local and
supra-national levels received relatively low ratings.

A third set of analyses had an explanatory focus. In theoretical terms, the most
interesting result from this part of the study is that country had a significant effect
on the type of measures that were applied, as well as on perceptions of quality.
The two countries in this study represent different levels of agency autonomy, as
Swedish central government agencies have stronger constitutional safeguards for
their autonomy country than the Norwegian ones. The Swedish national executive
is described as highly fragmentized due to its model of executive dualism and lack
of ministerial rule. The regression analyses reveal that being a Swedish agency
manager increases the propensity to report interaction, including crosscutting pol-
icy arrangements or programs and permanent engagements. A significant positive
effect was also observed as Swedish respondents more frequently described refer-
rals to political actors, a measure that could result in vertical coordination and thus
autonomy loss. These results contradict the claim that the more agency autonomy,
the less interaction (cf. Bjurstrgm Hagen, 2021; Wilson, 1989). There is however
support for the competing perspective where autonomous agencies make nuanced
analyses of cost and benefits, not necessarily shying away from advanced collabo-
rative arrangements (Busuioc, 2016; Heims, 2019). It is possible that the unusu-
ally strong safeguards of the autonomous mandates of Swedish agencies affect the
cost—benefit analyses of interacting with others in a positive way. In more general
terms, the more stable the organizational boundaries are, the lower the risk of los-
ing control over turf or mandate for those who engage in interaction with others.
The indications of a positive relationship between strong safeguards of agency
autonomy and organizational interaction rest on a structured country compari-
son, a different empirical strategy than the earlier contributions that are referenced
here. The relevance of the results should thus be investigated further, preferably
using more extensive data that allows more advanced statistical modelling.

Funding This research was funded by Riksbankens jubileumsfond, grant number P16-0496. Open access
funding provided by Uppsala University.

Declarations

Confilicts of Interest The authors have no relevant financial or non-financial interests to disclose.

@ Springer



1060 H. Wockelberg, S. Ahlback Oberg

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License,
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as
you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com-
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is
not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission
directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licen
ses/by/4.0/.

References

Ahlbick ()berg, S., & Wockelberg, H. (2015). The Public Sector and the Courts. In J. Pierre (Ed.), The
Oxford Handbook on Swedish Politics (pp. 130-146). Oxford University Press.

Ahlbick Oberg, S., & Wockelberg, H. (2016). Nordic Administrative Heritages and Contemporary Insti-
tutional Design. In C. Greve, P. Legreid, & L. H. Rykkja (Eds.), Nordic Administrative Reforms —
Lessons for Public Management (pp. 57-78). Palgrave Macmillan.

Bach, T., Hammerschmid, G., & Loffler, L. (2020a). More delegation, more political control? Politici-
zation of senior-level appointments in 18 European countries. Public Policy and Administration,
35(1), 3-23. https://doi.org/10.1177/0952076718776356

Bach, T., Verhoest, K. & Wynen, J. (2020b). The interaction of administrative tradition and organisa-
tional characteristics: the case of agency personnel management autonomy. International Review of
Administrative Sciences 1-19. https://doi.org/10.1177/0020852319889674.

Balle Hansen, M., Laegreid, P., Pierre, J. & Salimen, A. (2012), Comparing Agencification in Nordic
Countries. In K. Verhoest, S. Van Thiel, G. Bouckaert & P. Laegreid (Eds.), Government Agencies.
Practices and Lessons from 30 Countries (pp. 259-264) Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Bjurstrgm Hagen, K. (2021). How Interagency Coordination is Affected by Agency Policy Autonomy.
Public Management Review, 23(3), 397-421. https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2019.1679236

Busuioc, E. (2016). Friend or Foe? Inter-Agency Cooperation, Organizational Reputation, and Turf. Pub-
lic Administration, 94(1), 40-56. https://doi.org/10.1111/padm.12160

Candel, J. L. J. (2017). Holy grail or inflated expectations? The success and failure of integrated policy
strategies. Policy Studies, 38(6), 519-552. https://doi.org/10.1080/01442872.2017.1337090

Christensen, T., & Legreid, P. (2007). The Whole-of-government approach to public sector reform. Pub-
lic Administration Review, 67(6), 1059-1066. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2007.00797 .x.

Christensen, T., & Legreid, P. (2008). The challenge of coordination in central government organiza-
tions: the Norwegian case. Public Organization Review, 8, 97-116. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11115-008-0058-3

Christensen, T., Danielsen, O. A., Lagreid, P., & Rykkja, L. H. (2015). Comparing coordination struc-
tures for crisis management in six countries. Public Administration, 94(2), 316-332. https://doi.org/
10.1111/padm.12186

Difi. (2013). Merverdi eller ungdig omvei? Om direktoratenes rolle i gjennomfgring av nasjonal politick,
Rapport 2013:11, Direktoratet for forvaltning og IKT.

Egeberg, M., & Stigen, I. M. (2018). Explaining government bureaucrats’ behaviour: On the relative
importance of organizational position, demographic background, and political attitudes. Public Pol-
icy and Administration, 31(1), 1-16. https://doi.org/10.1177/0952076718814901

Enticott, G., Boyne, G. A., & Walker, R. M. (2009). The use of multiple informants in public administra-
tion research: Data aggregation using organizational echelons. Journal of Public Administration and
Theory, 19(2), 229-253. https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/mun017

Greve, C., & Ejersbo, N. (2016). Reform Context and Status. In C. Greve, P. Legreid, & L. H. Rykkja
(Eds.), Nordic Administrative Reforms — Lessons for Public Management (pp. 57-78). Palgrave
Macmillan.

Greve, C., Legreid, P., & Rykkja, L. H. (2016). Nordic Administrative Reforms. Lessons for Public Man-
agement. Palgrave Macmillan.

Hammerschmid, G. (2015). COCOPS Executive Survey on Public Sector Reform in Europe — Views and
Experiences from Senior Executives — Reduced Version. Cologne: GESIS Data Archive. ZA6599
Data file Version 1.0.3, https://doi.org/10.4232/1.12475.

@ Springer


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0952076718776356
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020852319889674
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2019.1679236
https://doi.org/10.1111/padm.12160
https://doi.org/10.1080/01442872.2017.1337090
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2007.00797.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11115-008-0058-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11115-008-0058-3
https://doi.org/10.1111/padm.12186
https://doi.org/10.1111/padm.12186
https://doi.org/10.1177/0952076718814901
https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/mun017
https://doi.org/10.4232/1.12475

Agency Autonomy and Organizational Interaction 1061

Hammerschmid, G., Van de Walle, S., Andrews, R., & Bezes, P. (Eds.). (2016). Public Administration
Reforms in Europe: The View from the Top. Edgar Elgar.

Hammerschmid, G., Van de Walle, S., Andrews, R., & Ahmed, M. S. M. (2019). New Public Manage-
ment reforms in Europe and their effects: Findings from a 20-country top executive survey. Inter-
national Review of Administrative Sciences, 85(3), 399—418. https://doi.org/10.1177/0020852317
751632

Heims, E. (2019). Why Cooperation Between Agencies is (Sometimes) Possible: Turf Protection as Ena-
bler of Regulatory Cooperation in the European Union. In T. Bach & K. Wegrich. (Eds.), The Blind
Spots of Public Bureaucracy and the Politics of Non-Coordination (pp. 113—131). Springer Interna-
tional Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-76672-0_6.

Jeannot, G., Van de Walle, S., & Hammerschmid, G. (2018). Homogeneous national management poli-
cies or autonomous choices by administrative units? Inter- and intra-country management tools use
variations in European central government administrations. Public Performance & Management
Review, 41(3), 497-518. https://doi.org/10.1080/15309576.2018.1442359

Kelman, S. (2015). Letter from the editor. International Public Management Journal, 18(1), 1-2. https://
doi.org/10.1080/10967494.2014.1002305

Kuhlmann, S., & Wollmann, H. (2019). Introduction to Comparative Public Administration. Administra-
tive Systems and Reforms in Europe (2nd ed.). Edward Elgar Publishing.

Lagreid, P., & Rykkja, L. H. (2015a). Organizing for “wicked problems” — analyzing coordina-
tion arrangements in two policy areas. Internal security and the welfare administration. Inter-
national Journal of Public Sector Management, 28(6), 475-493. https://doi.org/10.1108/
1JPSM-01-2015-0009

Legreid, P, & Rykkja, L. H. (2015b). Hybrid collaborative arrangements: The welfare administration in
Norway — between hierarchy and network. Public Management Review, 17(7), 960-980. https://doi.
org/10.1080/14719037.2015.1029349

Lagreid, P. & Rykkja, L. H. (2016). Data, methods, and some structural and individual characteristics.
In C. Greve, P. Legreid, & L. H. Rykkja (Eds.), Nordic Administrative Reforms. Lessons for Public
Management (pp. 23-35). Palgrave Macmillan.

McNamara, M. (2012). Starting to untangle the web of cooperation, coordination, and collaboration: A
framework for public managers. International Journal of Public Administration, 35(6), 389—401.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01900692.2012.655527

Molenveld, A., Verhoest, K., Voets, J., & Steen, T. (2019). Images of coordination: How implement-
ing organizations perceive coordination arrangements. Public Administration Review, 80(1), 9-22.
https://doi.org/10.1111/puar.13136

Molenveld, A., Verhoest, K., & Wynen, J. (2021). Why public organizations contribute to crosscutting
policy programs: The role of structure, culture, and ministerial control. Policy Sciences, 54, 123—
154. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11077-020-09379-y

Peters, B. G. (2018). The challenge of policy coordination. Policy Design and Practice, 1(1), 1-11.
https://doi.org/10.1080/25741292.2018.1437946

Pollitt, C., & Hupe, P. (2011). Talking about Government. The Role of Magic Concepts. Public Manage-
ment Review, 13(5), 641-658. https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2010.532963

Pollitt, C., Talbot, C., Caulfield, J., & Smullen, A. (2004). Agencies: How Governments Do Things
through Semi-Autonomous Organizations. Palgrave Macmillan.

Statskontoret. (2021). Fakta om statsforvaltningen. www.statskontoret.se. Accessed 11 Feb 2021.

Van de Walle, S. (2019). Explaining variation in perceived managerial autonomy and direct politiciza-
tion in European public sectors. International Review of Administrative Sciences, 85(4), 627-644.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020852317748357

Verhoest, K., Bouckaert, G., & Peters, B. G. (2007). Janus-faced reorganization: Specialization and coor-
dination in four OECD countries in the period 1980-2005. International Review of Administrative
Sciences, 73(3), 325-348. https://doi.org/10.1177/0020852307081144

Virtanen, T. (2016). Roles, values, and motivation. In C. Greve, P. Legreid & L. H. Rykkja (Eds.), Nordic
Administrative Reforms. Lessons for Public Management (pp. 23-35). Palgrave Macmillan.

Wilson, J. Q. (1989). Bureaucracy: What government agencies do and why they do it. Basic Books.

Yesilkagit, K., & Van Thiel, S. (2008). Political influence and bureaucratic autonomy. Public Organiza-
tion Review, 8(2), 137-153. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11115-008-0054-7

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1177/0020852317751632
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020852317751632
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-76672-0_6
https://doi.org/10.1080/15309576.2018.1442359
https://doi.org/10.1080/10967494.2014.1002305
https://doi.org/10.1080/10967494.2014.1002305
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-01-2015-0009
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-01-2015-0009
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2015.1029349
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2015.1029349
https://doi.org/10.1080/01900692.2012.655527
https://doi.org/10.1111/puar.13136
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11077-020-09379-y
https://doi.org/10.1080/25741292.2018.1437946
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2010.532963
http://www.statskontoret.se
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020852317748357
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020852307081144
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11115-008-0054-7

1062 H. Wockelberg, S. Ahlback Oberg

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published
maps and institutional affiliations.

@ Springer



	Agency Autonomy and Organizational Interaction
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Analytical Framework
	Organizational Interaction
	Two Perspectives on Autonomy and Organizational Interaction

	Methodology
	The Comparative Design
	Data and Analytical Methods
	Controls

	Results
	Conclusions
	References


