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INTRODUCTION

Across the globe, semi-autonomous agencies—agencies for short—are a widely 
familiar phenomenon for citizens and organizations, employing large numbers of  
people and delivering important public services. In the Netherlands, approximately 
180,000 employees work at one of  the 181 agencies (Dutch Government, 2018). 
Agencies, primarily characterized by the fact that they operate at arm’s length of  
central government, are of  great importance to society as they and their employees are 
responsible for the delivery of  many public services (Denis, Ferlie, & Van Gestel, 2015), 
from social benefits provision to privacy protection (Van Thiel, 2012). While some 
agencies have existed for hundreds of  years already, “agencification”—i.e., the creation 
of  agencies—really took off  in the early 1990s (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2011). Agencies 
were created on the premise of  delivering public services more effectively without being 
held back by high levels of  red tape associated with central government (Dunleavy, 
Margretts, Bastow, & Tinkler, 2005; Osborne & Gabler, 1992; Rainey, 2009). Among the 
reasons for this increased effectiveness is the claim that their autonomy enables agencies 
to adopt a more business-like approach towards Human Resource Management (HRM). 
In other words, agencies were believed to focus on HRM practices and work-related 
attitudes and behaviors found important in the private sector (Alford & Hughes, 2008; 
Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2011; Truss, 2008).

The process of  creating agencies is surrounded with claims or expectations involving 
the impact of  agencies. Applied to the area of  HRM, these claims include that (i) there 
are differences in characteristics between the public and private sector, that (ii) these 
differences are related to differences in the effectiveness of  HRM practices and work-
related attitudes and behaviors in the public and private sector, and that (iii) for agencies, 
the private sector is the prime example of  how one can manage people effectively. 
However, as with many of  the claims around agencies and their creation, these have 
remained largely untested (Overman & Van Thiel, 2016; Pollitt & Dan, 2013). Moreover, 
as earlier studies that tested claims regarding the positive effects of  agencification showed 
mixed findings (Kim & Cho, 2014; Overman, 2015; Verhoest, 2018; Yamamoto, 2006), 
one could easily take a cynical perspective towards the claims related to HRM. However, 
taking a cynical, or even an optimistic perspective involves a predetermined position in 
answering the question whether agencies live up to the expectations, pointing to a form 
of  confirmation bias often present in public debates about government performance. 
In the first part of  this dissertation, my aim is to examine the claims related to HRM 
expressed above in a systematic manner. As the claims are based on between-sector 
differences, this part includes analyses of  the effectiveness of  HRM practices and work-
related attitudes and behaviors between agencies, central government, and businesses.

A between-sector analysis does not, however, give us insight into all aspects of  
the way people are managed in agencies. First, the claims expressed above include the 
assumption that agencies form a coherent group of  organizations. However, agencies 
differ on various aspects, such as legal status, organizational task, and size. This is largely 
due to the ad hoc fashion that has characterized agencification in the past (Van Thiel, 

1
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2012). Second, given the premise that agencification leads to increased effectiveness, the 
claims focus primarily on the outcomes of  HRM and not on what HRM actually entails 
nor how HRM is shaped in agencies. Third, the claims take a strong management-
centric perspective, as compared to an employee-centric perspective, with their focus 
on those HRM practices and work-related attitudes and behaviors that are beneficial 
to the organization. In the second part of  this dissertation, I conduct a within-sector 
analysis to address these issues to provide a more complete picture of  the similarities 
and differences in the way people are managed within agencies.

In sum, this dissertation consists of  two parts with different, but complementary 
foci. The first part, the between-sector analysis, aims to investigate if  the claims about 
agencies and HRM are supported by empirical evidence, The second part, the within-
sector analysis, aims to build on the first part by examining what the similarities and 
differences are in the way people are managed within agencies. On the whole, this 
dissertation therefore focuses on the degree to which agencies’ differ from central 
government and businesses, and to what degree agencies differ from each other. 
Given the emphasis on sector differences and HRM, an interdisciplinary approach is 
necessary to answer these questions. Therefore, throughout the dissertation, I draw 
from and build on both public administration and HRM literature. In the remainder of  
this chapter, I first provide a definition of  what agencies are and which types of  agencies 
exist, with a more elaborate description of  agencies in the Netherlands. Next, theories 
on between- and within-sector differences in relation to managing people are discussed. 
Finally, the main research question, sub questions and outline of  the dissertation are 
presented, and I end with the theoretical, methodological, and practical relevance of  
this dissertation.

DEFINITION AND TYPES OF AGENCIES

Broadly speaking, agencies are characterized as organizationally distinct and 
independent from central government and are argued to operate under more business-
like conditions (Selin, 2015; Van Thiel, 2012). The degree to which they are independent 
from central government depends on their legal status (i.e. formal autonomy) as well 
as the freedom they perceive (i.e. informal autonomy) (Verhoest, Peters, Bouckaert, & 
Verschuere, 2004). Furthermore, agencies can experience autonomy in different areas, 
such as finance, strategy, and HRM. These variations between agencies make it difficult 
to analyze their similarities and differences without a clear categorization. To overcome 
this issue, Van Thiel (2012, p. 20) identified three types of  agencies, a categorization 
which I will adopt in this dissertation.

First, Type 1 agencies are defined as semi-autonomous organizations that have some 
degree of  managerial autonomy but no legal independence. While seen in countries 
across the world, this type of  agency is most popular in North-Western and Central 
European countries and Scandinavian countries (Van Thiel, 2012, p. 21). Examples 
include the Next Steps Agencies in the UK and central bureaus in Hungary. In the 
Netherlands, these agencies are referred to as Agentschap. They perform a variety of  
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tasks, such as the management of  public works and water infrastructure and the payment 
of  student loans. The number of  Agentschappen increased gradually from the beginning 
of  1990s until it reached a peak of  45 in 2010 (Dutch Government, 2017). Currently, 30 
Agentschappen remain, employing around 50,000 people [in fulltime equivalent (FTE)] 
(Dutch Government, 2019). 

Next, Type 2 agencies are legally-independent organizations with managerial 
autonomy based on public or private law (Van Thiel, 2012). Although this type of  
agency is found in many countries, they seem particularly popular in Southern 
European countries. Examples include the public establishments in Italy and France, 
Crown Entities in New Zealand, and the non-departmental public bodies in the UK. 
In the Netherlands, they are referred to as Zelfstandig Bestuursorgaan (ZBO) and, like 
Agentschappen, they carry out a range of  tasks, including the payment of  social benefits 
and the protection of  person data. Currently, there are 122 ZBOs registered in the 
ZBO-register, with estimates of  the number of  employees ranging from 45,000 to 
100,000 (Dutch Government, 2019; De Kruijf, 2011).

Finally, Type 3 agencies consist of  organizations with corporate forms, such as 
foundations, limited companies, and state-owned enterprises. These agencies are 
established by, or on behalf  of  the government that owns a certain percentage or all 
shares. Type 3 agencies have been created in many different countries across the globe 
(Van Thiel, 2012). In the Netherlands, these agencies are referred to as Staatsdeelnemingen. 
Examples of  these agencies include the largest airport of  the country and the operator 
of  the high voltage energy grid. In 2018, the Dutch government owned shares of  29 
Staatsdeelnemingen, which employed at least 80,000 FTE.

THEORIES ON DIFFERENCES IN MANAGING PEOPLE BETWEEN 
SECTORS

Given that agencies operate independently from central government and under 
business-like conditions, a question arises on how to position them relative to central 
government and businesses. In the past decades, scholars have adopted one of  two 
ways to distinguish between organizations from different sectors: the core or publicness 
approach (Bozeman & Bretschneider, 1994). In the core approach, a dichotomy is 
presented by distinguishing organizations solely on the basis of  their ownership (publicly 
vs. privately-owned). In the publicness approach, every organization is considered to 
be public, but their degree of  publicness is dependent on multiple factors, such as 
political control, funding, and task (Karré, 2011). In this dissertation, I will draw on 
both approaches to hypothesize on the differences in HRM practices and work-related 
attitudes and behaviors between agencies, central government, and businesses. 

The core approach is used as a starting-point to formulate differences between 
the public sector (which includes both central government and agencies) and the 
private sector. Based on previous literature comparing the public and private sector, 
I hypothesize that differences between these sectors with regard to HRM stem from 
differences in organizational goal ambiguity, red tape, and employee motivation (Brewer 

1
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& Walker, 2013; Perry, Mesch, & Paarlberg, 2006; Rainey, 2009; Rainey & Jung, 2010). 
Because the public sector, compared to the private sector, is associated with higher 
levels of  organizational goal ambiguity and red tape, and employees are generally more 
motivated to work for the interests of  others (Public Service Motivation, PSM), it can 
be expected that public sector organizations may find difficulties in adopting a business-
like approach towards HRM (Brown, 2004).

First, previous studies have shown that clear organizational goals are important for 
many HRM practices and may foster employee’s organizational identification (Ferreira 
& Otley, 2009; Jung, 2014; Tannenbaum & Yukl, 1992). Organizational goal ambiguity, 
defined as the degree to which organizational goals can be interpreted in multiple ways 
(Chun & Rainey, 2005), is therefore argued to negatively impact the effectiveness of  
HRM practices and work-related attitudes and behaviors (Fernandez & Moldogaziev, 
2010; Stazyk, Pandey, & Wright, 2011). Second, red tape, defined as “rules, regulations, 
and procedures that remain in force and entail a compliance burden but do not advance 
the legitimate purpose the rules were intended to serve” (Bozeman, 1993, p. 283), is 
found to constrain managers’ ability to perform HRM tasks and to alienate employees 
from their organization, leading to lower levels of  positive work-related attitudes and 
behaviors (Blom, Borst, & Voorn, 2020; DeHart-Davis & Pandey, 2005; Fernandez & 
Moldogaziev, 2010). Finally, the type of  employee motivation is argued to influence the 
effectiveness of  HRM practices and other work-related attitudes and behaviors (Perry 
et al., 2006; Rainey & Chun, 2007). In particular, types of  motivation that emphasize 
the interests of  others, whether it is of  society at large or individuals in one’s proximity 
(Schott, Neumann, Baertschi, & Ritz, 2019), do not work well with HRM practices that 
focus on extrinsic motivation such as pay for performance, performance appraisals, and 
performance management (Weibel, Rost, & Osterloh, 2010).

As the core approach focuses solely on ownership and, therefore, assumes 
homogeneity within the public sector, it is useful for theorizing differences between 
the public and private sector. However, while agencies are owned by a parent ministry 
and under ministerial responsibility, they are also organizationally distinct from central 
government (Selin, 2015). Furthermore, while central government is primarily responsible 
for policy making, agencies are primarily responsible for policy implementation (Kickert 
2001). Thus, agencies operate (semi-)autonomously from but under political control 
of  central government (Verhoest et al. 2010). Given these differences between central 
government and agencies, the publicness approach is also adopted in this dissertation. 

In addition to ownership, the publicness approach acknowledges that other factors 
can explain sector differences as well. Ownership may explain differences resulting from 
the production of  public versus non-public goods and services, but according to this 
model it does not adequately explain differences in the level of  goal ambiguity, the level 
of  red tape, and the type of  motivation (Rainey & Chun, 2007). In this respect, evidence 
points towards a more complex model that goes beyond ownership and that emphasizes 
the impact of  the political and organizational environment (Chen & Williams, 2007; 
Chun & Rainey, 2005; Jung, 2011; Moon & Bretschneider, 2002; Pandey & Wright, 
2006). For example, goal ambiguity is said to result from the multiple tasks that public 
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organizations have to perform, but the number of  organizational tasks differs widely 
across public organizations; agencies are often even single-purpose organizations 
(Verhoest et al., 2012). Furthermore, red tape is argued to arise from the fact that the 
public sector is subjected to high levels of  accountability and control mechanisms 
(Feeney & Rainey, 2009; Rainey & Chun, 2007), but the level of  accountability differs 
within the public sector as well. See for example, the difference between Type 1 and 
Type 2 agencies regarding legal independence (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2011; Walker & 
Brewer, 2008). 

Similar nuances to the ownership-only model can be posited for the type of  employee 
motivation. Undoubtedly, one can argue that working in either central government and 
agencies or businesses affects important aspects of  work and that this difference is 
reflected in the types of  employee motivation found among employees (Perry et al., 
2006; Schott et al., 2016). However, the type of  work also varies substantially between 
central government and agencies, and these differences can also lead to motivational 
differences (Kjeldsen, 2014; Van Loon, 2017). Among other aspects, the work of  
public sector organizations ranges from policy making to public service delivery, and 
from almost no citizen contact to direct citizen contact. In this respect, agencies, with 
their focus on public service delivery and direct citizen contact (Kickert, 2001), may be 
attractive to people motivated to directly serve the interests of  others, but may be less 
attractive to people wanting to make an impact through policy making.

THEORIES ON DIFFERENCES IN MANAGING PEOPLE WITHIN 
AGENCIES

Similar to the field of  public administration, the field of  HRM is also concerned with 
questions related to similarities and differences between organizations. However, rather 
than focusing on dimensions of  publicness, HRM scholars emphasize the influence 
of  the broader organizational context (Jackson, Schuler, & Jiang, 2014). Early models 
already acknowledged that HRM is strongly influenced by the external and internal 
environment of  the organization (Beer, Spector, Mills, & Walton, 1984; Formbrun, 
Tichy, & Devanna, 1984). In the second part of  this dissertation, I will draw on these 
models and their successors to analyze the similarities and differences among agencies 
in order to complement the between-sector, outcome-, and management-focused 
approach of  the first part of  this dissertation. In contrast to the theories on between-
sector differences, the HRM models do not pose specific factors that influence how 
people are managed. Rather, these models should be viewed as broader frameworks 
which will be used to guide research on how choices regarding HRM and employment 
are shaped. As such, they will be used in the second part of  the dissertation to explain 
the impact of  context from an organizational as well as individual perspective. 

Concerning the influence of  context on organizational choices regarding HRM, new 
institutionalism (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983), path dependency theory (Barney, 1991), 
and the resource-based view (Barney, 1995) can be used to explain how HRM is shaped 
in an organization. On the one hand, new institutionalism and path dependency theory 

1
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state that organizations feel pressured, by external factors and the historically-grown 
internal configuration, to adopt a certain HRM approach. The impact of  external 
factors is discernable in institutional and competitive pressures. Institutional pressures 
are related to the level of  perceived legitimacy, and organizations adopt policies based 
on their need to achieve this legitimacy. A wide range of  external factors can represent 
institutional pressures (Paauwe & Boselie, 2003), varying from legislation, labor unions, 
social norms and, in the specific case of  agencies, parent ministries. Competitive 
pressures are related to a system rationality that emphasizes economic aspects such 
as efficiency, effectiveness, and innovativeness. If, for example, efficiency is regarded 
as important in a particular system, organizations in this system will adopt policies 
that have been found to increase efficiency. In addition to external factors, the internal 
configuration of  an organization acts as a driver for choices regarding HRM (Barney, 
1991). This internal configuration is the result from past choices and actions combined 
with organizational characteristics, resulting in unique institutionalized conditions 
(Farndale & Paauwe, 2007; Paauwe, 2004).

On the other hand, the resource-based view states that organizations adopt 
certain HRM approaches aiming to create strategic advantages (Barney, 1991). An 
organization’s human capital is considered to be a key resource in achieving strategic 
advantages, and HRM policies are adopted that best cultivate this resource. Whereas 
new institutionalism and path dependency theory emphasize that HRM results from 
an organization’s reaction to its environment, the resource-based view emphasizes that 
HRM results from strategic choices and human agency (Farndale & Paauwe, 2007). 

These contrasting views on how HRM is shaped are linked in the Contextually-
Based HR Theory (CBHRT; Paauwe, 2004). Analogous to institutional and competitive 
pressures, the CBHRT states that external factors can be categorized in a Social, 
Cultural, and Legal dimension and a Product, Market, and Technology dimension. In 
a similar vein, internal factors resulting from path dependency are referred to as the 
administrative/cultural heritage of  an organization. The degree to which external and 
internal factors shape HRM is dependent both on the pressure from these factors and 
on the power of  the dominant coalition – i.e., decision-makers – in the organization. 
Together, they determine the degree of  leeway for organizations to make strategic 
choices regarding HRM.

Context is also argued to play an important role in the choices that people, in this 
dissertation agency employees, make regarding their employment (Ng, Sorensen, Eby, 
& Feldman, 2007). In this respect, job choices are affected by three types of  factors: 
structural factors, individual factors, and decisional factors. Structural factors are 
related to organizational and industry characteristics, such as the organizational task, 
type of  occupation and type of  employment contract (Barber, Wesson, Roberson, 
& Taylor, 1999; Cohen, 1992; Krausert, 2017; Morris & Vekker, 2001). Note that 
while organizational characteristics are viewed as internal factors when describing the 
influence of  context on choices regarding HRM, they are viewed as external factors 
in this perspective. Individual factors are related to personal characteristics, such as 
age, gender, and work motivation (Chapman et al., 2005; Choi, 2016). The importance 

149394_Blom_BNW.indd   14149394_Blom_BNW.indd   14 12-05-2021   09:4112-05-2021   09:41



INTRODUCTION

15

of  structural and individual factors is also stressed in studies on HRM differentiation, 
emphasizing the need to differentiate HRM policies according to intra-organizational 
and individual differences (Nishii & Wright, 2008; Paauwe & Boselie, 2005). Finally, 
decisional factors relate to the process of  choosing a job, and examples include hiring 
expectancies and perceptions of  the recruitment process (Chapman et al., 2005). 

These three types of  factors are argued to steer job choices of  agency employees as 
they influence the availability, preference, and intentions to pursue a specific position 
(Ng et al., 2007). In line with the CBHRT, these factors can be categorized in an external 
and internal dimension, where structural factors are related to the external dimension, 
and individual and decisional factors are related to the internal dimension. Furthermore, 
job choices are, similar to choices that organizations make regarding HRM, shaped 
by the interplay between external structure and individual autonomy (Forrier, Sels, & 
Stynen, 2009).  
 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND OUTLINE OF THIS DISSERTATION

The purpose of  this dissertation is to provide a systematic investigation into the 
way people are managed in agencies by: (i) examining if  the expectations underlying 
agencification are met; and (ii) providing insights into how people are managed within 
agencies. Given that the purpose of  this dissertation is two-fold, two main research 
questions are formulated:

RQ1: Are claims regarding HRM in agencies, as compared to central government and businesses, 
supported by empirical evidence?

RQ2: What are the similarities and differences in how people are managed within agencies?

The structure of  this dissertation is, to a substantial degree, reflective of  the writing 
process of  the past years. As such, similar to the division in a between- and within-sector 
analysis, the individual chapters build on each other but can also be read independently. 
The two main research questions are further organized into six sub research questions, 
which are addressed in empirical studies presented in Chapters 2 to 7 (see Table 1.1 
for an overview). Chapters 2 to 4 focus on the between-sector analysis and, thus, are 
concerned with the first main research question. Chapters 5 to 7 focus on the within-
sector analysis and are concerned with the second main research question. Throughout 
the chapters, a mixed-method approach is employed, consisting of  a variety of  
quantitative and qualitative analyses.

The second chapter, and the first empirical study, focuses on the claim that the 
effectiveness of  HRM in managing people differs between sectors. It does so by 
answering the following research question: To what degree do the effects of  HRM 
practices on individual performance differ across the public, semipublic, and private 
sector? In this study, we focus on the broader semipublic sector including agencies. 
Following social exchange theory (Blau, 1964), it can be expected that HRM practices 

1
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Table 1.1. Overview of chapters in dissertation 

Chapter  Sub research question Research design Publication status 

1 Introduction Dissertation chapter 
2 Between-

sector 
analysis 

To what degree do the effects 
of HRM practices on individual 
performance differ across the 
public, semi-public, and private 
sector? 

Meta-analysis of 262 
effect sizes from 64 studies 

Published in Review 
of Public Personnel 
Administration 

3 Between-
sector 
analysis 

To what degree do work-related 
attitudes and behaviors differ 
between central government, 
agencies, and businesses? 

Quantitative analysis of 
secondary survey data from 
1998 respondents using 
multigroup confirmatory 
factor analysis  

Published in 
International Public 
Management Journal 

4 Between-
sector 
analysis 

To what degree do the effects 
of red tape and goal clarity on 
HRM and commitment differ 
between central government, 
agencies, and businesses? 

Quantitative analysis of 
secondary survey data from 
2432 respondents using 
multigroup structural 
equation modeling 

Published in Public 
Personnel 
Management 

5 Within-
sector 
analysis 

What are the similarities and 
differences in HRM 
philosophies and policies 
among agencies, and what are 
important external and internal 
factors? 

Qualitative analysis of 
interview data from 30 HR-
managers using template 
analysis 

Published in 
International Journal 
of Human Resource 
Management 

6 Within-
sector 
analysis 

To what degree do imposed 
organizational changes affect 
HRM strength and HRM 
alignment in agencies? 

Quantitative analysis of 
primary survey data from 
229 respondents using 
multilevel modeling 

In review at a peer-
reviewed journal 

7 Within-
sector 
analysis 

Why do people start working 
for agencies and what is the 
effect of structural and 
individual determinants? 

Quantitative analysis of 
secondary survey data from 
422 respondents using 
latent class analysis and 
logistic regression analysis 

In review at a peer-
reviewed journal 

8 Conclusion Dissertation chapter 
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are related to individual performance as they signal organizational intentions 
towards employees, who will reciprocate with desired behaviors if  these signals are 
interpreted positively (Boselie, 2010). The study uses the ability-motivation-opportunity 
(AMO) model to bundle HRM practices, which is based on the idea that people will 
demonstrate increased effort if  they have the ability, motivation, and opportunity to 
perform (Appelbaum et al., 2000). Furthermore, individual performance, defined as 
behaviors and actions that have an impact on organizational goals and are under control 
of  the employee (Rotundo & Sackett, 2002; Wright, Gardner, & Moynihan, 2003), is 
differentiated between performance that is job-specific (i.e., in-role performance), 
performance that goes beyond the job description (i.e., extra-role performance), and 
overall job performance.

Based on expectations that the public sector, compared to the private sector, 
contains certain characteristics that impede the effects of  HRM practices, and that 
these characteristics are less present in the semipublic sector, it is expected that the 
effects are stronger in the semipublic than the public sector, but weaker than in the 
private sector. Taking a meta-analytic approach, we will analyze effect sizes reported in 
previous studies that represent the relationship between HRM practices and individual 
performance.

The third chapter focuses on the claim that work-related attitudes and behaviors 
differ between sectors by answering the following research question: To what degree 
do work-related attitudes and behaviors differ between central government, agencies, 
and businesses? Based on the observation that previous studies implicitly assume 
homogeneity in the public sector and that a shared understanding of  measurement 
items across sectors exists, we examine whether disentangling the public sector into 
central government and agencies and testing for measurement invariance affects the 
conclusions of  sector comparisons. We hypothesize that differences in work satisfaction, 
organizational commitment, proactivity, and public service motivation between central 
government, agencies, and businesses result from sector characteristics similar to the 
ones expressed in Chapter 2.

In the fourth chapter, a conceptual model involving goal clarity, red tape, HRM 
practices, and organizational commitment is tested and compared between sectors with 
the aim of  answering the following research question: To what degree do the effects of  
red tape and goal clarity on HRM and commitment differ between central government, 
agencies, and businesses? While in Chapters 2 and 3, public-sector characteristics are 
used as theoretical arguments to explain how the effects of  HRM practices and work-
related attitudes and behaviors differ between sectors, in this chapter these differences 
are tested empirically. I will focus explicitly on red tape and goal ambiguity, factors 
shown to be high in the public sector, and on HRM satisfaction and organizational 
commitment, aspects regarded as important in the private sector and increasingly 
important in the public sector. 

I hypothesize that the levels of  goal ambiguity and red tape are lower in agencies 
than in central government, but that differences between Type 1 and Type 2 agencies 
also exist, and that these differences are present in the effects of  goal ambiguity and red 
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tape on HRM satisfaction and organizational commitment as well.
The fifth chapter contains the first empirical study that focuses on the within-sector 

analysis by answering the following research question: What are the similarities and 
differences in HRM philosophies and policies among agencies, and what are important 
external and internal factors? Starting from a broad conceptual framework, the aim of  
this qualitative study is to explore how HRM philosophies and policies in agencies are 
shaped by external and internal factors. We use Schuler’s (1989) typology to identify the 
HRM philosophies, which emphasizes that organizations can adopt a philosophy that is 
based on long-term development and internal mobility, one that is based on employee 
responsibility and self-motivation, or one that is based on short-term relationships and 
technical skills. In addition, we use the previously mentioned AMO-model to identify 
HRM policies based on their goal to increase the ability, motivation, or opportunity 
to perform (Appelbaum et al., 2000). Finally, the role of  context is theorized using 
the CBHRT, which states that factors from two external dimensions and one internal 
dimension influences the degree of  leeway for decision-makers (Paauwe, 2004).

The sixth chapter expands on the previous chapter by focusing on the impact of  
a specific contextual factor, namely imposed organizational changes, on how HRM is 
executed in agencies. It does so by answering the following research question: To what 
degree do imposed organizational changes affect HRM strength and HRM alignment 
in agencies? As shown in previous studies (MacCartaigh & Roness, 2012; Pollitt, 2009), 
agencies frequently experience imposed organizational changes – i.e., changes that 
are dictated by an actor from outside the organization. For an agency and its HRM 
department, there is little degree of  freedom in deciding to adopt these changes, but 
they do need to implement them internally. As a result, imposed changes require time 
and capacity of  the HRM department, resources otherwise used to successfully execute 
HRM (Plotnick & Plotnick, 2010; Staw, Sandeland, & Dutton, 1981). 

In this study, we hypothesize that the imposed changes negatively impact the way 
HRM is executed, particularly on the degree to which the HRM system is shared among 
employees, the level of  integration of  the HRM function in top management, and the 
level of  interaction between the HRM function and other departments.

The seventh chapter diverges from the management-centric perspective prevalent in 
the previous chapters and, instead, takes an individual’s viewpoint by focusing on the 
reasons why people start working in agencies. It aims to answer the following research 
question: Why do people start working for agencies and what is the effect of  structural 
and individual determinants? The objective of  this study is twofold. First, based on the 
idea that an evaluation of  work attributes is at the heart of  people’s job choices (Behling 
et al., 1968; Chapman et al., 2005), we aim to identify different clusters of  employees 
based on their evaluation. We hypothesize that three main clusters can be identified: 
one cluster that primarily values attributes related to the job, one cluster that primarily 
values attributes related to the organization, and one cluster that values both attributes 
equally. In addition, we hypothesize that cluster membership is dependent on general 
and agency-specific structural and individual factors (Ng et al., 2007).

The eighth chapter is the concluding chapter and aims to answer the two main 
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research questions, focusing on the between- and within-sector analyses. In addition, I 
will discuss the contributions and limitations of  the six studies and provide suggestions 
for future research. I will end with some practical implications.

THEORETICAL RELEVANCE

As explained earlier, examining how people are managed in agencies through a between- 
and within-sector analysis requires an interdisciplinary perspective by combining 
insights from public administration and HRM literature. This cross-fertilization, in turn, 
provides opportunities to contribute to both streams of  literature.

For public administration literature, the main contribution resides in the fact that 
this dissertation aims to empirically test claims regarding the effects of  New Public 
Management reforms, a series of  reforms that included agencification (Pollitt & 
Bouckaert, 2011). While often discussed theoretically, the outcomes of  agencification 
have received much less attention in empirical work (Cingolani & Fazekas, 2019, 
Overman & Van Thiel, 2016; Pollitt & Dan, 2013), particularly those related to HRM 
(Vanhala & Stavrou, 2013). The studies that did include HRM-related concepts focused 
primarily on the degree to which agencies experience HRM autonomy and not on 
the effects of  HRM or what HRM actually entails (e.g., Bach, 2014; Verhoest et al., 
2004; Wyne, Verhoest, & Rubecksen, 2014). This dissertation goes beyond the concept 
of  HRM autonomy and uses models and theories on the antecedents, content, and 
outcomes of  HRM that are established in HRM literature, thereby taking advantage of  
the rigor in previous HRM studies in the private sector (Boselie, Van Harten, & Veld, 
2019).

In addition, this dissertation contributes to the literature on public-private sector 
comparisons. Over time, many studies have investigated public and private sector 
differences in managing people (e.g., DeSantis & Durst, 1996; Kjeldsen & Hansen, 
2018; Vanhala & Stavrou, 2013; Wang, Yang, & Wang, 2012; Zeffane, 1994), but the 
findings are mixed (Baarspul & Wilderom, 2011). One of  the reasons for these mixed 
results can be related to the composition of  the public sector in these studies. Public 
sector organizations are assumed to be similar in their dissimilarity from private sector 
organizations, but in the past decades we have witnessed a “blurring of  the sectors” and 
a rise of  hybrid organizations (Denis et al., 2015; Rainey & Chun, 2007). By examining 
agencies as organizations distinct from central government, we can get more insight 
into a prime example of  these recent developments.

For the HRM literature, a main contribution is related to the contextualized approach 
of  this dissertation, particularly on the role that the public sector context plays in shaping 
HRM and the effects of  HRM. The role of  context has been of  interest to HRM 
research for decades (Beer et al., 1984; Formbrun et al., 1984), although this interest has 
remained largely theoretical (Jackson et al., 2014). The focus of  this dissertation adds 
to this knowledge base, as the public sector context has been argued to have significant 
implications for studying HRM (Knies, Boselie, Gould-Williams, & Vandenabeele, 
2018). In particular, it enriches the broad framework proposed in HRM literature by 
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theorizing and examining the influence of  factors that are specific to agencies, but 
also to the public sector in general. In other words, it adds more detailed and refined 
knowledge on how context shapes HRM in practice (Boselie et al., 2019). By doing so, 
it also contributes to the general knowledge base of  HRM research, which has relied 
heavily on evidence from the private sector (Knies et al., 2018). 

Contextualizing HRM research is possible on different levels, ranging from basic 
to advanced ones (Knies et al., 2018). A basic level of  contextualization includes, for 
example, emphasizing the relevance of  a research question to public sector organizations, 
whereas an advanced level includes, for example, adding sector-specific variables to a 
statistical model. In this dissertation, varying levels of  contextualization are applied, 
such as a basic level in Chapter 6, an intermediate level in Chapter 2, and more advanced 
levels in Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 7. As the level of  contextualization increases, the relevance 
to practice increases as well, but at the cost of  generalizability and comparability. Given 
the variations in the level of  contextualization throughout the chapters, in combination 
with the use of  existing scales, a balance between relevance and rigor is achieved (Boselie 
et al., 2019; Knies et al., 2018). 

METHODOLOGICAL RELEVANCE

In addition to its theoretical relevance, part of  the value of  this dissertation lies in the 
methods that are used. As shown in Table 1.1, the chapters in this dissertation include 
a mix of  quantitative and qualitative research designs, ranging from analyses based on 
systematic literature review, to secondary and primary survey data, and interview data. 
As such, this dissertation can be categorized as partially mixed-methods with a dominant 
quantitative part (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2009). This mixed-methods approach, but 
also the methods used in the separate chapters, contributes to the literature for several 
reasons.

First, mixed-methods designs enable researchers to provide a deeper understanding 
of  the phenomenon they are examining (Hendren, Luo, & Pandey, 2018), and are argued 
to be particularly useful in applied fields such as public administration and HRM (Ricucci, 
2010). Despite their strengths, mixed-methods designs are still relatively uncommon 
(Bainbridge & Lee, 2014; Groeneveld, Tummers, Bronkhorst, Ashikali, & Van Thiel, 
2015), although recent evidence points towards an increased use in public administration 
(Hendren et al., 2018). In this dissertation, the goals of  employing a mixed-methods 
design are primarily aimed at increasing the understanding and usefulness of  results and 
at increasing the scope of  the dissertation (Greene, Caracelli, & Graham, 1989). For 
example, as Chapter 6 builds on qualitative findings from Chapter 5 using a quantitative 
research design and different data, our understanding of  the findings in Chapter 5 is 
enhanced by the findings in Chapter 6.

Second, this dissertation uses a variety of  state-of-the-art statistical analyses, tailored 
to the sub research questions in the chapters. For each chapter, the aim is to use the 
optimal type of  analysis. In this respect, optimal is defined as the most effective analysis 
that combines the ability to address the research question at hand, statistical superiority 
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in terms of  reducing error, feasibility, and understandability. As a result, state-of-the-art 
analyses are used to aggregate findings from previous studies (multilevel meta-analysis), 
to estimate multiple direct and indirect effects simultaneously (structural equation 
modeling), to identify clusters of  employees (latent class analysis), and to estimate 
effects in a nested data structure (multilevel modeling). The main advantage of  the 
analyses employed in this dissertation over their ‘predecessors’ is the increased ability 
to account for the complex nature of  the models and data [for examples, see Cheung 
(2014) on multilevel meta-analysis and Magidson & Vermunt (2002) on latent class 
analysis].

Finally, in addition to methodological contributions of  the dissertation as a whole, 
Chapter 3 contributes specifically to the public management literature by addressing 
methodological issues prevalent in sector comparative research on employee attitudes 
and behaviors. Currently, many of  the studies treat the public sector as homogeneous, 
thereby suggesting an oversimplified representation (Andrews, Boyne, & Walker, 2011). 
As a result, it cannot be ruled out that mixed findings from several studies are due to 
differences in the sample compositions of  the public sector. In addition, most studies 
do not account for the possibility that the meaning of  concepts and survey items 
differ between groups, despite the notion that controlling for this bias is essential for 
comparative research (Jilke, Meuleman, & Van de Walle, 2015; Vandenberg & Lance, 
2000). By examining to what degree conclusions of  sector comparisons are affected by 
these issues, findings from Chapter 3 contribute to the literature by suggesting ways for 
improving comparative research.

PRACTICAL RELEVANCE

As stated in the introduction, semi-autonomous agencies employ large numbers of  
people who deliver a wide variety of  public services to citizens and other organizations 
and, as a result, have great societal and economic importance (Bruton, Peng, Ahlstrom, 
Stan, & Xu, 2015; Denis et al., 2015). Consequently, agencies need to attract, motivate, 
stimulate, and retain these people to be able to deliver these public services adequately. 
In this process of  managing people, knowledge of  the attitudes and behaviors of  agency 
employees and of  the antecedents, content, and outcomes of  HRM can be used to 
guide practitioners in their decisions. In this respect, the findings from this dissertation 
will have practical implications for a variety of  practitioners.

For managers responsible for HRM in agencies, this dissertation provides specific 
insights into the antecedents, content, and outcomes of  HRM in agencies, as well as the 
attitudes and behaviors of  agency employees. Not only can these insights be used to 
evaluate if  people have been and are managed effectively, but they can also guide HRM-
related decisions. For example, findings from Chapters 5 and 6 may help decision-makers 
to identify the degree to which the organizational context determines their choices 
regarding HRM, but also how external factors impact the way the HRM department 
operates. They can gain insight into how much HRM in agencies is shaped by a need to 
achieve legitimacy on the one hand or by a need to cultivate human capital on the other 
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hand. In turn, this knowledge enables them to evaluate whether the interplay between 
these needs is beneficial to how the organization performs. Furthermore, findings from 
Chapters 3 and 7 may provide managers with insights into the motives and attitudes 
of  people towards working in agencies, which can guide HRM practices related to 
recruitment and selection, training and development, and performance management 
and rewards.

For policymakers working in central government, the findings from this dissertation 
have two main implications. First, they show how agencies are performing in this 
respect. As discussed in the introduction, there is an expectation that agencies are able 
to apply a more business-like approach towards HRM, with beneficial organizational 
and employee outcomes. Whether taking a business-like approach is desirable for a 
public organization is a question for policymakers, but this dissertation aims to show 
whether it is at least attainable. Second, the findings will reveal if  and to what degree 
central government, either as parent ministry or other involved ministry, shapes HRM 
and the effects of  HRM. Given the dependence between central government and 
agencies, it is to be expected that this dependence also shows in HRM. In this respect, 
findings from Chapters 5 and 6 may indicate whether this influence is beneficial to how 
people are managed in agencies and, consequently, can act as input for decisions at the 
level of  central government.

For HRM managers in general, whether they are working in the public, semipublic, 
or private sector, findings from the between-sector analysis indicate whether they need 
to take the sector of  their organization into account and to what degree this feature 
impacts perceptions and effects of  HRM, as well as work-related attitudes and behaviors. 
For example, findings from Chapters 2 and 4 have implications for practitioners aiming 
to increase commitment and performance of  employees through HRM practices. While 
these outcomes are almost universally viewed as beneficial, the way to achieve them 
may be different between the public and private sectors. Acting upon these potential 
differences is therefore necessary to ensure that the HRM practices are as effective as 
possible. Furthermore, findings from Chapter 3 provide insight into the level of  work 
satisfaction, organizational commitment, public service motivation, and proactivity 
among employees in different sectors. Because these proximal outcomes of  HRM 
are linked to more distal organizational outcomes, such as turnover and performance, 
tailoring practices according to sector can have consequences for individual employees, 
but also for the organization as a whole.
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ABSTRACT

For a long time, public and semipublic organizations have borrowed Human Resource 
Management (HRM) practices from the private sector to enhance employee performance. 
Numerous scholars argue, however, that business-like practices are less effective outside 
the private sector context because of  sector-specific conditions. Based on the ability-
motivation-opportunity model, we performed a three-level meta-analysis to investigate 
differences in effects of  HRM practices on individual performance across sectors. Our 
study shows that significant differences exist between sectors, but the expectation that 
the effects of  HRM practices are largest in the private sector and smallest in the public 
sector is not supported. More specifically, the differences between the public, semipublic 
and private sector are not straightforward. In this respect, we encourage future scholars 
to further examine these differences.

This chapter has been published as Blom, R., Kruyen, P. M., Van der Heijden, B. I. 
J. M., & Van Thiel, S. (2020). One HRM fits all? A meta-analysis of  the effects of  
HRM practices in the public, semipublic and private sector. Review of  Public Personnel 
Administration, 40(1), 3-35.
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INTRODUCTION

Practitioners in public and semipublic sector organizations are obsessed by the private 
sector for inspiration on how to enhance employee performance (Pollit & Bouckaert, 
2011; Shim, 2001). In particular, the rise of  the New Public Management ideology 
in the 1980s brought about a general feeling that adopting business-like practices 
stimulates organizational efficiency and effectiveness (Alford & Hughes, 2008). 
Logically, as business administration scholars have shown that the use of  Human 
Resource Management (HRM) practices—like performance-based compensation and 
merit-based promotion—have a significant positive impact on business performance 
(Combs, Liu, Hall, & Ketchen, 2006; Delaney & Huselid, 1996; Jiang, Lepak, Hu, & 
Baer, 2012), HRM practices became ideal candidates for adoption in the public and 
semipublic sector as well (Gould-Williams, 2003; Truss, 2008). 

Numerous scholars, however, have contested whether HRM practices demonstrate 
similar beneficial effects in the public and semipublic sector in comparison with the 
private sector (e.g., Brown, 2004; Burke, Noblet, & Cooper, 2013). In particular, empirical 
studies have highlighted characteristics specific to the public and semipublic sector 
that are likely to result in lower effects of  HRM practices on individual performance, 
including relatively higher levels of  goal ambiguity, the presence of  stricter regulations 
compared to private sector organizations, and the specific work motivation of  public 
sector workers (e.g., Brewer & Walker 2013; Daley & Vasu 2005). That is to say, what 
works for business environments does not necessarily have to do so for other types of  
working organizations.

The goal of  this study is to systematically analyze whether the effects of  HRM practices 
on individual performance differ across the public, semipublic, and private sector using a 
meta-analytical approach. In line with previous research, we classify manufacturing and 
service-organizations with a for profit motive as private organizations, core government 
organizations as public organizations, and hybrid organizations containing both private 
and public elements (such as semi-autonomous agencies, hospitals, and universities) as 
semipublic organizations (e.g., Coursey & Rainey, 1990; Lan & Rainey, 1992; Wittmer, 
1991). To compare the effects of  HRM practices across these different types of  
sectors, we draw on the Ability-Motivation-Opportunity (AMO) model of  individual 
performance (Appelbaum, Bailey, Berg, & Kalleberg, 2000; Boxall & Macky, 2009). 
According to the AMO model, to enhance individual performance, HRM practices 
should be designed to stimulate an employee’s ability, motivation, and opportunity to 
perform. 

Although a handful of  studies has compared the impact of  specific HRM practices 
between private and public-sector organizations (Stavrou, Charalambous, & Spiliotis, 
2007; Vanhala & Stavrou, 2013), a systematic cross-sectoral comparison of  the effects 
of  HRM practices has not been undertaken yet. In this respect, a meta-analysis is a 
powerful approach to aggregate mixed findings from previous studies to estimate a 
general effect. Moreover, meta-analyses are also able to generate results that go beyond 
the scope of  a single study. In our study, the main objective is to add to the debate 
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on the potential impact of  contextual characteristics on the HRM-performance link 
(e.g., Boselie, 2010; Jiang et al., 2012; Paauwe, 2009; Teo & Rodwell, 2007; Wright, 
2004). Also, this scholarly work is intended to provide evidence-based advice on how to 
enhance individual performance for management and HRM professionals in the public 
and semipublic sector who look for inspiration in the private sector.

This article is structured as follows. First, we present our hypotheses on the 
relationship between HRM practices and individual performance taking sectoral 
differences into consideration. Second, we describe the methodology, that is, the process 
of  identification and selection of  studies, the coding procedure, and the technical details 
of  the meta-analysis. Third, we present the outcomes of  our meta-analysis. Lastly, we 
discuss the implications of  our study and will provide suggestions for future research.

THEORY

AMO Model and Individual Performance
The AMO model focuses on the effects of  HRM practices on performance at the 
individual level of  analysis (Appelbaum et al., 2000; Boselie, Dietz, & Boon, 2005). 
Previous literature has defined individual performance in terms of  behaviors and 
actions that have an impact on the organization’s goals and are under the control of  
the individual (Rotundo & Sackett, 2002; Wright, Gardner, & Moynihan, 2003). These 
behaviors can be either positive or negative, and are often differentiated between 
in-role and extra-role performance. In-role performance—also referred to as task 
performance or job-specific task proficiency (see the review by Koopmans et al., 2011 
for more specific information)—is defined as doing what one is hired to do. Extra-role 
performance—also referred to as contextual performance or organizational citizenship 
behavior (see Koopmans et al., 2011)—is defined as performance that goes beyond the 
call of  duty for the good of  the organization. 

Building on social-exchange theory, the AMO model posits that if  employees have 
the ability, motivation, and opportunity to do their job, they will demonstrate increased 
effort, which, in turn, will result in a higher performance. Employees make inferences 
about the intentions of  the organization by interpreting its practices (Boselie, 2010). 
Based on these inferences, employees will feel the obligation to reciprocate with positive 
work attitudes and behaviors. HRM practices that are aimed to enhance employees’ 
abilities, motivation, and opportunities are thought to be viewed as beneficial by these 
employees and provide them the incentives to perform (Allen, Shore, & Griffith, 
2003; Takeuchi, Lepak, Wang, & Takeuchi, 2007). The ability dimension is defined 
as employees having the skills, knowledge, and abilities to perform. Furthermore, the 
motivation dimension is defined as employees’ willingness and drive to perform. Finally, 
the opportunity dimension refers to employees having the responsibility, authority, and 
opportunity to solve problems and make decisions (Appelbaum et al., 2000). 

Following the AMO model, HRM practices can be classified into ability-enhancing, 
motivation-enhancing, and opportunity-enhancing practices (Lepak, Liao, Chung, 
& Harden, 2006). Ability-enhancing HRM practices focus on increasing employee 
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knowledge, skills, and abilities. Examples include sensitive selection and comprehensive 
training. Motivation-enhancing practices aim to increase employee motivation and 
include practices such as contingent rewards, performance management and internal 
promotion opportunities. Opportunity-enhancing practices focus on employee 
participation and empowerment and typical examples are direct participation, job 
design, and team working. 

Although previous research has demonstrated positive effects of  all three types of  
HRM practices in the light of  employee performance, differences in effects depending 
upon the type of  HRM practices are to be expected (e.g., Boselie, 2010; Gardner, Wright, 
& Moynihan, 2011; Jiang et al., 2012; Mostafa & Gould-Williams, 2014; Messersmith 
et al., 2011). For instance, in her study of  public sector employees in the Netherlands, 
Vermeeren (2013) found that ability-enhancing practices consistently showed a higher 
effect on job satisfaction in comparison with motivation- and opportunity-enhancing 
practices. Also, motivation-enhancing practices showed a lower effect on job satisfaction. 
These findings are in line with Boselie (2010), who found that motivation-enhancing 
practices have a weaker effect on affective commitment and organizational citizenship 
behavior (OCB) than ability-enhancing practices and opportunity-enhancing practices. 
Furthermore, opportunity-enhancing practices were stronger related to OCB than 
ability-enhancing practices. 

Thus, research using the AMO-model found significant effects of  specific HRM 
practices on individual performance as well as variations between practices. Therefore, 
it is not only important to formulate hypotheses about the effect of  HRM practices on 
individual performance in general, but also for the three dimensions separately.

Public and Semi-Public Sector Characteristics Affecting the Impact of  HRM 
Practices
Based on the extant literature in this scholarly field, we argue that differences in effects 
of  HRM practices on individual performance across sectors stem from the variety in 
organizational goal ambiguity, personnel constraints, and employee motivation (Brewer 
& Walker, 2013; Perry, Mesch, & Paarlberg, 2006; Rainey, 2009; Rainey & Jung, 2010). 
Using the private sector as the baseline, in the next section we elaborate on how this 
variety is likely to result in differences in the effects of  HRM practices on individual 
performance across the three distinguished sectors.
 
Organizational goal ambiguity 
Organizational goal ambiguity is defined as “the extent to which an organizational goal 
or set of  goals allows leeway for interpretation, when the organizational goal represents 
the desired future state of  the organization” (Chun & Rainey 2005, p. 2). Ambiguous 
goals lower the effect of  HRM practices on individual performance (Fernandez & 
Moldogaziev, 2010). For example, previous research indicates that for training to be 
effective, training objectives should be aligned with organizational goals (Tannenbaum 
& Yukl, 1992). Within the public sector, organizational goals are considered to be less 
tangible, harder to measure, more diverse, and often more conflicting compared to 
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ones in the private sector (Rainey & Jung, 2010). Consequently, it is harder to design 
effective training programs in public organizations. In a similar vein, it is more difficult 
to develop sound incentive schemes in the public sector (Perry, Mesch, & Paarlberg, 
2006). As extrinsic rewards are often linked to achieving concrete goals, higher goal 
ambiguity within public organizations complicates the reward process. 

In contrast to the public sector, empirical research on goal ambiguity in the semipublic 
sector is limited. We argue that organizational goal ambiguity is lower in semipublic 
organizations in comparison with public sector ones. The relatively high level of  
organizational goal ambiguity in public organizations is linked to the higher number of  
tasks these organizations carry out. Instead, semipublic organizations are often single 
purpose organizations (Verhoest, Van Thiel, Bouckaert, & Laegreid, 2012) and hence 
are expected to have less organizational goal ambiguity (Jung, 2011). Building on the 
logic that organizational goal ambiguity lowers the effectiveness of  HRM practices, 
we postulate that the effects of  HRM practices are higher in the semipublic sector in 
comparison with the public sector yet lower than in the private sector.

Personnel constraints 
Besides a higher degree of  organizational goal ambiguity, personnel constraints have 
been found to be more prevalent in the public sector, which, in turn, are expected to 
attenuate the effects of  HRM practices (Rainey & Chun, 2007). Political accountability, 
in the absence of  markets as sources for incentives, often involves implementation of  
external governmental control by means of  formal personnel constraints. As a result, 
the limited discretion of  public managers to hire and discharge employees impacts their 
ability to adopt certain HRM practices, such as (non)financial incentives, promotion 
opportunities, and employee exit management (Brewer & Walker, 2013; Weibel, Rost, 
& Osterloh, 2010). In other words, public sector managers have less power to manage 
their subordinates than their counterparts in the private sector do (Rainey, 2009). In a 
similar way, public managers experience difficulties in implementing HRM practices 
to empower employees, —that is, to provide them with the freedom and flexibility 
to act autonomously (Fernandez & Moldogaziev, 2010) —due to higher levels of  
formalization. In this respect, HRM practices such as participative decision-making and 
employee involvement are expected to be less effective in the public sector. 

Analogously to the lack of  research on goal ambiguity, there is a serious gap of  empirical 
research examining personnel constraints in the semipublic sector in comparison to 
other sectors. A few exceptions are the studies of  Coursey and Rainey (1990) and Lan 
and Rainey (1992), who studied perceptions of  personnel system constraints in public, 
semipublic, and private sector organizations. Both empirical studies show that public 
and semipublic organizations are comparable, yet not identical, on aspects of  personnel 
rules and authority with private organizations. For example, semipublic organizations 
appear to be more similar to private organizations with respect to flexibility in hiring 
practices and perceptions of  the presence of  unnecessary rules. These results indicate 
that it is more likely for organizations to fully adopt HRM practices in the semipublic 
sector than in the public sector, herewith increasing their effectiveness.
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Employee motivation 
Scholars argue that public sector employees have distinct values, motives, and attitudes 
that may influence the effectiveness of  HRM practices (Perry, Mesch, & Paarlberg, 
2006). In general, employees in the public sector are supposed to have a higher level of  
intrinsic and altruistic motivation than employees in the private sector (Rainey & Chun, 
2007). In other words, the motives for employees to work in public sector organizations 
are generally based on their personal values or desire to serve a public cause instead of  
extrinsic reasons. HRM practices such as pay-for-performance rely heavily on monetary 
incentives to motivate employees, and mainly focus on extrinsic motivation. This focus 
likely does not provide a good mechanism to motivate employees who are mostly 
intrinsically driven (Weibel, Rost, & Osterloh, 2010). 

There is a lack of  research examining motivational differences in the public and 
semipublic sector. Semipublic organizations carry out public tasks but may operate 
under private sector conditions (Van Thiel, 2012). Therefore, it could be argued that 
both intrinsic and extrinsic motivational aspects are present in the semipublic sector 
(Wittmer, 1991). As a result, HRM practices aimed at extrinsic rewards are assumed to 
be more effective in the semipublic than the public sector.

Hypotheses
Given the fact that public organizations score relatively higher on the dimensions 
of  organizational goal ambiguity, personnel constraints, and intrinsic motivation in 
comparison with private organizations, and semipublic organizations lie somewhat 
in between the two types of  sectors as regards the scoring on these dimensions, we 
hypothesize:

(1) The effect of  ability-enhancing HRM practices on individual performance is larger in the 
semipublic sector than in the public sector (a) and smaller than in the private sector (b).

(2) The effect of  motivation-enhancing HRM practices on individual performance is larger in the 
semipublic sector than in the public sector (a) and smaller than in the private sector (b).

(3) The effect of  opportunity-enhancing HRM practices on individual performance is larger in the 
semipublic sector than in the public sector (a) and smaller than in the private sector (b).

METHOD

Search Strategy
To identify relevant effect sizes, we searched for useful empirical studies during 
November and December 2015. No limit was set on the year of  appearance, because all 
studies were considered as potentially relevant. See Figure 1 for the flow chart of  our 
study selection process.

2
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Figure 2.1. Identification of  relevant studies

Total number of 
studies found:

46,743

Studies found 
with keywords 

Web of Science:

23,924

Studies found 
with keywords 

Business Source 
Complete:

10,526

Duplicates
removed:

3,778

Number of 
studies:

2944

Studies removed 
after abstract 

check:

2434

Additional 
studies  found in 
previous reviews 

and meta-
analyses:

35

Number of 
studies:

510

Studies removed 
after full text 

check:

446

Additional 
information 

after contacting 
authors:

8

Total number of 
studies eligible 

and coded:

65

Number of 
studies:

42,965

Studies removed 
after title check:

40,056

Studies found 
with keywords 

PsycInfo:

12,293

We searched the Business Source Complete, PsycINFO, and Web of  Science databases 
because of  their complementary focus. Search strings were created by combining 
keywords for HRM practices with keywords for individual performance using the AND 
term. For HRM practices, keywords were “HRM”, “human resource”, “HR practice”, 
“HR policy”, “HPWP”, “high performance work practice”, “personnel practices” 
and “personnel policies”. For individual performance, keywords to identify in-role 
performance were “task performance”, “in-role behavior”, and “effort”, whereas the 
keywords used to identify extra-role performance were “contextual performance”, 
“extra-role behavior”, “discretionary behavior”, “organizational citizenship behavior”, 
“helping behavior”, “knowledge-sharing behavior”, “creative behavior”, “innovative 
behavior”, and “proactive behavior”. Furthermore, the following general keywords for 
individual performance were used: “employee performance”, “individual performance”, 
“work performance”, “job performance”, and “employee behavior”. In total, 42,965 
potentially useful studies were identified using these keywords.

In addition, we checked the reference lists of  several reviews that focused on 
the link between HRM and individual performance (Boselie, Dietz, & Boon, 2005; 
Combs et al., 2006; Jiang et al., 2012; Kooij, Jansen, Dikkers, & De Lange, 2010; Rabl, 
Jayasinghe, Gerhart, & Kuhlmann, 2014; Subramony, 2009; Van de Voorde, Paauwe, 
& Van Veldhoven, 2012). Identification of  possibly relevant studies in these reference 
lists was based on its title. This check of  reference lists resulted in 35 additional studies. 
However, as the additional studies did not meet the inclusion criteria, none of  these 
were eventually included in the meta-analysis.

Inclusion Criteria
Only studies that met the following six criteria were included in our meta-analysis. 
First, studies had to provide correlations for the relationship between individual HRM 
practices or AMO-based HRM practices, on the one hand, and individual performance, 
on the other hand. We did not differentiate between studies using self-rated or other-
rated measures as long as individual-level data was provided. Studies that focused on 
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the relationship between HRM practices and organizational performance (e.g., Allen, 
Ericksen, & Collins, 2013) or on the effects of  HRM practices on aggregated individual 
performance (e.g.,Teo, Le Clerc, & Galang, 2011) were excluded. Next, only studies 
that examined the availability or use of  HRM practices were included, excluding studies 
that examined, for example, preferences of  HRM practices (e.g., Lee, Iijima, & Reade, 
2011). Moreover, studies using intensity measures as well as yes/no measures of  
HRM practices were included. Third, only studies that provided organization-specific 
information needed to test our research hypotheses were included. Consequently, 
several studies were excluded because they combined different sectors in their analysis 
(e.g., Pare & Tremblay, 2007). Fourth, only studies that provided the necessary statistical 
information to perform our meta-analysis (i.e., correlation coefficients and sample 
sizes) were included. Fifth, in case a sample was used in multiple studies, only the study 
that provided the most information was included. If  multiple studies provided the same 
information, the oldest study was seen as the “original” study, while subsequent studies 
were seen as “duplicates”. Therefore, only the oldest study was included. Finally, due to 
language barriers and, hence, possible misinterpretation of  study findings, only studies 
that were published in English were included. In the end, 65 articles were selected and 
coded.

Coding Procedure
In addition to the main variables of  interest, study characteristics were coded using a 
coding scheme developed by the first author (see Appendix 2.2). The coding scheme 
was cross-validated by the other three authors, who independently from one another 
coded one single study. After minor adjustments in the coding scheme, the first author 
coded all remaining studies. Method and Results sections of  the different included 
studies were the primary sources of  information during the coding process. In case 
crucial information was missing as indicated in the inclusion criteria, the corresponding 
author of  the empirical work was contacted to obtain the required data. Of  the 65 
coded studies, eight studies were included after having requested and received additional 
information from the authors (Abstein, Heidenreich, & Spieth, 2014; Amayah 2013; 
Gould-Williams, 2003; Gould-Williams & Mohamed, 2010; Knies & Leisink, 2014; 
Mostafa & Gould-Williams, 2014; Mostafa, Gould-Williams, & Bottomley, 2015a; Wei, 
Han, & Hsu, 2010). From another 47 studies, we requested, but did not receive crucial 
information. To assess the inter-coder reliability, the second author independently coded 
twenty randomly selected studies. Only a few small differences were found, which were 
resolved after discussion between the two authors. For example, some studies provided 
slightly different sample sizes in the method part and in the correlation table, which lead 
to a difference between the two coders.

Operationalization of  Variables
HRM practices according to AMO model 
Using a two-step procedure, HRM practices were coded as either ability-, motivation- 
or opportunity-enhancing practices. In the first step, the practices were coded as one 

2
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of  the 26 distinguished types of  individual HRM practices identified by Boselie, Dietz, 
and Boon (2005). In the second step, these individual practices were coded according to 
the AMO model (e.g., Appelbaum et al., 2000; Jiang et al., 2012; Subramony, 2009) (see 
specific information regarding our categorization in Appendix 2.2). One study already 
provided the correlations between HRM practices and individual performance based on 
the AMO model (Boselie, 2010), and therefore this study was only coded in the second 
step.

Individual performance 
As explained in the theoretical section, we adopted the widely-used categorization of  
in-role and extra-role performance. In-role performance consisted of  in-role behavior 
and task performance. Extra-role performance consisted of  extra-role behavior, 
organizational citizenship behavior (OCB), helping behavior, knowledge-sharing 
behavior, creative behavior, innovative behavior, and discretionary behavior. In addition, 
a large set of  studies assessed individual/employee performance, work performance, 
and job performance. These types of  performance all relate to the job or work as a 
whole and not to a specific task. Therefore, we added a third type of  performance, 
which we coded as “general individual performance”.

Sector 
In order to determine the appropriate sector code, we, firstly, coded organization type 
into one of  eight categories (see Appendix 2.2). Second, these types were coded into 
one of  the three sectors (i.e., public sector, semipublic sector, and private sector). The 
public sector consisted of  central government and state/regional/local governmental 
bodies. The semipublic sector consisted of  education and health organizations, because 
no studies were found that examined other types of  semipublic organizations. This 
classification is in line with previous research (Coursey & Rainey, 1990; Lan & Rainey, 
1992). The private sector consisted of  manufacturing and service businesses.
 
Geographical area 
Findings from previous studies suggest that the effects of  HRM practices in different 
sectors vary across countries, partly due to institutional and cultural differences (Rabl 
et al., 2014; Vanhala & Stavrou, 2013). We tried to account for these differences by 
controlling for the geographical area in which the data was collected. To create this 
variable, we coded whether the study was conducted in an Anglo-Saxon, European, 
Asian, or other geographical area. 

Meta-Analytic Procedure
Our final dataset contained many interdependent effect sizes, as most studies investigated 
the effects of  various overlapping HRM practices on individual performance. When 
ignoring inter-effect size dependencies in a meta-analysis, standard errors of  the fixed 
effects and heterogeneity of  the random effects are biased (Cheung, 2014). A common 
approach to deal with these dependencies is to calculate composites from effect sizes 

149394_Blom_BNW.indd   36149394_Blom_BNW.indd   36 12-05-2021   09:4112-05-2021   09:41



37

ONE HRM FITS ALL?

(Borenstein, Hedges, Higgins, & Rothsteint, 2009). Although this approach removes 
the related errors, valuable information from individual effect sizes are lost due to the 
aggregation. In this study, a three-level meta-analytical approach was used to account 
for these dependencies without overestimating results (Cheung, 2014). In a three-level 
approach, sampling variation of  each effect size is modeled as a Level 1 factor, variation 
within studies as a Level 2 factor, and variation between studies as a Level 3 factor (Van 
Den Noortgate, Lopez-Lopez, Marin-Martinez, & Sanchez-Meca, 2013).

In order to investigate potential differences between sectors, the following steps 
were taken. In the first step, meta-analytic correlations were calculated using a three-
level meta-analysis approach, in which we controlled for geographical area. To calculate 
the meta-analytic correlations, three-level mixed effects models were fitted using the 
meta3 function of  the metaSEM package in R (Cheung 2015). Next, we checked 
several heterogeneity statistics. In a three-level meta-analysis, statistics for the amount 
of  variation in Level 2 (τ2(2)) and the amount of  variation in Level 3 (τ2(3)) are given 
besides the regular Q statistic. In a similar vein, the proportions of  the total variation 
are allocated to either Level 2 (I2(2)) or Level 3 (I2(3)). In this respect, considerable 
values for τ2(3) and I2(3) indicate the presence of  study-level moderators, in our case 
sector. To determine whether sufficient variation existed in the effect sizes to justify a 
moderation analysis with sector as moderator, we checked each bivariate relationship 
for a significant Q and I2(3) that exceeded 25 percent (Borenstein et al., 2009), after 
controlling for geographical area.

In the second step, meta-analytic correlations between HRM practices and 
individual performance outcomes for each sector were calculated by fitting three-
level random effects models. Following Valentine, Piggot, and Rothstein (2010), who 
stated that using meta-analysis for as few as two effect sizes is more appropriate to 
aggregate findings than any other alternative, we calculated meta-analytic correlations 
if  at least two effect sizes for each sector were available. These correlations were then 
used to create a correlation matrix for each sector. The averaged correlation matrices 
were used as input to conduct meta-analytic structural equation modeling (MASEM). 
Using weighted least squares (WLS) estimation, structural models were fitted on the 
averaged correlation matrices (Cheung, 2014). Models with regression paths from 
HRM practices to one individual performance outcome and correlations between the 
distinguished HRM practices were estimated for each sector. The harmonic mean was 
imputed as sample size, which gives less weight to large sample sizes resulting in more 
conservative estimates. In total, nine models were estimated. Regression estimates and 
likelihood-based confidence intervals (LCBIs) were checked to interpret the effects 
of  HRM practices on performance. Because the estimated models were saturated, fit 
statistics could not be reported. Analyses were conducted using the wls function of  the 
metaSEM package in R (Cheung, 2015).

In the final step, to test the formulated hypotheses, multigroup analyses were 
conducted using the results from the WLS estimation (Jak, 2015). In these analyses, 
parameters are constrained to be equal across groups to test for differences between 
sectors. If  the χ2 increases significantly when equality constraints across groups are 
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added, the parameters are significantly different across groups. Each separate multigroup 
analysis compares the effects of  HRM practices on one individual performance outcome 
between two sectors. Analyses were conducted using the OpenMx package in R (Neale 
et al., 2015).

Publication bias 
Due to a possibility that non-significant findings go unreported, meta-analyses could 
present a too optimistic view of  the state of  the literature (Kepes, Banks, McDaniel, 
& Whetzel, 2012). To assess this impact of  publication bias on the effects of  HRM 
practices on performance in general, we used Egger’s test of  the intercept and Duval 
and Tweedie’s trim and fill method (Duval & Tweedie, 2000; Egger, Smith, Schneider, 
& Minder, 1997). The results of  these tests, shown in Appendix 2.3, indicate that 
substantial evidence for publication bias is not present. None of  the intercepts estimated 
were significant, whereas the trim and fill analyses indicated that only the relationship 
between motivation-enhancing practices and general performance may be influenced by 
publication bias. However, as shown in the Results section, this relationship is not tested 
for sector differences and thus had no influence on our conclusions.

RESULTS

Preliminary Analysis 
Our final data set contained 262 effect sizes from 66 samples in 64 articles (total N 
= 227,989). In particular, we incorporated 148 effect sizes from manufacturing and 
service firms which we coded as private-sector organizations; 59 effect sizes from 
core government organizations which we coded as public-sector organizations; and 55 
effect sizes from educational and hospital organizations which we coded as semipublic 
organizations. Table 2.1 shows the number of  effect sizes, differentiated according to the 
three AMO-dimensions. Unfortunately, too few effect sizes were available to estimate 
the effects of  ability- and motivation-enhancing practices on in-role performance in 
the public sector. In a similar vein, we had an insufficient number of  effect sizes to 
estimate the effects of  opportunity-enhancing practices on general performance in the 
semipublic sector.

Most of  the articles in our sample were published in HRM-related journals (37%), 
followed by management journals (17%), psychology journals (10%), and public 
administration journals (10%). Most empirical studies were published after 2010 (60%). 
Regarding geographical area, we had 85 effect sizes from Anglo-Saxon countries, 42 
effect sizes from European countries, 88 effect sizes from Asian countries, and 44 effect 
sizes from countries in other geographical areas, such as Africa and the Middle East.

Effects of  HRM Practices on Performance Outcomes 
In Table 2.2, meta-analytic correlations are presented between the HRM practices and 
individual performance outcomes. For all combinations, the results show a positively 
significant correlation. All Q statistics are significant (p < 0.01), whereas most I2(3) 
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Table 2.2. Meta-analytic correlations between HRM practices and performance outcomesa 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 
1. Ability-enhancing  

practices      
2. Motivation-enhancing  

practices (r) 
0.49     

 95% LBCI [0.26: 0.71]     
 k (N) 80 (211148)     
 Q 8812*     
 I2

(3) 41.5     
3. Opportunity-enhancing 

practices (r) 
0.49 0.53    

 95% LBCI [0.28: 0.69] [0.37: 0.69]    
 k (N) 62 (211803) 100 (208843)    
 Q 6684* 9903*    
 I2

(3) 45.6 36.9    
4. In-role performance (r) 0.26 0.14 0.21   
 95% LBCI [0.04: 0.47] [0.11: 0.19] [0.02: 0.38]   
 k (N) 9 (2141) 16 (3244) 10 (2203)   
 Q 88.90* 59.2* 84.57*   
 I2

(3) 32.4 35.4 65.8   
5. Extra-role performance (r) 0.35 0.29 0.19 0.57  
 95% LBCI [0.17: 0.53] [0.12: 0.47] [0.07: 0.31] [0.27: 0.87]  
 k (N) 47 (213820) 81 (212907) 58 (213321) 15 (2553)  
 Q 880.07* 1321.5* 852.32* 357.38*  
 I2

(3) 79.9 76.2 53.3 29.7  
6. General performance (r) 0.35 0.37 0.49 0.31 NAb 
 95% LBCI [0.19: 0.48] [0.15: 0.59] [0.38: 0.60] [-0.01: 0.58]  
 k (N) 12 (2500) 20 (5822) 8 (1586) 4 (561)  
 Q 171.92* 370.23* 24.69* 31.52*  
 I2

(3) 16.2 55.8 12 55.8  

Note. r = mean sample-weighted correlation, 95% LBCI = 95% likelihood-based confidence interval around mean 
sample-weighted correlation, k = number of effect sizes, N = total sample size, Q = test for heterogeneity, I2

(3) = 
proportion of total variance explained by level 3. 
aAfter controlling for societal cluster. 
bNo study reported the correlation between extra-role and general performance. 
* p < .01 

 

values exceed 25 percent. This implies that a substantial amount of  variance between 
the effect sizes is due to study characteristics, of  which sectoral differences might be 
one. In contrast, I2(3) values are below 25 percent for the effects of  both ability- and 
motivation-enhancing practices on general performance. Therefore, no additional 
analyses were conducted for these relationships.

Effects of  HRM Practices on Performance Outcomes Per Sector
To investigate the effects of  HRM practices on individual performance in each sector, 
multiple MASEM models were tested. Figure 2 presents the results for the model with 
in-role performance as dependent variable and shows that ability-enhancing practices 
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have a significant effect in both the semipublic (β = 0.10, 95% LBCI = 0.04: 0.17) and 
the private sector (β = 0.33, 95% LBCI = 0.26: 0.39). In contrast, no significant effect 
is found for motivation-enhancing practices in both the semipublic (β = 0.04, 95% 
LBCI = -0.02: 0.10) and the private sector (β = -0.02, 95% LBCI = -0.08: 0.04). Finally, 
opportunity-enhancing practices appear to have a significant effect in the semipublic 
(β = 0.15, 95% LBCI = 0.09: 0.22) and the private sector (β = 0.13, 95% LBCI = 0.07: 
0.19), while no significant effect is found in the public sector (β = 0.09, 95% LBCI = 
-0.02: 0.19).

Figure 3 shows that extra-role performance is significantly influenced by ability-
enhancing practices in each sector. The effect is strongest in the semipublic sector (β= 
0.17, 95% LBCI = 0.12: 0.21), and comparable effects are found in the public (β = 
0.13, 95% LBCI = 0.12: 0.13) and the private sector (β = 0.10, 95% LBCI = 0.07: 
0.13). Similar results are found for opportunity-enhancing practices. Again, the effect 
appears to be strongest in the semipublic sector (β = 0.39, 95% LBCI = 0.34: 0.43) 
and comparable effects are found in the public (β = 0.17, 95% LBCI = 0.16: 0.17) and 
the private sector (β = 0.16, 95% LBCI = 0.13: 0.18). Motivation-enhancing practices 
appear to have a significant and similar effect in both the public (β = 0.10, 95% LBCI 
= 0.09: 0.10) and the private sector (β = 0.10, 95% LBCI = 0.07: 0.12). In contrast, for 
motivation-enhancing practices no significant effect is found in the semipublic sector (β 
= -0.04, 95% LBCI = -0.08: 0.01).

Finally, the model with general individual performance being the outcome variable is 
presented in Figure 4. In this model, only the effects of  opportunity-enhancing practices 
are tested. For these practices, a significant effect is found in the private sector (β = 0.15, 
95% LBCI = 0.10: 0.19), while no significant effect is found in the public sector (β = 
0.02, 95% LBCI = -0.04: 0.08). 

Multigroup Analyses for Sectoral Differences
To test whether effects of  HRM practices on individual performance differed between 
sectors, several multigroup analyses were conducted. First, to test Hypotheses 1a, 2a, and 
3a, we compared the public and the semipublic sector. For ability-enhancing practices, 
no significant difference is found for extra-role performance. Therefore, Hypothesis 1a 
is rejected. For motivation-enhancing practices, contrary to Hypothesis 2a, a stronger 
effect is found for extra-role performance in the public sector (χ2(1) = 37.58, p < 0.001). 
Finally, opportunity-enhancing practices appear to have a stronger effect on extra-role 
performance in the semipublic sector (χ2(1) = 106.07, p < 0.001), but no significant 
difference is found for in-role performance. With these outcomes, Hypothesis 3a is 
partially supported.

Next, in order to test Hypotheses 1b, 2b, and 3b, we compared the semipublic and 
the private sector. For, ability-enhancing practices, a stronger effect is found for in-
role performance in the private sector (χ2(1) = 31.87, p < 0.001), but no significant 
difference is found for extra-role performance. Therefore, Hypothesis 1b is partially 
supported. For motivation-enhancing practices, a stronger effect is found for extra-role 
performance in the private sector (χ2(1) = 9.32, p < 0.01), but no significant difference 
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is found for in-role performance. Therefore, Hypothesis 2b is partially supported. 
Finally, opportunity-enhancing practices appear to have a stronger effect on extra-role 
performance in the semipublic sector (χ2(1) = 21.20, p < 0.001), but no significant 
difference is found for in-role performance. Therefore, Hypothesis 3b is rejected.

Finally, we also compared the public with the private sector. For ability-enhancing 
practices, a stronger effect is found for extra-role performance in the public sector 
(χ2(1) = 10.33, p < 0.01). For motivation-enhancing practices no significant difference 
is found for extra-role performance. Finally, opportunity-enhancing practices appear to 
have a stronger effect on extra-role performance in the public sector (χ2(1) = 8.18, p < 
0.01) and a stronger effect on general performance in the private sector (χ2(1) = 11.33, 
p < 0.001). It should be noted that, even though significant differences are found for 
extra-role performance, absolute differences between estimates are very small. This is 
likely due to the large sample sizes in the public sector. 

DISCUSSION

The goal of  this meta-analysis was to compare effects of  ability-, motivation-, and 
opportunity-enhancing HRM practices on individual performance across the public, 
semipublic, and private sector. In line with recently published meta-analyses in public 
administration journals (Cantarelli, Belardinelli, & Belle, 2016; Gerrish, 2015; Harari, 
Herst, Parola, & Carmona, 2017; Homberg, McCarthy, & Tabvuma, 2015), our study 
adheres to Perry’s (2012) call for meta-analytic research to help “position public 
administration scholars to interact more meaningfully with scholars in management, 
political science and other disciplines” (p. 481). To the best of  our knowledge, this 
scholarly work is the first to meta-analytically examine differences in effects of  HRM 
practices on the employee level across three sectors, thereby contributing to debates on 
the importance of  context for HRM  (Paauwe, 2009; Vermeeren, 2013).

In contrast to what we expected, there seems to be only small differences between 
public and private sector organizations. We assumed that variety in goal ambiguity, 
personnel constraints, and employee motivation would lead to lower effects of  HRM 
practices in the public sector (Brewer & Walker, 2013; Perry et al., 2006; Rainey & 
Jung, 2010). Except for a higher effect of  opportunity-enhancing practices on general 
performance in the private sector, no substantive differences have been found. These 
findings may indicate that, in general, public and private sector employees are equally 
affected by ability-, motivation- or opportunity-enhancing practices. Perhaps the 
differences between sectors are not as big as expected, which corresponds to debates 
about the “blurring of  the sectors” (Rainey & Chun, 2007). Moreover, although this 
does not imply that certain specific HRM practices cannot show differential effects, 
it could well be possible that contextual factors other than sector are relatively more 
important, such as industry, organizational size or culture (Combs et al., 2006). 

Our findings do indicate that differences are noticeable between semipublic 
organizations, on the one hand, and public and private organizations, on the other 
hand. Most striking findings are the (relatively) strong effects of  opportunity-enhancing 
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practices and the (relatively) small effects of  motivation-enhancing practices in 
semipublic organizations.

Employees in semipublic organizations found in our sample, more so in comparison 
with employees in public and private organizations, are viewed as public-service 
professionals with an initially high degree of  specialized knowledge and skills and high 
intrinsic motivation (Deem, 2004; Farr-Wharton, Brunetto, & Shacklock, 2011; Lega 
& Pietro, 2005). For example, a surgeon and a high school teacher already possess 
much job-specific knowledge before entering the labor market, which make them 
able to perform their prescribed tasks adequately from the very start. However, to go 
beyond their prescribed tasks, professionals especially benefit from receiving autonomy 
and control in their work. Moreover, although the need to further develop their skills 
systematically at the workplace also exists (Van der Heijden, Gorgievski, & De Lange, 
2016), professionals often engage in external networks to educate themselves. Given 
these characteristics of  the semipublic sector in our sample, the strong effects of  
opportunity-enhancing practices are not odd. Although these practices are important 
in the public and private sector as well, they seem essential for HRM in the semipublic 
sector. 

From the viewpoint of  the public sector, the lower effect sizes compared to the 
semipublic sector could also be explained by the higher prevalence of  personnel 
constraints, as public organizations have been found to perceive more red tape (Coursey 
& Rainey, 1990; Lan & Rainey, 1992). In particular, public managers face difficulties 
to grant their employees autonomy due to administrative burdens and the needs for 
political accountability (Fernandez & Moldogaziev, 2010). This in turn, could have a 
negative impact on the effects of  opportunity-enhancing practices.

The lower effects of  motivation-enhancing practices on extra-role performance and 
of  ability-enhancing practices on in-role performance in the semipublic sector can also 
be related to sector-specific characteristics. Motivation-enhancing practices typically aim 
at the extrinsic motivation of  employees (Lepak et al., 2006), which does not fit well 
with the high intrinsic motivation of  people working in healthcare and education (e.g., 
Cerasoli, Nicklin, & Ford, 2014; Schopman, Kalshoven, & Boon, 2017). As a result, 
these practices have little to no effect on their performance. Furthermore, their high 
initial expertise, as already discussed above, causes ability-enhancing practices to be 
relatively less important for in-role performance. After all, many employees already 
are capable to perform their prescribed tasks before entering the labor market. These 
findings indicate that the semipublic sector is different from the public and private 
sector in this regard, which has a discernable impact on the effects of  HRM practices.

In addition to our main results, this meta-analysis shows two interesting findings. 
First, the publication year of  the majority of  the articles indicates that studying the 
association between HRM practices on individual performance is a relatively young 
topic. The growth of  studies on this topic shows the increased attention for micro-level 
HRM research (Boselie, 2010), and demonstrates the embeddedness of  our study in this 
topical debate. Second, the type of  journals in which the selected studies are published 
reflects the lack of  attention for HRM in the public administration literature. Although 
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approximately forty percent of  the studies used samples from public or semipublic 
organizations, only a small fraction of  the studies is actually published in public 
administration journals. This suggests that, although arguments have been frequently 
posed that HRM in the public sector has its own complexities (Brown, 2004), up until 
now empirical research has not given much attention to these complexities.

For practitioners, our results show the importance of  HRM for employee performance, 
although no simple answer exists to the question of  how to specifically stimulate 
performance. In general, practitioners should consider sector-specific conditions before 
implementing HRM practices and adapt their policy to which type of  performance 
they want to stimulate. Opportunity-enhancing practices appear particularly important 
to stimulate extra-role performance. Especially for managers in the semipublic sector, 
who are supervising employees that require a great deal of  autonomy, our findings 
emphasize the need to invest in practices that provide ample opportunities to perform. 
In addition, these managers should be aware of  implementing practices aimed to 
enhance motivation, as these practices have shown to be unimportant for employees in 
the semipublic sector. Our results also indicate that common practical implications exist 
for both public and private managers, as some shared best HRM practices came up from 
our study, especially for stimulating extra-role performance. Therefore, in designing the 
HRM system, these managers should take into account universal practices as well as 
sector-specific conditions. 

Similar to primary studies, meta-analyses are not without limitations. First, as discussed 
earlier, we only identified studies conducted in semipublic organizations that operate in 
the area of  education and health. Although education and health could certainly be 
categorized as semipublic organizations, the semipublic sector as a whole is broader 
than these types of  organizations. That is to say, there are other typical semipublic 
organizations as well, such as state agencies, public establishments, and state-owned 
companies (Van Thiel, 2012). According to principles of  New Public Management, 
these organizations vary in their degree of  autonomy, which is also noticeable in the 
area of  HRM (Verhoest et al., 2012). However, we did not identify any studies that 
examined these types of  organizations. The lack of  other semipublic organizations has 
consequences for the generalizability of  our findings, which is limited to education and 
health organizations. We strongly recommend future research to investigate the HRM-
performance link in various other semipublic organizations. 

Second, the majority of  the studies measured the use and availability of  HRM 
practices and individual performance using the same rater source. This could lead to 
common-method bias, which leads to overestimating the correlation between HRM 
practices and individual performance. Related to this issue is the cross-sectional design 
of  most studies, which limits the conclusions on the causality between HRM practices 
and individual performance. Both limitations partly stem from the deficiency in the way 
we do survey research (Perry, 2012). Like Perry, we encourage future scholars to focus 
on experimental and longitudinal designs in addition to high-quality survey research.

Third, although being in line with previous literature in the field, our study used a 
relatively ‘crude’ measure of  sector. Although we argue that differences in organizational 
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goal ambiguity, personnel constraints, and employee motivation may lead to differences 
across sectors, we were not able to empirically test for moderation effects. In order to be 
able to demonstrate how sector matters in the relationship between HRM and individual 
performance, future research should focus on including psychometrically sound 
measures to investigate possible moderation effects of  these specific characteristics. 

Finally, we did not incorporate other moderators, because this would result in relatively 
few studies in each subgroup. More specifically, incorporating additional moderators 
would make it impossible to test the models in each subgroup. More empirical work 
on other potential factors that could moderate the relationship between HRM practices 
and individual performance is needed. For example, previous research suggests that 
culture, organization size, industry type, and age moderate the relationship between 
HRM and different outcomes (Kooij et al., 2010; Rabl et al., 2014; Subramony, 2009). 
Furthermore, in line with social exchange theory, studies could include moderators 
reflecting the process of  social exchange between individual employee and his/her 
employer, such as organizational commitment or perceived organizational support. 

Therefore, building on this meta-analysis, which is the first to test differences in the 
effects of  HRM practices on individual performance across sectors, we call for future 
research to examine cross-sector differences from other perspectives. Our study shows 
that sectoral context plays an important role in several of  the relationships between 
HRM practices and individual performance.
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ABSTRACT

Many studies have investigated potential differences in employee attitudes and behaviors 
across sectors. However, empirical evidence in this regard remains largely inconclusive 
or even contradictory. Although theoretical explanations may exist, it cannot be ruled 
out that there are issues pertaining to methodological choices at play as well. The aim 
of  this contribution is to explore whether two issues, one related to the justification 
of  interpreting the public sector as a homogenous one and one to controlling for 
measurement invariance, influence conclusions of  comparative research. Using a Dutch 
data set containing 1,998 respondents, we tested the impact of  these two issues on 
four concepts that have gotten much attention in employee level comparative research, 
namely work satisfaction, organizational commitment, proactivity towards self-
development, and public service motivation. Our findings demonstrate that differences 
exist within the public sector and that lack of  measurement invariance affects results, 
which, in turn, affect conclusions regarding within- and between-sector comparisons. 
We therefore recommend that scholars recognize these issues before conducting 
comparative research.

This chapter has been published as Blom, R., Kruyen, P. M., Van Thiel, S., & Van 
der Heijden, B. I. J. M. (2020). ‘Through the looking-glass’: addressing methodological 
issues in analyzing within- and between-sector differences in employee attitudes and 
behaviors. International Public Management Journal.
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INTRODUCTION

In the fields of  HRM and public management, there are many studies that compare the 
private and public sector at the employee level, aimed at testing differences between 
government and business employees (Baarspul & Wilderom, 2011; Rainey & Bozeman, 
2000). This kind of  research is often based on the assumption that government 
employees and private sector employees differ on some essential characteristics 
(Baarspul & Wilderom, 2011; Rainey & Bozeman, 2000; Van de Walle, 2004). 

Expected differences are based on theory, but the empirical evidence remains largely 
inconclusive or even contradictory. That is, studies disagree with each other in the 
magnitude and direction of  the differences. For example, some studies showed that 
business employees are more committed to their work organization than government 
employees (Buelens & Van den Broeck, 2007; Zeffane, 1994), while other studies, 
contradictorily, found that government employees are more committed (Balfour & 
Wechsler, 1990), or found no difference between sectors (Hansen & Kjeldsen, 2017; 
Steinhaus & Perry, 1996). Although theoretical explanations may exist, it cannot be 
ruled out that issues pertaining to methodological choices are at play as well (Baarspul 
& Wilderom, 2011; Jilke, Meuleman, & Van de Walle, 2015; Steinhaus & Perry, 1996).

While earlier theorizing has recognized the limitations of  using a dichotomous 
public-private distinction (Bozeman & Bretschneider, 1994), the public management 
literature has often relied on it when comparing sectors. That is, although scholars 
have argued that the public sector needs to be disentangled into more refined groups 
(Andrews, Boyne, & Walker, 2011), many comparative studies, so far, have presented 
the public sector as one homogeneous sector, thereby suggesting an oversimplified 
representation (e.g., Buelens & Van den Broeck, 2007; Wang, Yang, & Wang, 2012; 
Zeffane, 1994). As a result, it cannot be ruled out that mixed evidence in comparative 
research is partly due to the composition of  the public sector in each study.

In this study, we investigate the impact of  variations in public sector organizations 
at the national or federal level on employee level outcomes. Addressing these variations 
is important, as previous research, especially in Europe, has pointed towards the 
distinction between ministries – central government organizations primarily responsible 
for policy making, also referred to as government departments, bureaus, or secretariats 
– and agencies – organizations primarily responsible for policy implementation, also 
referred to as semi-autonomous or executive agencies – as a level of  differentiation 
that is important to consider (Selin, 2015). Specifically, agencies are seldom investigated 
separately from ministries in empirical research on employee attitudes and behaviors 
(Blom, 2020), although studies have claimed that they are distinct and varying in 
important aspects, such as the level of  bureaucracy (Kickert, 2001; Pollitt & Bouckaert, 
2011). 

In addition to an oversimplified representation of  the public sector as homogeneous, 
most studies do not seem to account for the fact that items used in measurement 
instruments can have different interpretations in different groups, which may stem 
from construct, method, and item bias (Jilke et al., 2015). To prevent biased results and 
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incorrect conclusions, controlling for measurement invariance is argued to be essential 
in comparative research (Vandenberg & Lance, 2000). Unfortunately, this practice does 
not seem to be common in public administration literature yet (for recent exceptions. 
see Borst, 2018; Hansen & Kjeldsen, 2017; Van Loon, 2017).

Therefore, in this study, using multigroup structural equation modeling (SEM), 
we aim to explore if  addressing the above-mentioned two issues – disentangling the 
public sector at the national level and controlling for measurement invariance – affect 
conclusions of  comparative research. We test the impact of  both issues for four 
well-established employee level concepts that have received thorough attention in 
comparative research: work satisfaction (Kjeldsen & Hansen, 2018; Wang et al., 2012), 
organizational commitment (Hansen & Kjeldsen 2017; Zeffane 1994), proactivity 
towards self-development (De Cooman, De Gieter, Pepermans, & Jegers, 2009; Willem, 
De Vos, & Buelens, 2010), and public service motivation (PSM; Andersen, Pallesen, 
& Pedersen, 2011; Taylor, 2010). Secondary survey data from 1,998 employees were 
analysed that were collected in the Netherlands in 2014. We compared the results using 
the “traditional” approach – i.e., comparing one homogeneous public sector and business 
organizations without controlling for measurement invariance – with the results using 
the “new” approach – i.e., separating between ministries and agencies and controlling 
for measurement invariance. Using this methodology, some of  the inconsistencies 
found in comparative research may be better understood and, in addition, our findings 
may provide future research guidelines for comparing sectors.

The remainder of  this article is structured as follows. First, the types of  organizations 
included in this study are discussed, followed by a discussion of  the four employee level 
concepts, and our expectations regarding the influence of  controlling for measurement 
invariance in comparative research. Second, we describe how we use multigroup SEM 
to answer our research question, followed by the findings. Finally, we discuss the 
implications of  our findings, the study’s limitations, and suggestions for future research.

THEORY

Distinction between Government, Businesses, and Semi-Autonomous Agencies
The premise of  sector comparative research is that there is a fundamental distinction 
between governments and businesses that explains differences among employees. In 
this regard, scholars can adopt a one-dimensional approach based on ownership –also 
referred to as the core approach – to distinguish among organizations. In addition, 
the publicness approach argues that organizations vary in the degree of  publicness, 
depending on “the extent to which externally imposed political authority affects them” 
(Bozeman & Bretschneider, 1994, p. 202). Although often studied separately, these 
two approaches are complementary, rather than alternatives, and have merit on their 
own (Antonsen & Jorgensen, 1997), as both have shown to explain differences among 
organizations.

Previously, studies have primarily adopted the one-dimensional or core approach 
to explain differences in employee attitudes and behaviors between sectors. In short, 
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these studies divide respondents into either the public or private sector, often without a 
precise description of  the types of  organizations included in the specific research (for an 
exception, see Zeffane, 1994). Recently, scholars have focused on a more conscientious 
sampling strategy by selecting similar types of  jobs or occupational groups across 
sectors (Andersen et al., 2011; Hansen & Kjeldsen, 2017; Kjeldsen & Hansen, 2018). 
Others have taken a different perspective by comparing sectors based on a normative 
distinction of  people-processing and people-changing organizations (Borst, 2018; Van 
Loon, 2017), with their classification of  people-changing organizations showing great 
overlap with the semipublic or hybrid sector used in other comparative studies (Blom, 
Kruyen, Van der Heijden, & Van Thiel, 2020; Lan & Rainey, 1992; Wittmer, 1991). 
Altogether, these recent developments show that scholars have become aware of  the 
limitations in sample classification in earlier research and, as a result, have called for 
more research aimed at providing greater insights into differences in employee attitudes 
and behaviors across sectors.

Nevertheless, although the need to study possible differences between ministries 
and agencies has been emphasized for a long time (Selin, 2015), unfortunately, most 
comparative studies in public management literature still investigate ministries and 
agencies as one homogeneous public sector (for an exception, see Hodgkinson, 
Hughes, Radnor, & Glennon, 2018). Albeit government-owned and under ministerial 
responsibility, agencies are organizationally distinct and, to a varying degree, independent 
from ministries (Selin, 2015). Agencies are expected to operate under business-like 
conditions, have organizational autonomy and sometimes have legal personality (Kickert, 
2001). Thus, agencies operate (semi-)autonomously from but under political control 
of  central government (Verhoest, Roness, Verschuere, & Rubecksen, 2010), and, as a 
further differentiation, legally independent agencies operate more autonomously than 
legally dependent agencies. Therefore, we posit that the core approach, with its sole 
emphasis on ownership, is not a sufficient framework to distinguish among ministries, 
agencies, and businesses. 

The publicness approach, however, does offer an appropriate framework for our 
study as it acknowledges that differences in both ownership and political control can 
explain sector differences in employee attitudes and behavior. In particular, we theorize 
that while ownership explains differences that result from the type of  work (public vs. 
for-profit) that is performed and the type of  goods or services (public vs. for-profit) 
that are produced. Furthermore, political control is a better predictor for differences in 
the level of  bureaucracy and, in turn, differences in employee attitudes and behaviors 
(Rainey & Chun, 2007). In the absence of  markets as sources of  information, political 
authorities establish accountability and control mechanisms in the form of  compliance 
rules (i.e., implying higher degrees of  bureaucracy) (Feeney & Rainey, 2009), which have 
been found to alienate employees from their organization and  negatively to affect their 
attitudes and behaviors (Blom, Borst, & Voorn, 2019; DeHart-Davis & Pandey, 2005).

As agencies are claimed to differ from ministries on the degree of  political control 
(Pollit & Bouckaert, 2011; Walker & Brewer, 2008), we posit that it is valuable to 
include agencies as distinct groups in sector comparisons. Although there are several 
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studies focusing solely on agencies and indicating their uniqueness in comparison 
with ministries (e.g., Park & Rainey, 2007), few studies have used this distinction in 
comparative analyses (for an exception, see Moldogaziev & Silvia, 2015). 

Below, we describe which differences we would expect for the four selected employee 
level concepts based on differences in ownership and political control. Although we 
acknowledge that the degree of  political control may, and probably will, vary among 
businesses as well, we decided to follow previous literature by treating businesses 
as a group of  organizations that, on the whole, experiences less political control in 
comparison with ministries and agencies (Chun & Rainey, 2007; Johansen & Zhu, 
2013). Given that the main objectives of  this study are to investigate if  disentangling 
the public sector into ministries and agencies and to examine whether accounting for 
measurement invariance affects conclusions on comparative research, we are treating 
businesses as a control group when analyzing differences between our two approaches.

Work satisfaction and organizational commitment
In the past years, many studies comparing the public and private sector have emphasized 
work satisfaction and organizational commitment as important workplace attitudes 
(Balfour & Wechsler, 1990; Hansen & Kjeldsen, 2017; Wang et al., 2012; Zeffane, 
1994). These concepts are two related organization-oriented attitudes that are linked 
to employee productivity and turnover (Brooke Jr., Russell, & Price, 1988; Mathieu & 
Farr, 1991). Theoretically, it is argued that the political control that public organizations 
face is accompanied with extensive administrative requirements – i.e. a high level of  
bureaucracy – that, in turn, have a detrimental effect on these employee attitudes (Feeney 
& Bozeman, 2009; Pandey & Kingsley, 2000; Rainey & Bozeman, 2000). In particular, 
a high level of  red tape is shown to alienate people from their work organization by 
decreasing the opportunity meaningfully to contribute to it, leading to less satisfied and 
committed employees (DeHart-Davis & Pandey, 2005; Stazyk, Pandey, & Wright, 2011). 

In contrast to ministries, agencies face less political control and, hence, are expected 
to have lower levels of  bureaucracy (Pollit & Bouckaert, 2011; Walker & Brewer, 2008). 
This prospect of  reduced bureaucracy was one of  the main reasons to create agencies 
at arm’s length of  government in the first place. Furthermore, agencies with legal 
independence are expected to face less political control than agencies without legal 
independence. Taking the differences in political control into account, we expect that 
work satisfaction and organizational commitment are lowest in ministries, followed by 
agencies without legal independence, agencies with legal independence, and businesses 
(first hypothesis).

Proactivity towards self-development
Comparative research focusing on work values has repeatedly found that government 
employees, compared to business employees, place significantly less importance on 
career development (De Cooman et al., 2009; Frank & Lewis, 2004; Lyons, Duxbury, 
& Higgins, 2006). Although this lower importance for career development could be 
interpreted as government employees being unambitious and lazy, which has been a 
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persistent stereotype about civil servants (Van de Walle, 2004), scholars mainly point out 
that government employees are more other-focused than self-focused. This does not 
imply that government employees are not willing to improve themselves, but that they 
may be less focused towards career-oriented development than business employees, 
here referred to as proactivity towards self-development. 

Although the lower tendency for career-oriented development has a motivational 
base, sector differences may also result from organizational features (DeVaro & 
Brookshire, 2007). In government, promotion systems are often based on seniority, 
which creates a work environment that is unfavorable for ambitious and career-driven 
individuals. As a result, in government, proactivity towards self-development has a lower 
chance to be rewarded with a promotion, thereby discouraging government employees 
proactively to develop their competences.

Agencies are generally obliged to follow the same HR-policies as ministries (Verhoest, 
Van Thiel, Bouckaert, & Laegreid, 2012), which can lead to challenges (Blom, Kruyen, 
Van Thiel, & Van der Heijden, 2019), although the pressure to oblige may differ on 
the degree of  political control the agency experiences. Part of  these obligations entails 
the use of  a promotion system similar to that of  ministries, although agencies with 
legal independence do experience some room to maneuver in the implementation of  
these policies. Therefore, it is expected that proactivity towards self-development is 
lowest in ministries, followed by agencies without legal independence, agencies with 
legal independence, and finally businesses (second hypothesis).
 
Public service motivation
In contrast to the other concepts, the concept of  PSM was initially introduced in the 
public administration literature (Perry, Hondeghem, & Wise, 2010). As empirical studies 
on PSM in a public sector context emerged, so did studies that compared public and 
private sector employees. PSM is depicted as an individual predisposition that is typically 
present in the public sector (Perry, 1996). It is described as a concept that includes the 
dimensions attraction to public policy making (APP), compassion (COM), commitment 
to public interest (CPI), and self-sacrifice (SS), where the last two dimensions are often 
collapsed into one dimension (Vandenabeele, 2008). Although not restricted to public 
organizations, PSM is “grounded in the tasks of  public service provision, and is more 
prevalent in government than other sectors” (Perry et al., 2010, p. 682).

Since PSM is defined as a relatively stable predisposition to serve the public cause 
(Bakker, 2015), it is less influenced by organizational features than typical organization-
oriented concepts such as work satisfaction and organizational commitment. Rather, 
sector differences are more likely the result of  the type of  work that attracts people 
with different levels of  PSM. Since people with high levels of  PSM are attracted to 
public sector work and are likely to keep working within the public sector (Carpenter, 
Doverspike, & Miguel, 2012; Pedersen, 2013; Wright & Christensen, 2010), PSM is 
generally thought to be higher in the public sector than in businesses.

Besides differences between public organizations and businesses, research also 
indicates differences within public organizations (Van Loon, 2017). Even if  people 
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are more inclined to work for the public sector in general, the type of  public service 
work influences where they precisely decide to work within the broader category of  the 
public sector (Kjeldsen, 2014). In this respect, the type of  work performed in ministries 
is substantially different from that in agencies (Kickert, 2001). Agencies are generally 
responsible for public service delivery, while ministries retain responsibility for policy 
making. This division of  responsibilities has a direct consequence on the task that 
employees perform in these organizations and, in turn, on the attraction of  employees 
with different levels of  PSM. This seems especially apparent for individuals with a high 
attraction to public policy making, as they are more likely to be attracted to ministries 
than to agencies. For the other dimensions of  PSM, it is less clear what the differences 
between employees working at ministries and those in agencies are. Nevertheless, we 
expect that PSM is highest in ministries and lowest in businesses, with both types of  
agencies scoring in between (third hypothesis).

Measurement Invariance in Comparative Research
Traditionally, scholars have always been interested in, and critical about, the 
methodological choices made in comparative studies in public administration, including 
issues around comparability of  samples (e.g., Fitzpatrick et al., 2011; Gill & Meier, 2000; 
Van Wart & Cayer 1990). In the early 1990s, Peters (1994) already pointed out that 
even if  we employ valid and reliable scales to measure certain concepts, we cannot 
be certain that these concepts have the same meaning across different populations 
and across time periods. Although Peters argued that measurement invariance – i.e., a 
shared understanding of  the same concept across various subgroups of  respondents 
(Davidov, Meuleman, Cieciuch, Schmidt, & Billiet, 2014) – stems from the use of  mid-
range theory that is only applicable in a particular context, other public administration 
scholars have recently focused on measurement invariance as a methodological issue 
that needs to be controlled for statistically (Jilke et al., 2015).

Whereas controlling for measurement invariance is common practice in research fields 
such as psychology, sociology, and management (Byrne, Shavelson, & Muthén, 1989; 
Davidov et al., 2014; Steenkamp & Baumgartner, 1998; Vandenberg & Lance, 2000), this 
is certainly not the case for the field of  public administration (Jilke et al., 2015). In fact, 
in recent years, only a few comparative studies have tested for measurement invariance 
(Borst, 2018; Van Loon, 2017). As a comprehensive and technical examination of  
measurement invariance in public administration is beyond the scope of  this study, and 
as it has already been thoroughly discussed by Jilke et al. (2015), we will only describe 
the three major hierarchical forms of  measurement invariance – configural, metric, and 
scalar – that are needed before means can be accurately compared across groups.

Configural invariance, comprising the lowest level of  invariance, is associated with 
the absence of  construct bias, meaning that the interpretation of  a concept is shared 
among different groups (Van de Vijver & Tanzer, 2004). It implies that the pattern 
of  the item loadings of  a latent construct is similar across groups (Davidov et al., 
2014; Steenkamp & Baumgartner, 1998). For example, looking at our study, configural 
invariance is established when all measured items for organizational commitment are 
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significant indicators across all sectors. The next level of  invariance, metric invariance, 
focuses on the response behavior of  people across groups (Steenkamp & Baumgartner, 
1998). Metric invariance is established when not only the pattern of  item loadings, but 
also the strength of  the item loadings is similar across groups. Consequently, this means 
that a one-unit increase in the observed scores is associated with a similar increase in 
the latent scores across groups (Jilke et al., 2015). Finally, scalar invariance refers to the 
consistency between group differences in latent means, on the one hand, and group 
differences in observed means, on the other hand. While an observed mean is the average 
of  the observed item means, a latent mean can be interpreted as the weighted average 
of  the observed item means, with the weight being dependent on the item loadings 
and intercepts. Thus, one of  the advantages of  using latent means instead of  observed 
means is that it takes the importance of  an item to the overall construct into account. 
Because latent means are dependent on the item loadings and intercepts, it is important 
that they be similar across groups when comparing group means. In this respect, lack 
of  scalar invariance – i.e. dissimilar loadings and intercept across groups– indicates 
a systematic upward or downwards bias (Steenkamp & Baumgartner, 1998). Thus, if  
scalar invariance is not established, comparing latent means is pointless as the latent 
constructs do not share the same response behavior, origin, or both (Davidov et al., 
2014), and, consequently, incorrect conclusions may be drawn about sector differences.

Following standard practice, in this contribution, we will test the three hierarchical 
forms of  measurement invariance discussed above. If  full metric or scalar invariance 
cannot be established, we will test for partial invariance (Byrne et al., 1989). The goal 
of  partial invariance is to identify those loadings or intercepts that differ across groups 
and to remove them from the comparative analyses as long as at least two loadings and 
intercepts remain (Van de Schoot, Lugtig, & Hox, 2012).
 
METHOD

Data
For this study, secondary survey data collected in 2014 by the Dutch Ministry of  
Internal Affairs (2015) was used. Every two years, the Ministry surveys a representative 
sample of  public sector employees who are randomly extracted from the Ministry’s data 
warehouse, which contains information from all civil servants. In 2014, 87,536 public 
sector employees from ministries, agencies, municipalities, the judiciary, educational and 
research institutions, university hospitals, and legal authorities were invited to fill in 
a web-based survey using a personal code. 24,334 public sector employees (response 
rate: 28%), of  whom 3,502 worked at (semi-)governmental organizations (including 
ministries and agencies) at the national level, filled in the survey. According to the 
Ministry, these 3,502 employees constitute a representative sample of  the population 
of  (semi-)governmental employees in the Netherlands in terms of  age, gender, and 
ethnicity. In addition, 4,300 people employed in the private sector were invited as a 
reference group. of  whom 2,227 employees (response rate: 52%) filled in the survey. 
These 2,227 employees are a representative sample of  private sector employees in the 
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Netherlands in terms of  age and gender (Central Bureau for Statistics, 2019).

Participants Selection
We selected specific participants from the dataset to create four groups. First, the group 
of  ministries consisted of  501 employees working at a ministerial department. As 
mentioned earlier, ministries are central government organizations primarily responsible 
for policy making and, therefore, can be viewed as organizations that operate at the core 
of  central government.

Second, we distinguished between two types of  agencies, that is, agencies with 
and without legal independence, as scholars have argued that legal independence is 
an important factor in explaining organizational differences (Selin, 2015, Verhoest & 
Wynen, 2018). Following the categorization of  public organizations by Van Thiel (2012: 
20), we included so-called Type 1 agencies and Type 2 agencies. Type 1 agencies have 
some degree of  organizational autonomy but no legal personality (e.g.,  the Next Steps 
Agencies in the UK). This group consisted of  788 employees working at an Agentschap, 
which is the most common Type 1 agency in the Netherlands. Type 2 agencies have both 
organizational autonomy and legal personality (e.g., public establishments in France and 
Italy, statutory bodies in Australia, and non-departmental public bodies in the UK). This 
group consisted of  313 employees working at a Zelfstandig bestuursorgaan (ZBO), 
which is the most common Type 2 agency in the Netherlands. Finally, the group of  
businesses consisted of  1,662 employees working in for-profit businesses, excluding 
employees working at for-profit healthcare organizations.

In line with recent research (Kjeldsen & Hansen, 2018), several steps were taken 
to improve the comparability of  the four groups. First, from the employees working 
in for-profit businesses, we only selected white-collar employees working in service-
oriented positions. Second, we excluded respondents who performed tasks related to 
policy making and inspection, since these tasks are almost exclusively performed in 
ministries. Third, we excluded respondents that performed tasks related to sales, since 
these tasks are mostly related to the private domain. Using this categorization, the final 
data set contained 358 respondents from ministries, 695 from Type 1 agencies, 306 
from Type 2 agencies, and 639 from businesses.

Measures
All items were answered on a 5-point Likert scale and all rating scales ranged from 1 
(totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). The questionnaire items are shown in Appendix 
3.1.

Work satisfaction
Work satisfaction was examined using three items in line with various satisfaction scales 
(Cammann, Fichman, Jenkins, & Kleh, 1983; Rentsch & Steel, 1992; Tsui, Egan, & 
O'Reilly, 1992). An example item is: ‘I am satisfied with my job’ (α = 0.79).
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Organizational commitment 
Organizational commitment was measured using four items derived from a scale 
developed by Meyer, Allen, and Smith (1993), which has been applied in previous 
research (e.g., Hansen & Kjeldsen 2017; Meyer, Stanley, Herscovitch, & Topolnytsky, 
2002). An example item is: ‘I experience problems of  this organization as my own 
problems’ (α = 0.84).

Proactivity towards self-development
Proactivity was measured using three items that have been validated in earlier research 
(Bateman & Crant, 1993; Borst, Kruyen, & Lako, 2019). An example item is: ‘I constantly 
try to improve myself  in my profession’ (α = 0.81).
 
PSM
PSM was measured using ten items from Perry (1996) reflecting the three dimensions 
attraction to public policy making (APP), compassion (COM), and commitment to the 
public interest/self-sacrifice (CPISS), as applied in previous research (Van Loon et al. 
2018). Two items were used to measure APP, four items to measure CPISS and four 
items to measure COM. Confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) with a robust maximum 
likelihood (MLR) estimator showed an adequate fit (CFI = 0.95; TLI = 0.93; RMSEA 
= 0.07; SRMR = 0.04) and reliability (α = 0.78) for a model with items from the three 
dimensions loading onto one factor
. 
Control variables
In line with previous comparative research (e.g., Andersen et al., 2011; De Cooman 
et al., 2009; Hansen & Kjeldsen, 2017), we included age, gender, education, and 
organizational tenure, and organizational size as control variables to account for any 
differences in latent means.

Analytical Procedure
To compare the groups, several analytical steps were taken using the lavaan package 
in R (Rosseel, 2012). Confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) with a MLR estimator were 
conducted to test the general measurement model for the full sample as well as for 
the four groups separately. The MLR estimator computes test statistics using a scaling 
correction factor and computes standard errors using a sandwich approach. A CFI and 
TLI above 0.90 is indicative of  an adequate fit and above 0.95 of  an excellent fit. An 
RMSEA and SRMR below 0.08 is indicative of  an adequate fit and below 0.05 of  an 
excellent fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999).

Using multi-group Structural Equation Modeling (SEM), we tested for differences in 
means using the “traditional” approach. Here, we compared the public sector (including 
both ministries and agencies) with businesses regarding the four concepts without 
controlling for measurement invariance. Significance in mean differences was tested 
using the Wald test statistic, which equals to a Z test in case of  a bivariate comparison.

Multi-group SEM was also used to test for differences in means using the “new” 
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approach in which the four groups (ministries, Type 1 agencies, Type 2 agencies, and 
businesses) were compared. First, measurement invariance was tested across all four 
groups (Van de Schoot et al., 2012). In the configural invariance model, all parameters 
were estimated freely across the distinguished groups. In the metric invariance model, 
item loadings were fixed to be equal across groups while the intercepts were freely 
estimated. In the scalar invariance model, both the item loadings and intercepts were 
fixed to be equal across groups. These models were compared using cut-off  criteria of  ≤ 
-0.005 in CFI and ≤ 0.01 in RMSEA for indications of  invariance as well as for checking 
for significant and substantial expected parameter changes (Chen, 2007; Meuleman, 
2012). In case full measurement invariance could not be established, fixed parameters 
with significant univariate score tests and expected parameter changes (EPCs) larger 
than 0.1 were freed to establish partial measurement invariance (Meuleman & Billiet, 
2012).

As mentioned before, to compare latent means accurately, it is essential that both 
item loadings and intercept are equal across groups. Therefore, we compared the means 
of  the latent constructs across the four groups if  at least partial scalar invariance was 
established. Again, significance in mean differences across all groups was tested with 
the Wald test statistic. Although our focus is on analyzing variations within the public 
sector while treating the businesses group as fixed, we have included the latent means 
of  various business subsectors in Appendix 3.3 to show variations within the private 
sector. After analyzing latent means using both approaches, we compared the results to 
determine if  and to what degree conclusions differ between the two approaches.

RESULTS

Measurement Model 
To test the measurement model, a CFA with a MLR estimator was conducted including 
all variables. The results showed an adequate model fit (CFI = 0.93; TLI = 0.92; RMSEA 
= 0.06; SRMR = 0.05). The measurement model also showed an adequate fit for each 
of  the groups separately (see Appendix 3.2 for fit statistics per group).

Investigating Mean Differences Using the “Traditional” Approach
The latent means of  the public sector versus the business group are shown in Table 
3.1. For work satisfaction, the findings indicate no significant differences between the 
two groups. Organizational commitment appears to be higher in businesses than in the 
public sector (Mdiff = 0.51, p < 0.001). Furthermore, higher means are found in the 
public sector (containing both ministries and agencies) for proactivity (Mdiff = 0.99, 
p = 0.07) and for PSM (Mdiff = 0.23, p < 0.05). Thus, the results for organizational 
commitment and PSM are in line with expectations, while the results for work satisfaction 
and proactivity are not.

Investigating Mean Differences Using the “New” Approach
Before means were compared using the new approach, measurement invariance of  the 
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measurement model was tested across the four groups, and the results are shown in 
Table 3.2. Starting with the configural invariance model, the fit indices indicate that 
construct bias is not an issue across the four groups and that the pattern of  item 
loadings is similar (CFI = 0.931, RMSEA = 0.055). In other words, employees across 
the four groups have the same interpretation of  the concepts. For the metric invariance 
model, the fit indices also showed an adequate fit (CFI = 0.928, RMSEA = 0.054) 
and the differences with the configural model are below the cut-off  criteria (∆ CFI 
= -0.003, ∆ RMSEA = -0.001). These findings indicate that the strength of  the item 
loadings is similar across the four groups. Thus, not only do employees across these 
groups share the same interpretation of  the concepts, their response behaviors are also 
similar. For the scalar invariance model, the fit indices showed an adequate fit (CFI = 
0.907, RMSEA = 0.060), but the difference in CFI with the metric invariance model is 
above the cut-off  criteria (∆ CFI = -0.021, ∆ RMSEA = 0.005). It appears that there is 
a systematic upward or downward bias in the item intercepts. Thus, the latent concepts 
do not share the same origin across the groups.  This means that full scalar invariance 
could not be established.

Inspection of  the results showed several item intercepts with significant univariate 
score tests and EPCs larger than 0.1. We used an iterative process of  freeing one 
intercept with the highest score test and EPC and comparing the latest partial scalar 
invariance model to the metric model using differences in fit indices. Using this process, 
we freed the intercepts for one item of  the work satisfaction construct, for both items 
of  the APP dimension, two items of  the CPISS dimension of  PSM, two items of  the 
organizational commitment construct, and for one item of  the proactivity construct. 
Noteworthy, here we found  substantial differences between businesses and the three 
public groups on the APP dimension of  PSM. Although it is still possible to compare 
latent means of  PSM across the four groups, these comparisons are now solely based on 
the COM and CPISS dimensions. After these steps, the partial scalar invariance model 
showed an adequate fit (CFI = 0.924, RMSEA = 0.055) which was not significantly 
worse than the metric model (∆ CFI = -0.004, ∆ RMSEA = 0.001). This partial scalar 
model was used to compare latent means.

Table 3.2. Measurement invariance results 
 CFI ∆CFI RMSEA ∆RMSEA 
Configural model .931 - .055 - 
Metric model .928 -.003 .054 -.001 
Scalar model .907 -.021 .060 .005 
Partial scalar modela .924 -.004 .055 .001 
aItem intercepts freed of the items of the APP dimension of the PSM construct, one 
item of the CPISS dimension of the PSM construct, one item of the work satisfaction 
construct, two items of the organizational commitment construct, and one item of the 
proactivity. 
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As can be seen in Table 3.1, work satisfaction is slightly higher in ministries compared 
to Type 1 agencies (Mdiff = 0.11, p < 0.05) and businesses (Mdiff = 0.15, p < 0.05). 
Furthermore, satisfaction is slightly higher in Type 2 agencies compared to businesses 
(Mdiff = 0.12, p = 0.06). Organizational commitment is higher in businesses than in 
ministries (Mdiff = 0.17, p < 0.05) and Type 1 agencies (Mdiff = 0.22, p < 0.01), and higher 
in Type 2 agencies than in Type 1 agencies (Mdiff = 0.17, p < 0.05). These findings are 
not completely in line with our first hypothesis, although the higher commitment scores 
for businesses compared to ministries and Type 1 agencies, and the higher commitment 
scores for Type 2 agencies compared to Type 1 agencies are as expected. No significant 
differences are found for proactivity, providing no support for our second hypothesis. 
Finally, employees in ministries exhibit slightly higher PSM than employees in Type 2 
agencies (Mdiff = 0.10, p < 0.05), while employees in businesses exhibit lower PSM than 
employees in ministries (Mdiff = 0.27, p < 0.05) and in Type 1 agencies (Mdiff  = 0.21, p < 
0.05).These findings are mostly in line with our third hypothesis, although the expected 
sequence of  ministries, Type 1 and Type 2 agencies, and businesses is not completely 
supported.

Comparing the “Traditional” versus the “New” Approach
Comparing the two approaches, the findings show that one would reach somewhat 
different conclusions depending on which approach is employed. Especially for 
organizational commitment, sector differences are quite dissimilar between the two 
approaches. For organizational commitment, the conclusion from the “traditional” 
approach would be that there is a difference between the public sector and businesses. 
In contrast, results from the “new” approach indicate that there are larger differences 
between ministries and Type 1 agencies, on the one hand, and businesses, on the 
other hand. Scores of  Type 2 agencies are more comparable to that of  businesses. 
This supports the idea that Type 2 agencies are less public than ministries, and, rather, 
function in a more business-like way.

As regards proactivity towards self-development, the empirical difference between 
the public sector and businesses in the “traditional” approach is not found in the 
“new” approach. Finally, the results for PSM show slight differences between the two 
approaches. It should be noted that, since the tests for measurement invariance indicated 
that the intercepts for the APP dimension differed across sectors, the comparisons were 
solely based on the COM and CPISS dimensions.

DISCUSSION

The goal of  this study was to contribute to comparative research on employee attitudes 
and behaviors by addressing two issues pertaining to methodological choices. We aimed 
to expand our scholarly knowledge from studies that examined one homogeneous 
public sector (Baarspul & Wilderom, 2011), by including ministries and agencies as 
separate groups in our analyses. Furthermore, we controlled for measurement invariance 
before comparing our four groups, a practice that has recently been recommended but 
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that is not yet common in public administration research (Jilke et al., 2015). In our 
study, (slightly) different conclusions are drawn for all four concepts that we analyzed. 
Including agencies as distinct groups and accounting for measurement invariance can 
have important consequences for public administration scholars who wish adequately 
to analyze sector differences on the employee level.

In line with theories and research on publicness, and in contrast to the assumptions 
of  the core approach (Bozeman & Bretschneider, 1994; Selin, 2015), our finding that 
ministries and agencies are distinct organizations with respect to  employee attitudes and 
behaviors demonstrates that differences in publicness matter for distinguishing between 
types of  organizations within the public sector. Moreover, while previous research has 
acknowledged the importance of  publicness for differences in public organizations on 
the organizational level (e.g., Antonsen et al., 1997; Andrews et al., 2011), our study 
shows that publicness also matters for differences on the employee level.

While our findings showed differences within the public sector, they also have 
implications for comparative research on public-private differences. Refraining from 
disentangling the public sector, thereby treating the sector as homogeneous, might 
explain some of  the mixed results from previous research, as we found that work 
satisfaction, organizational commitment, proactivity towards self-development, and 
PSM differ between ministries and agencies. Since most previous studies combined 
the two groups, scores for the public sector differ according to the ratio of  employees 
working in ministries versus agencies. Consequently, studies comparing the public and 
private sector may draw different conclusions about if  and how employee attitudes and 
behaviors differ if  ministries and agencies are combined or not. 

This study contributes to the literature on agencies by demonstrating the variety 
within these organizations. Our findings support the notion that agencies are hybrid 
organizations and cannot simply be viewed as having a public character only (e.g., Kim & 
Cho, 2014; Overman & Van Thiel, 2016). Moreover, the manifestation of  their hybridity 
is not straightforward, as results indicate that agencies are not simply positioned in 
between ministries and businesses. For example, employees in legally independent 
agencies seem to be as committed as businesses employees. In turn, this pattern seems 
to be opposite for employees in agencies without legal independence. These examples 
show that even if  agencies are included as a distinct group in comparative studies, it 
should not be expected that their position, relative to ministries and businesses, is fixed 
across research areas.

Besides the importance of  disentangling the public sector, our study also shows that 
accounting for measurement invariance is important for comparing sectors (Jilke et al., 
2015; Vandenberg and Lance 2000). In our study, full measurement invariance was not 
established for all four concepts, emphasizing that assuming invariance should not be 
common practice and might lead to biased results. The results for PSM are especially 
noteworthy, where partial measurement invariance was established after discarding the 
APP dimension. As there is no similar understanding of  PSM when issues related to 
attraction to public policy making are submitted to the respondents, one can wonder 
if  the construct that remains after discarding the APP dimension is not something 
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different than the theoretical concept of  PSM. Thus, in line with Jilke et al. (2015) we 
urge scholars to include tests for measurement invariance as a standard procedure in 
future comparative research. We advise research to follow strict guidelines based on 
differences in global fit indices (∆ CFI, ∆ RMSEA) in combination with univariate score 
tests and expected parameter changes when determining configural, metric, and scalar 
invariance (Chen, 2007; Meuleman, 2012).

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research
One of  the main limitations of  this study is the use of  cross-sectional data only, making 
it impossible to compare organizations over time. Longitudinal research would be able 
to not only test for differences over time, but also to investigate whether measurement 
invariance holds over time. 

We also acknowledge that our sample has limitations. First, although our selected 
ministerial and agency employees as a whole are representative of  (semi-)governmental 
employees at the national level in terms of  age, gender, and ethnicity, we were unable 
to assess the representativeness of  the groups separately as no data is available. Second, 
although we improved the comparability of  our sample by excluding participants 
responsible for policy making and inspection, tasks primarily found among ministerial 
employees, we were unable to further differentiate among occupations due to the nature 
of  the secondary data. Third, although we included organizational size as a control 
variable, the nature of  the data prohibited us from controlling for other organizational 
characteristics, such as the degree of  hierarchy and formalization. Following these 
sample limitations, future studies on sector comparisons that are able to collect primary 
data should further differentiate or control for additional job- and organizational-level 
characteristics.

Another limitation of  our study is the use of  a general work satisfaction scale. In 
our study, we found no differences for work satisfaction, neither between sectors nor 
between approaches. However, scholars have argued that clear sector differences exist 
on specific facets of  work satisfaction (Wang et al. 2012). Future research should focus 
on disentangling aspects of  work satisfaction while comparing ministries, agencies, and 
businesses using, for example, an intrinsic and extrinsic distinction, or an organization- 
and work-related distinction.

Finally, our study contributed to existing literature by including two types of  agencies 
as separate groups. Although insightful, comparative research could further benefit 
from empirical studies including other types of  national-level public organizations 
as well, such as state-owned enterprises (Andrews, Boyne & Walker, 2011). Also, 
comparative studies that examine variations at the local, regional, or supranational 
public organizations would be of  interest to show possible differences across multiple 
levels (Durst & DeSantis, 1997; Gordon, 2011). This way, we can get a more complete 
picture of  the, often subtle, differences between sectors and increase our knowledge in 
this field.

3

149394_Blom_BNW.indd   65149394_Blom_BNW.indd   65 12-05-2021   09:4112-05-2021   09:41



149394_Blom_R16,5_OMS.indd   2-3149394_Blom_R16,5_OMS.indd   2-3 26-04-2021   15:3626-04-2021   15:36149394_Blom_BNW.indd   66149394_Blom_BNW.indd   66 12-05-2021   09:4112-05-2021   09:41



CHAPTER 4: MIXED FEELINGS? COMPARING THE 
EFFECTS OF RED TAPE AND JOB GOAL CLARITY ON 
HRM SATISFACTION AND ORGANIZATIONAL 
COMMITMENT ACROSS CENTRAL GOVERNMENT, 
GOVERNMENT AGENCIES, AND BUSINESSES

149394_Blom_R16,5_OMS.indd   2-3149394_Blom_R16,5_OMS.indd   2-3 26-04-2021   15:3626-04-2021   15:36

Mixed feelings? Comparing the 
effects of red tape and job goal 
clarity on HRM satisfaction and 
organizational commitment across 
central government, government 
agencies and businesses

C H A P T E R 4

149394_Blom_BNW.indd   67149394_Blom_BNW.indd   67 12-05-2021   09:4112-05-2021   09:41



68

ABSTRACT

In the past decades, increasing attention in the public sector has been paid to the 
relationship between HRM practices and organizational commitment. The bureaucratic 
structure of  public organizations has often been mentioned to have a negative 
impact on this relationship. To reduce red tape and increase goal clarity, governments 
worldwide have created semi-autonomous agencies that operate at arm’s length, 
expecting that they would operate under more business-like conditions with positive 
effects on organizational commitment. In this study, these positive expectations 
were tested using groups of  employees working at central government, two types of  
agencies, and businesses. Using multi-group structural equation modeling with a Dutch 
dataset containing 2,432 respondents, the findings provide little support for the notion 
that agencies are similar to businesses in terms of  bureaucracy and ways to stimulate 
employee commitment, and even indicate that some agencies are more bureaucratic 
than central government.

This chapter has been published as Blom, R. (2020). Mixed feelings? Comparing 
the effects of  red tape and job goal clarity on HRM satisfaction and organizational 
commitment across central government, government agencies and businesses. Public 
Personnel Management, 49(3), 421-443.
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INTRODUCTION

In the past years, increasing attention has been paid on ways to stimulate public em-
ployees’ commitment, as it has been argued to be critical for performance (Hansen & 
Kjeldsen, 2017; OECD, 2016; Wright & Davis, 2003). In this respect, governments 
have increasingly adopted Human Resource Management (HRM) practices, which were 
found to be beneficial in the private sector (Dunleavy, Margetts, Bastow, & Tinkler, 
2005; Pollit & Bouckaert, 2011). However, scholars have questioned whether these 
practices would have a similar effect in public organizations (Brown, 2004; Diefenbach, 
2009). A prevailing argument is that the bureaucratic structure of  central government 
includes high levels of  red tape and unclear goals, which is supposed to negatively im-
pact the perceptions of  HRM practices and alienate employees from their organization, 
leading to lower commitment (DeHart-Davis & Pandey, 2005; Hansen & Kjeldsen, 
2017; Jung, 2014). 

To circumvent these issues, semi-autonomous agencies – hereafter referred to as 
agencies – have been created that operate at arm’s length of  central government (Ver-
hoest, Van Thiel, Bouckaert, & Laegreid, 2012). Thus, while they can still be viewed 
as governmental, agencies are organizationally distinct and, to a certain degree, inde-
pendent from central government (Selin, 2015). Being created as less hierarchical, sin-
gle-purpose organizations, agencies would operate under business-like conditions be-
neficial for HRM and employees (Dunleavy et al., 2005; Rainey, 2009). It was expected 
that agencies and their employees were less hindered by red tape and that their goals 
were less diverse and ambiguous, that is to say, more consistent with businesses. These 
expected benefits have been one of  the motives for “agencification” in many countries, 
leading to the creation of  numerous agencies (Van Thiel, 2012). 

Despite the ubiquity of  agencies nowadays, little is known about whether they are 
indeed able to better stimulate organizational commitment than central government, 
due to lower red tape and clearer goals. In this respect, previous literature suggests that 
many positive claims regarding agencies should be met with caution (Kim & Cho, 2014; 
Overman & Van Thiel, 2015; Yamamoto, 2006). Therefore, the goal of  this study is to 
put these positive claims to the test. More specifically, this study aims to compare the 
effects of  perceived red tape and job goal clarity on satisfaction with HRM practices 
and organizational commitment among central government, two types of  agencies, and 
businesses. 

By presenting agencies as independent organizations, this study extends previous 
literature on public-private comparisons by more adequately reflecting the distinction 
between agencies and central governments found in practice. Over time, several studies 
have investigated public and private sector differences in HRM and organizational com-
mitment (e.g., Vanhala & Stavrou, 2013; Wang, Bruning, & Peng, 2007; Zeffane, 1994). 
However, the evidence is mixed, and conclusions should be drawn with care (Baarspul 
& Wilderom, 2011). One of  the possible explanations for these mixed findings could be 
related to an oversimplification of  the public sector in research, by presenting the public 
sector as one unified sector. By disentangling central government and agencies in this 
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study, we can get more insight into a prime example of  the “blurring of  the sectors” 
(Rainey & Chun, 2007; Verhoest et al., 2012).

To test the hypotheses, secondary survey data was collected in the Netherlands in 
2014 containing information of  employees from central government, agencies, and 
businesses. As previous research found non-identical measurement models between 
sectors (Van Loon, 2017), multi-group structural equation modeling (SEM) analyses 
were conducted to control for measurement invariance across sectors before testing the 
hypotheses. 

In the remainder of  this article, the position of  agencies in relation to central go-
vernment and businesses is discussed first, followed by hypotheses on differences in 
employee perceptions of  red tape and job goal clarity. Also, hypotheses are presented 
on differences in the effects of  perceived red tape and job goal clarity on satisfaction 
with HRM practices and organizational commitment. Second, the methodology is des-
cribed, followed by the results. Finally, the results, limitations, and suggestions for future 
research are discussed.

THEORY

Central Government, Businesses, and the Position of  Agencies
In the past decades, scholars have adopted different ways to distinguish between public 
and private organizations, most of  them referring to either the core or dimensional 
approach (Bozeman & Bretschneider, 1994). In the core approach public and private 
organizations are distinguished based on legal type (government- vs. privately-owned), 
whereas in the dimensional approach every organization is, to a certain degree, conside-
red public. Although often studied separately, the two approaches are complementary, 
rather than alternatives, and have merit on their own (Antonsen & Jorgensen, 1997). 
In this study, the core approach is adopted to distinguish between government-owned 
(central government and agencies) and privately-owned organizations (businesses). In 
addition, the dimensional approach is adopted to distinguish between central govern-
ment and agencies, based on the agencies’ independence.

Albeit government-owned, agencies are expected to act as businesses and opera-
te under business-like conditions. As mentioned before, agencies are organizationally 
distinct and independent from central government, although they remain under the 
political responsibility of  (a department of) central government (Selin 2015). Agencies 
are expected to operate under business-like conditions, have organizational autono-
my and sometimes have legal personality. Furthermore, while central government is 
primarily responsible for policy making, agencies are primarily responsible for policy 
implementation (Kickert 2001). Following the categorization of  public organizations 
by Van Thiel (2012, 20), three types of  agencies can be identified based on their legal 
personality and managerial autonomy. The first two types are fully government-owned 
and will be examined in this study. Type 1 agencies have some degree of  managerial 
autonomy but no legal independence (see for example the Next Steps Agencies in the 
UK). Type 2 agencies, with legal independence and managerial autonomy, are the most 
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common types of  agencies in Europe (e.g., public establishments in France and Italy, 
and non-departmental public bodies in the UK). Most agencies have been founded 
during the heydays of  New Public Management (NPM) from the early 1980s until the 
early 2000s, although some agencies have existed much longer.
 
Differences in perceived red tape 
Clearly, one of  the most striking distinctions between government- and privately-owned 
organizations is the absence of  profitability and markets as sources of  incentives and 
controls in the public sector (Rainey & Chun, 2007). Instead, governmental control 
often implies the extensive use of  legal and formal constraints, leading to high percepti-
ons of  red tape (Pandey and Kingsley, 2000). Although early studies considered red tape 
as a relatively neutral concept, being sometimes detrimental or sometimes beneficial 
to the organization (Kaufman, 1977), today scholars generally agree that red tape is an 
organizational pathology (Borry, 2016; Bozeman, 2012; Tummers, Weske, Bouwman, 
& Grimmelikhuijsen, 2016). That is, red tape is always detrimental to the organization. 
Based on this notion, Bozeman (1993) defined red tape as “rules, regulations, and pro-
cedures that remain in force and entail a compliance burden but do not advance the 
legitimate purpose the rules were intended to serve” (283). 

Using this definition, many studies have measured red tape by asking respondents a 
single question to indicate the level of  red tape in their organization from 0 to 10 (e.g., 
Kjeldsen & Hansen, 2018; Moynihan & Pandey, 2007; Pandey & Kingsley, 2000). Alt-
hough commended for its simplicity, this measure of  red tape has been criticized for its 
lack of  multidimensionality (Bozeman & Feeney, 2011; Feeney, 2012). Another point of  
criticism towards this question is the fact that respondents are introduced to the term 
“red tape”, which has a negative connotation in popular culture, potentially creating bias 
(Bozeman & Scott, 1996). Building on these criticisms, scholars have recently developed 
red tape measures that try to capture its multidimensional nature. For example, Borry 
(2016) developed the Three-Item Red Tape (TIRT) scale that includes items measuring 
how burdensome, unnecessary, and ineffective rules are in the organization. Further-
more, Van Loon et al. (2016) developed a job-centered red tape scale that measures the 
lack of  functionality and the degree of  compliance burden of  the organizational rules 
with which the respondents must comply.

One of  the reasons why agencies were granted organizational autonomy was to 
overcome high levels of  perceived red tape (Pollit & Bouckaert, 2011; Walker & Brewer, 
2008), which was found to be higher among public than private employees (Feeney & 
Bozeman, 2009; Hansen & Kjeldsen, 2017). The disaggregation from central govern-
ment allowed agencies to operate in a less politicized environment with less hierarchy 
and formal constraints. As a result, this would lead to lower levels of  perceived red 
tape. However, agencies are also under political responsibility, which is accompanied by 
government control (Verhoest, Roness, Verschuere, Rubecksen, & MacCartaigh, 2010). 
Given the presence of  both organizational autonomy and government control in agen-
cies, it can be expected that their employees perceive less red tape than employees in 
central government, but more than employees in businesses. Furthermore, as Type 1 
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agencies have less autonomy and no legal independence, it can be expected that they 
are confronted with more governmental control than Type 2 agencies. Therefore, it is 
expected that:

1) Perceived red tape is highest in central government, followed by Type 1 agencies, Type 2 agencies, 
and businesses.

Differences in job goal clarity 
Another distinction between government- and privately-owned organizations that is 
often mentioned is based on goal clarity, influenced by absence of  markets and the 
presence of  politics (Chun & Rainey, 2005; Jung, 2011). Since organizational goals sig-
nal what the organizational values are and enable employees to provide meaning and 
direction, a lack of  clear organizational goals is detrimental to the existence of  the or-
ganization (Stazyk, Pandey, & Wright, 2011). Moreover, organizational goals also affect 
employees because they are “a source of  inspiration and direction at the strategic level 
that often cascades down to the operational level” (612). In this respect, vague and 
conflicting organizational goals make it difficult to define behavioral and performance 
outcomes on the job-level as well, leading to lower job goal clarity. Although several va-
riations of  clarity on the job-level exist, such as job specificity (Wright & Davies, 2003) 
and role ambiguity (Rizzo, House, & Lirtzman, 1970), most share the idea that job goal 
clarity relates to the ability of  employees to evaluate their own behavior or performance, 
which is increased when goals are highly specific and the relation between behavior and 
outcome is clear. 

Since organizational goals have been found to be less tangible and harder to measure 
in central government compared to businesses (Rainey & Jung, 2010), it is expected that 
job goal clarity is lower in central government as well. Agencies, in contrast to central 
government. are predominantly single-purpose organizations with a specific public task 
to carry out (Verhoest et al., 2012). Therefore, organizational goal clarity will be higher 
and, consequently, so will be job goal clarity. However, in comparison to profitability 
goals in businesses, setting goals in public organizations comes with unique challenges 
(Perry, Mesch, & Paarlberg, 2006). The production or delivery of  public goods is gene-
rally accompanied with a broader scope of  concern and is affected by political compro-
mises, which is less the case for the production and delivery of  private goods (Rainey, 
2009). This complexity makes it more difficult to define clear performance goals in both 
central government and agencies than in businesses. Therefore, the following hypothe-
sis is stated: 

2) Job goal clarity is lowest in central government, followed by Type 1 and 2 agencies, and businesses.

HRM Practices and Organizational Commitment
Over time, scholars have researched HRM practices using different sources of  informa-
tion (Boon, Den Hartog, & Lepak, 2019). On the one hand, many studies on strategic 
HRM have focused on intended HRM practices (e.g. Farndale & Paauwe, 2007), which 
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reflect the HRM policies that are developed and shared by top management (Becker 
& Gerhart, 1996). On the other hand, scholars testing the relation between HRM and 
employee outcomes have mostly focused on how HRM practices are perceived by em-
ployees (e.g., Boselie, 2010; Gould-Williams, 2007). Based on the idea that attitudes are 
mostly influenced by perceptions (Kinnie, Hutchinson, Purcell, Rayton, & Swart, 2005), 
many scholars have used social exchange theory to explain why perceptions of  HRM 
practices influence employee outcomes (Blau, 1964; Jackson, Schuler, & Jiang, 2014).

According to social exchange theory, HRM practices affect employees because they 
signal the organization’s intentions towards their employees. In other words, employees 
make inferences about the intentions of  their organization by interpreting its practices 
(Boselie, 2010). A positive perception of  these intentions – i.e. higher satisfaction with 
HRM practices – will make employees feel obligated to reciprocate with positive work 
attitudes and behaviors (Gould-Williams, 2007). With its focus on the individual level, 
social exchange theory links to the behavioral perspective in HRM literature, which 
states that HRM practices are one of  the primary tools to stimulate employee commit-
ment (Jackson et al., 2014). In this respect, multiple studies found positive effects of  
satisfaction with HRM practices on employee attitudes, both in public and in private 
organizations (e.g., Borst, Kruyen, & Lako, 2017; Conway & Monks, 2008; Kinnie et al., 
2005; Steijn, 2004). 
Whereas employees across central government, agencies, and businesses can place gre-
ater value on one HRM practice over the other, the exchange relationship should not be 
different among organizations. That is, independent of  the type of  organization, higher 
satisfaction with HRM practices will be related to higher organizational commitment. 
Therefore, the following hypothesis is formulated:

3) Satisfaction with HRM practices will have a positive effect on organizational commitment across 
sectors.

Although the relation between satisfaction with HRM practices and commitment may 
not differ between organizations, scholars have pointed towards the negative impact of  
perceived red tape and unclear goals in central government on satisfaction with HRM 
practices and organizational commitment (Brown ,2004; Burke, Noblet, & Cooper, 
2013; Rainey, 2009). Below, hypotheses on the different effects of  perceived red tape 
and job goal clarity on satisfaction with HRM practices and organizational commitment 
in central government, agencies, and businesses are discussed.

Differences in impact of perceived red tape
When employees perceive rules and procedures as burdensome and meaningless, they 
can become alienated from their organization and work (DeHart-Davis & Pandey, 
2005). In this respect, previous findings indeed indicate that perceived red tape is rela-
ted to work alienation and lower organizational attachment (Pandey & Kingsley, 2000; 
Pandey & Welch, 2005). If  employees are less attached to their organization, they will 
view their organization’s intentions in the form of  HRM practices as less positive. In 
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this respect, it can be expected that higher perceived red tape is related to lower satis-
faction with HRM practices. 

As discussed before, red tape is expected to be higher in government-owned orga-
nizations than privately-owned organizations, which results in higher alienation among 
employees and, hence, lower satisfaction with HRM practices. Furthermore, since the 
level of  red tape is expected to be higher in central government than in both types of  
agencies the effect is expected to be stronger in central government than both types of  
agencies. Finally, based on the higher levels of  red tape in Type 1 than Type 2 agencies, 
the effect is expected to be stronger in Type 1 than in Type 2 agencies as well. Therefo-
re, the following hypothesis is formulated:

4) Perceived red tape has the strongest negative effect on satisfaction with HRM practices in central 
government, followed by Type 1 agencies, Type 2 agencies, and businesses.

In addition to lower satisfaction with HRM practices, higher perceived red tape may also 
lead to lower organizational commitment. Scholars have argued that employees who 
experience burdensome rules and procedures are less committed, because these rules 
alienate the employee from what they believe are purposeful tasks in their job (Aiken & 
Hage, 1966; Stazyk, Pandey, & Wright, 2011). Red tape decreases their opportunity to 
meaningfully contribute to their organization, which will decrease their organizational 
commitment. Furthermore, higher perceived red tape further reduces organizational 
commitment through lower satisfaction with HRM practices. Given the expectations on 
the levels of  red tape across central government, both types of  agencies, and busines-
ses, the following hypothesis is formulated:

5) Perceived red tape has the strongest negative effect on organizational commitment, both direct 
and via satisfaction with HRM practices, in central government, followed by Type 1 agencies, Type 
2 agencies, and businesses.

Differences in impact of  job goal clarity. To be effective, many HRM practices rely on 
goals. For example, Tannenbaum and Yukl (1992) argued that clear objectives or goals 
are essential for training to be effective. In a similar vein, many motivation-enhancing 
practices, such as performance-related pay or performance management, are often lin-
ked to achieving concrete goals or targets (Ferreira & Otley, 2009). As such, goals have 
a signaling function in portraying an organization’s intentions towards their employees. 
Clear goals help employee perceive the organization’s intentions, resulting in higher 
satisfaction with HRM practices. Lack of  clarity, consequently, can lead to lower satis-
faction with HRM practices. 

Given the ambiguous nature of  goals in government-owned organizations, it is ex-
pected that job goal clarity has a stronger effect in businesses than in central government 
and both types of  agencies. Similarly, the effect is stronger in both types of  agencies 
than in central government. Given the expectations on the degree of  job goal clarity in 
central government, agencies, and businesses, the following hypothesis is stated:
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6) Job goal clarity has the strongest positive effect on satisfaction with HRM practices in businesses, 
followed by Type 1 and 2 agencies, and central government.

If  employees perceive clear goals, they are able to better perceive the organization’s in-
tentions, leading to higher feelings of  attachment to the organization (Hansen & Kjeld-
sen, 2017; Jung, 2014; Meyer, Stanley, Herscovitch, & Topolnytsky, 2002). Reversely, 
goals that are vague and conflicting may alienate employees from their work, which, 
in turn, lowers their organizational commitment. Therefore, it is expected that higher 
job goal clarity is directly related to higher organizational commitment. Furthermore, 
higher job goal clarity enhances organizational commitment via satisfaction with HRM 
practices. Therefore, the following hypothesis is stated:

7) Job goal clarity has the strongest positive effect on organizational commitment, both direct and 
via satisfaction with HRM practices, in businesses, followed by Type 1 and 2 agencies, and central 
government.

METHOD

Data
For this study, secondary survey data collected in 2014 by the Dutch Ministry of  In-
ternal Affairs (2015) in the so-called “Personnel and Mobility Survey” was used. Public 
sector employees from central, regional, and local government, judiciary, education and 
research institutions, university hospitals, and legal authorities were invited by letter to 
fill in a web-based survey using a personal code. In addition, people employed in the 
private sector were invited as a reference group. In total, 24,334 public sector employees 
(response rate: 28%) and 2,227 employees working in businesses filled in the survey. 
Unfortunately, the response rate for the private sector is unknown.

Participants Selection
From the secondary data set collected by the Dutch government, participants from 
specific organizations were selected to create four groups. First, the group central go-
vernment consisted of  employees working at the core department of  a ministry – also 
known as ministerial departments, government departments, bureaus or secretariats. 
Second, the group Type 1 agencies consisted of  employees working at an Agentschap, 
which is the most common Type 1 agency in the Netherlands (Yesilkagit & Van Thiel, 
2012). These agencies perform a variety of  public tasks, such as the management of  
public works and water infrastructure (Rijkswaterstaat) and the payment of  student loans 
(DUO). As Type 1 agencies do not have legal independence, their terms of  employment 
are similar to central government (civil service), their financial records are included in 
that of  their parent ministry, and they are not risk bearers for social and unemployment 
benefits. Third, the group Type 2 agencies consisted of  employees working at a Zelf-
standig bestuursorgaan (ZBO), which is the most common Type 2 agency in the Nether-
lands (Yesilkagit & Van Thiel, 2012). Like Agentschappen, ZBOs carry out different tasks, 
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ranging from the payment of  social benefits (UWV) to the protection of  person data 
(Autoriteit Persoonsgegevens). Most Type 2 agencies also have the same terms of  employ-
ment as central government, although around 25 percent arrange their own collective 
labor agreement or follow a sector-wide agreement (De Leeuw, 2013). Furthermore, 
they must keep their own financial records and they are risk bearers for social and 
unemployment benefits.

Because the aim of  this study was to test expectations of  the positive effects re-
garding NPM, only agencies were selected that were established in 1980 or later. This 
specific year of  establishment was chosen, because it is generally considered to be the 
beginning of  NPM reforms (Van Thiel, 2004). Finally, the group businesses consisted 
of  employees that were selected based on the type of  work and industry that best mat-
ched the other groups. Therefore, only white collar employees working in the service 
sector were selected, for example in an administrative or financial position. Using this 
categorization, the final dataset contained 502 respondents from central government, 
788 from Type 1 agencies, 313 from Type 2 agencies, and 829 from businesses.

Table 4.1 shows descriptive information of  the sample on various background 
characteristics that are used as controls in the analyses. As can be seen, there are more 
females in businesses compared to the other three groups in this sample, and the highest 
percentage of  males is found in Type 1 agencies. Furthermore, in this study’s sample, 
average age, educational level, and tenure appears to be lowest in businesses, whereas 
minor differences exist between the other three groups. Finally, a higher percentage of  
managers is present in Type 2 agencies and businesses compared to central government 
and Type 1 agencies.

Table 4.1. Descriptive statistics by sector (N = 2,432) 

 
Central government 

(n = 502) 
Type 1 agencies  

(n = 788) 
Type 2 agencies  

(n = 313) 
Businesses 
(n = 829) 

Gender (% male) 57.4 65.0 60.7 48.9 

Age (years) 
49.52 

(SD = 10.7) 
48.04 

(SD = 9.4) 
47.10 

(SD = 10.2) 
39.66 

(SD = 10.6) 

Educational level 
7.09 

(SD = 2.2) 
5.94 

(SD = 2.0) 
7.18 

(SD = 2.3) 
5.23 

(SD = 1.7) 

Tenure (years) 
16.53 

(SD = 11.4) 
15.05 

(SD = 9.7) 
13.43 

(SD = 11.5) 
9.20 

(SD = 9.0) 
Supervisory position (% yes) 12.2 12.7 19.8 21.5 
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Measures
For the survey, the Dutch government either developed own scales based on academic 
literature or adopted existing and validated scales. All items were answered on a 5-point 
Likert scale and represent employee perceptions. With the exception of  satisfaction 
with HRM practices, all scales ranged from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). In 
Table 4.2, means, standard deviations, and correlations between all study variables are 
presented. The questionnaire items are found in Appendix 4.1.

Red tape
Red tape was measured using six items developed by the Dutch government, which have 
been applied previously (Borst et al., 2017; Vermeeren & Van Geest, 2012). Although 
not developed in research, the items are in line with the notion of  red tape as a multidi-
mensional construct (Borry, 2016; Van Loon et al., 2016), including both burdensome 
(e.g., ‘Complying with all the rules and procedures within my organization takes a lot of  
time’) and ineffective (e.g., ‘Rules and procedures in my organization make it difficult to 
do my job well’) dimensions. The scale showed adequate reliability (α = 0.83).

Job goal clarity
To measure the degree of  job goal clarity, the Dutch government developed two items 
that focus on the specificity (‘My performance goals are easy to measure’) and feasibility 
of  job-level goals (‘My performance goals are realistic’). Although these dimensions are 
only measured by one item each , the items show considerable overlap with (reversed) 
items from validated scales on job goal specificity (e.g., ‘My responsibilities at work are 
very clear and specific’; ‘It is difficult to evaluate success or failure on my job’; Wright 
& Davies, 2003) and role constructs (e.g., ‘I have enough time to complete my work’; ‘I 
receive an assignment without the manpower to complete it’; Rizzo et al., 1970). Reliabi-
lity for this two-item scale, using the Spearman-Brown coefficient (Eisinga, Grotenhuis, 
& Pelzer, 2013), was adequate (0.73).
 
Satisfaction with HRM practices
In the survey, people were asked to indicate how satisfied they are with various HRM 
practices (Ministry of  Internal Affairs, 2015). In total, six items were used to measu-
re satisfaction with HRM practices, similar to those used in previous literature (e.g., 
Caillier, 2011; Gould-Williams & Mohamed, 2010; Knies & Leisink, 2014). The items 
measured satisfaction with career development, communication and information sha-
ring, rewards, performance management, performance appraisal, and work-life balance 
(α = 0.82).

Organizational commitment
Organizational commitment was measured using four items derived from a scale deve-
loped by Meyer, Allen, and Smith (1993), which has been applied in previous research 
(e.g., Hansen & Kjeldsen, 2017; Meyer et al., 2002). An example item is: ‘I experience 
problems of  this organization as my own problems’ (α = 0.83).

4
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Measurement model of the latent constructs
To test whether the latent constructs fit together, a CFA with a robust maximum like-
lihood (MLR) estimator was conducted including satisfaction with HRM practices, red 
tape, job goal clarity, organizational commitment. The results showed adequate model 
fit (CFI = 0.94; TLI = 0.93; RMSEA = 0.06; SRMR = 0.04). The measurement model 
also showed adequate fit for each of  the four groups separately (see Appendix 4.2 for 
fit statistics per group).

Given the fact that the data comes from a single source, common-method variance 
(CMV) may be an issue (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). However, 
the fact that the hypotheses are mainly focused on group differences and as multiple 
independent variables are included indicates that CMV is not problematic in this study 
(Siemsen, Roth, & Oliveira, 2010). Furthermore, a Harman’s single factor test was per-
formed in which all items loaded onto one factor. Although criticized, this test can be 
used to indicate the possible presence of  CMV (George & Pandey, 2017). This model 
had a significantly worse fit compared to the measurement model (CFI = 0.48; TLI = 
0.43; RMSEA = 0.15; SRMR = 0.13).

Control variables 
Next to the main variables of  interest, gender, age, educational level, tenure, and su-
pervisory position were included as control variables in the analyses. Age and tenure 
were expressed in number of  years. Educational level included 11 subsequent categories 
ranging from primary education to post-graduate education. Supervisory position was 
included as a dichotomous variable indicating whether respondents have managerial 
responsibilities.

Table 4.2. Means, standard deviations and correlations 

 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
1. Red tape 2.98 0.73         
2. Job goal clarity 3.70 0.89 -.19*        
3. HRM 3.28 0.75 -.37* .38*       
4. Commitment 3.14 0.78 -.16* .17* .34*      
5. Age 44.0 11.7 .11* -.01 -.01 .03     
6. Gender 0.43 0.50 -.11* .01 .02 -.05* -.18*    
7. Education 5.77 2.14 .01 -.01 .01 -.02 .03 -.02   
8. Tenure 12.5 10.6 .13* .01 .00 .08* .60* -.19* -.09*  
9. Supervisor position 0.16 0.36 .00 .06* .08* .13* -.02 -.09* .11* .00 
* p < .01. 
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Data Analysis
To test the hypotheses, several analytical steps were taken. A series of  increasing 
stringent measurement models using multi-group SEM analyses were tested to establish 
measurement invariance across all four groups (Van de Schoot, Lugtig, & Hox, 2012). 
First, establishing configural invariance means that the factor structure is similar across 
groups, allowing all parameters to be freely estimated. Second, establishing metric 
invariance means that the meaning attributed to the latent factor by the respondents is 
similar across groups. In this model, factor loadings are fixed to be equal across groups 
while the intercepts are freely estimated. Finally, establishing scalar invariance means 
that the latent factor and the level of  the items are similar across groups. In this model, 
both the loadings and intercept are fixed to be equal across groups. Cut-off  criteria of  
≤ -0.005 in CFI and ≤ 0.01 in RMSEA were used for indications of  invariance (Chen, 
2007).

After establishing measurement invariance, Hypotheses 1 and 2 were tested 
for differences in latent means across the four groups. Significance in latent mean 
differences was tested using the Wald test statistic, which equals to a z test in case of  a 
bivariate comparison.

Third, a structural model consistent with the conceptual model was fitted to compare 
the structural paths to test Hypotheses 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7. Consistent with the results from 
the measurement invariance tests, the loadings and intercepts of  the latent variables 
were fixed to be equal across groups. Next, regression coefficients between two groups 
were compared using the Wald statistic. All analyses were conducted using the lavaan 
package in R (Rosseel, 2012).

RESULTS

In this section, the results from the measurement invariance analyses are presented first. 
Next, the latent means are compared, followed by the comparisons of  the regression 
coefficients according to the conceptual model.

Measurement Invariance
The results of  the multi-group SEM analyses are presented in Table 4.3. The fit indices 
of  the configural and metric model both showed adequate fit and the metric model was 
not significantly worse than the configural model (Chen, 2007). Although the scalar 
model showed adequate fit, the fit indices were significantly worse than the metric 
model. This lack of  scalar invariance indicates that there is a systematic bias in the item 
intercepts and comparing means using this model is pointless as the latent constructs do 
not share the same origin or intercept across groups. Thus, full measurement invariance 
was not established. However, to compare latent means, partial measurement invariance 
is adequate as well if  at least two loadings and intercepts for each latent variable are 
fixed to be equal across groups (Van de Schoot et al., 2012). After freeing the intercepts 
of  two items of  the HRM construct, one item of  the commitment construct and one 
item of  the red tape construct, partial invariance was established of  the scalar model. 

4
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Table 4.3. Measurement invariance results 
 CFI ∆CFI RMSEA ∆RMSEA 
Configural model .937 - .051 - 
Metric model .935 -.002 .053 .002 
Scalar model .918 -.017 .054 .001 
Scalar model partial invariance1  .932 -.003 .051 -.002 
Note. CFI = comparative fit index; RMSEA = root mean square error approximation. 
1Intercepts freed of two HRM items, one commitment, and one red tape item. 

 This model was used in the subsequent analyses to compare latent means and regression 
coefficients.

Comparing Latent Means
Using the partial invariance scalar model, latent means of  perceived red tape and job 
goal clarity were compared to test Hypotheses 1 and 2. In Table 4.4, the latent means 
and standard errors are shown.

For perceived red tape, the results showed that employees in Type 1 agencies 
perceive significantly higher red tape than employees in the other groups. Furthermore, 
employees in businesses perceive significantly lower red tape than employees in the 
other groups. No further significant differences were found. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 
is only partially supported. For job goal clarity, no significant differences were found. 
Therefore, Hypothesis 2 is rejected. In addition to perceived red tape and job goal clarity, 
several significant differences were found for the other latent variables. Employees in 
Type 1 agencies are significantly less satisfied with HRM practices than employees in 
central government and businesses. Furthermore, employees in central government 
are significantly less committed than employees in Type 2 agencies, and businesses. 
Similarly, employees in Type 1 agencies are less committed than employees in Type 2 
agencies, and businesses. 

Table 4.4. Latent means and standard errors across sectors 

 Central  
government 

Type 1 
agencies 

Type 2 
agencies Businesses  

 M (SE) M (SE) M (SE) M (SE) Wald 
Red tape 2.89 (.04) 3.08 (.03) 2.85 (.05) 2.74 (.03) 23.56*a 
Job goal clarity 3.61 (.04) 3.53 (.04) 3.56 (.06) 3.57 (.04) 0.21 
HRM 3.04 (.04) 2.91 (.03) 2.94 (.05) 3.05 (.04) 0.12b 
Commitment 2.81 (.03) 2.82 (.03) 2.92 (.05) 2.98 (.03) 26.28*c 
aIndividual z tests revealed significant differences between central government and Type 1 agencies  
(z = 21.26***), central government and businesses (z = 12.55***), Type 1 and Type 2 agencies (z = 18.08***), Type 1 
agencies and businesses (z = 72.52***), and Type 2 agencies and businesses (z = 4.80*). 
bIndividual z tests revealed significant differences between central government and Type 1 agencies  
(z = 9.15**), and Type 1 agencies and businesses (z = 9.85**). 
cIndividual z tests revealed significant differences between central government and Type 2 agencies  
(z = 6.50*), central government and businesses (z = 21.06***), Type 1 agencies and Type 2 agencies (z = 5.89*), and 
Type 1 agencies and businesses (z = 22.48***). 
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. 
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Table 4.5. Structural path analyses 
 Central  

government 
Type 1  
agency 

Type 2  
agency 

Businesses 

 β SE β SE β SE β SE 
Direct          

Red tape  HRM -.25** .06 -.42** .04 -.31** .07 -.27** .05 
Job goal clarity  HRM .33** .07 .45** .05 .44** .09 .45** .06 
Red tape Commitment -.03 .06 -.02 .06 .03 .10 -.14** .05 
Job goal clarity Commitment .07 .07 -.05 .06 .04 .10 .01 .07 
HRM Commitment .34** .07 .38** .06 .27** .10 .40** .07 

Indirect          
Red tape  HRM  Commitment -.09** .03 -.16** .03 -.08* .03 -.11** .03 
Job goal clarity  HRM  Commitment .11** .03 .17** .03 .12* .05 .18** .04 

Total         
Red tape on Commitment -.12* .06 -.18** .05 -.06 .09 -.25** .05 
Job goal clarity on Commitment .18** .07 .13* .05 .16 .09 .19** .06 

*p < .05, **p < .01. 

 

Structural Model
To compare the regression coefficients between groups, a full structural model was 
fitted with parameters fixed to be equal across groups consistent with the partial 
invariance scalar model. A model consistent with the conceptual model and with the 
inclusion of  the control variables showed adequate fit (CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.91, RMSEA 
= 0.05, SRMR = 0.05). Across sectors, the model explains 21.5 to 46.7 percent of  the 
variance in satisfaction with HRM practices and 12.8 to 25 percent of  the variance in 
organizational commitment. The results of  the structural path analyses are found in 
Table 4.5.

As expected, satisfaction with HRM practices is positively related to organizational 
commitment (β = [0.27, 0.40]) in all four sectors, although the effect sizes differ slightly. 
Therefore, Hypothesis 3 is supported. Perceived red tape has a significant negative 
effect on satisfaction with HRM practices in all four groups (β = [-0.25, -0.42]). The 
strongest effect was found in Type 1 agencies, which is significantly stronger than in 
central government (βdiff = 0.17, p < 0.05) and in businesses (βdiff = -0.15, p < 0.05). No 
other significant differences were found. Of  these findings, only the stronger effect of  
perceived red tape in Type 1 agencies compared to businesses was expected. Therefore, 
Hypothesis 4 is only partially supported.

Contrary to the expectations, perceived red tape only has a significant effect on 
organizational commitment in businesses (β = -0.14, p < 0.01). Perceived red tape does 
have a significant effect on organizational commitment through satisfaction with HRM 
practices (β = [-0.08, -0.16]) in all groups. No significant differences on the total effect 
of  perceived red tape on organizational commitment were found between the groups. 
Therefore, Hypothesis 5 is rejected. Job goal clarity has a significant positive effect on 

4
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satisfaction with HRM practices in all groups (β = [0.33, 0.45]). However, no significant 
differences were found among the groups. Therefore, Hypothesis 6 is rejected. 

Finally, job goal clarity has no significant effect on organizational commitment in 
either one of  the groups. Similar to red tape, job goal clarity has a significant effect on 
organizational commitment through satisfaction with HRM practices (β = [0.11, 0.18]). 
The total effect of  job goal clarity is stronger in businesses than in Type 2 agencies 
(βdiff = 0.21, p < 0.05). No other significant differences in total effects were found. 
Therefore, Hypothesis 7 is partially supported.

DISCUSSION

The aim of  this study was to empirically test the effects of  perceived red tape and job 
goal clarity on satisfaction with HRM practices and organizational commitment across 
central government, two types of  agencies, and businesses. As such, this study adds to 
previous studies that compared the public and private sector by including agencies as 
distinct organizations from central government. Furthermore, this study contributes 
to literature testing the expected benefits of  creating agencies that operate at arm’s 
length of  central government (e.g., Kim & Cho, 2014; Overman & Van Thiel, 2015).  
In general, the findings showed little evidence that agencies resemble businesses in 
terms of  bureaucracy and their ability to stimulate employee commitment. In fact, some 
results even suggest that agencies are more bureaucratic than central government.

This study showed that employees in government organizations (both central 
government and agencies) perceive more red tape than employees in businesses (Feeney 
& Bozeman, 2009; Pandey & Kingsley, 2000). This finding confirms the notion that the 
public sector is not only associated with necessary rules and procedures, but also with 
rules that are viewed as burdensome and ineffective by employees. In addition, employees 
in Type 1 agencies perceive more red tape than employees in central government and 
Type 2 agencies. Although these agencies have been created to increase flexibility and 
to decrease hierarchy (Dunleavy et al., 2005; Kickert, 2001), it appears that this has 
not resulted in less perceived red tape. A possible explanation for this finding is that 
the autonomy granted to Type 1 agencies is accompanied with stricter governmental 
control, also referred to as the “agencification paradox” (Smullen, Van Thiel, & Pollit, 
2001; Verschuere, 2007). Given the lack of  legal independence, it may not be surprising 
that this paradox seems to be present in Type 1 agencies, but not in Type 2 agencies.

In contrast to the clear public-private distinction on the level of  perceived red tape, 
the effect of  perceived red tape on satisfaction with HRM practices and organizational 
commitment is less straightforward. First, in line with the high levels of  perceived red 
tape in Type 1 agencies, the negative effect on satisfaction with HRM practices is also 
stronger than in the other types of  organizations. Thus, in cases of  an “agencification 
paradox”, the relatively high degree of  control does not only affect the organization, 
but also has negative consequences for employees. However, despite the higher levels of  
perceived red tape in central government and Type 2 agencies compared to businesses, 
the effect is equally negative across these three groups. Perhaps employees in many 
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government organizations have learned coping mechanisms to deal with high levels of  
perceived red tape (Feeney & Bozeman, 2009), and stronger negative effects are only 
found when a certain threshold is passed, as in the case of  Type 1 agencies.

Second, the finding that perceived red tape only has a small negative effect on 
organzational commitment in businesses is not in line with the notion that red tape 
alienates employees from work (DeHart-Davis & Pandey, 2005), but it is in line with 
findings from Hansen and Kjeldsen (2014). A possible explanation can be found in the 
motivation to serve the public interest that employees in government organizations 
possess more strongly than employees in businesses (Taylor, 2010). As employees are 
motivated to serve the public interest, feeling committed to the organization is probably 
more directly related to the ability of  government organizations to fulfil this need than 
to other organizational determinants. This explanation is further strengthened by the 
finding that job goal clarity is not related to organizational commitment either.

Given the positive relation between satisfaction with HRM practices and 
organizational commitment in all four groups, this study corroborates with previous 
research stating that government organizations can benefit from the adoption of  
‘business-like’ HRM practices (Blom, Kruyen, Van der Heijden, & Van Thiel, 2018). In 
addition, this study shows that this positive relation is further enhanced when there is a 
high degree of  job goal clarity, a finding which holds for all organizations. In contrast, 
perceived red tape is negatively related to satisfaction with HRM practices, indicating 
that perceived red tape is detrimental for organizational commitment indirectly. Given 
previous findings on the important role of  satisfaction with HRM practices in other 
employee outcomes, such as satisfaction with work-life balance (Conway & Monks, 
2008) and turnover intentions (Borst et al., 2017), perceived red tape and job goal clarity 
are probably important antecedents that should be taken into account in research and 
practice.
  
Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research
One of  the main limitations of  this study is the cross-sectional nature of  the data. 
Although common-method bias may influence the study’s main effects, the focus on 
group differences makes this issue less problematic. Nevertheless, the data makes it 
impossible to compare organizations over time. Type 1 agencies are usually established 
by hiving off  a unit from central government. So, it may be possible that differences in 
perceived red tape and organizational commitment existed before the “agencification”. 
Therefore, longitudinal research, examining the process of  “agencification”, would be 
better able to attribute any changes in employee outcomes to changes in organizational 
structure. 

Since the survey was not specifically developed for this study, some measures were 
not optimal. Only the measure for organizational commitment was adopted from 
previous research, although items from the other constructs were based on academic 
literature. Nevertheless, items for red tape and job goal clarity seemed to adequately 
capture dimensions posed in previous studies. However, more attention should be given 
to the measurement of  satisfaction with HRM practices. This measure is limited to 
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the six practices discussed above, whereas there are numerous other HRM practices 
that might be worth to include (Posthuma, Campion, Masimova, & Campion, 2013). 
Although it could be expected that the exchange relationship between satisfaction with 
HRM practices and organizational commitment does not change, the strength of  the 
relationship could vary depending on the specific HRM practices used. Future research 
should examine differences in the effects of  other practices, such as recruitment and 
selection, employee participation, and talent management, to show whether they have 
similar effects.

In this study, only hypotheses regarding perceived red tape and job goal clarity 
were tested. These are key concepts in debates on public-private distinctions and often 
used as motives for governments to create semi-autonomous agencies. However, there 
are other concepts that may play an important role in explaining differences between 
organizations. For example, it has been argued that government employees exhibit 
higher levels of  public service motivation (PSM) than business employees, and that 
PSM has an impact on other attitudes and behavior (Kjeldsen & Hansen, 2018; Taylor, 
2010). Also, scholars have shown differences in organizational values across sectors, 
which have a possible impact on employee outcomes (Buelens & Van den Broeck, 2007; 
Van der Wal & Huberts, 2008). It would be valuable if  future research examines if  and 
how these other concepts differ in agencies compared to both central government and 
businesses.
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ABSTRACT

Although a contextual perspective in HRM research has been strongly advocated, 
empirical evidence on how context shapes HRM is still lacking. This study explored 
HRM philosophies and policies in Dutch semi-autonomous government agencies and 
how they are shaped. These agencies were given considerable autonomy by central 
government with regard to their HRM philosophies and policies in order to make more 
effective use of  their human capital. Based on our findings from thirty semi-structured 
interviews with HRM managers, we identified that (a) facilitation philosophies are 
dominant, while accumulation philosophies are less present and utilization philosophies 
nonexistent; (b) mixed philosophies are present in some cases; (c) ability- and motivation-
enhancing policies are dominant, while opportunity-enhancing policies are less present; 
(d) similarities in HRM are strongly shaped by external factors; and that (e) differences 
in HRM are strongly shaped by internal factors.

This chapter has been published as Blom, R., Kruyen, P. M., Van Thiel, S., & Van 
der Heijden, B. I. J. M. (2019). HRM philosophies and policies in semi-autonomous 
agencies: Identification of  important contextual factors. The International Journal of  
Human Resource Management, 1-26.

149394_Blom_BNW.indd   90149394_Blom_BNW.indd   90 12-05-2021   09:4112-05-2021   09:41



91

HRM AND CONTEXT

INTRODUCTION

Since the 1980s, scholars have argued that HRM is ‘inherently contextualized’ (Jackson 
et al., 2014). Early HRM models acknowledged that it is too simplistic to assume that 
choices regarding HRM are made in a vacuum (Beer et al., 1984; Formbrun et al., 
1984). While scholars have advocated the adoption of  contextual perspectives (Beer 
et al., 2015 Paauwe, 2004), studies testing universalistic predictions remain dominant 
in HRM literature (Guest, 2011; Jackson et al., 2014). Although there are a few studies 
that examined the influence of  context on HRM (e.g., Farndale & Paauwe, 2007), most 
studies have “ignored the embedded and contextualized nature of  HRM” (Jackson et 
al., 2014, p. 31). In order to advance our knowledge of  how context shapes choices 
organizations make regarding HRM, additional studies are needed.

In this respect, studying the influence of  context on an organization’s HRM 
philosophies and policies is a useful approach to adopt in scholarly work, as these 
concepts are more reflective of  an organization’s choices regarding HRM, as opposed 
to the often-researched HRM practices (Lepak et al., 2004). HRM philosophies 
and policies, defined as the general guiding principles and specific programs of  the 
management of  personnel, have been positioned as essential and successive components 
of  the HRM architecture (Becker & Gerhart, 1996; Kellner et al., 2016). As components 
reflecting organizational choices, an organization’s HRM philosophy and policies are 
expected to be shaped by the organization’s environment, distinguished by the external 
and internal context. Therefore, to gain a better insight into which and when certain 
philosophies and policies are used, it is important to study a group of  organizations that 
vary in some respects, but that also share parts of  their organizational environment. 
This approach enables scholars to examine the impact of  both broad and organization-
specific contextual factors, providing a more complete picture of  how HRM is shaped. 

Against the background of  the above-mentioned line of  reasoning, a study 
among semi-autonomous government agencies – hereafter called agencies – provides 
an interesting case. On the one hand, agencies represent a specific group of  public 
organizations, since they are structurally disaggregated from central government while 
remaining under the formal control of  parent ministries (Verhoest et al., 2012). Previous 
findings on HRM autonomy in these agencies indicate that they are partly affected by 
similar contextual factors, especially those relating to a political context (Bach, 2014; 
Verhoest et al., 2010). On the other hand, agencies vary substantially on various aspects, 
such as organizational task, legal personality, and parent ministry. Furthermore, this 
variation is coupled with the fact that agencies are given considerable formal autonomy, 
inspired by managerialism, to make individual choices regarding HRM philosophies and 
policies (James & Van Thiel, 2011; Rodwell & Teo, 2008; Truss, 2008). Thus, agencies 
partly share an organizational environment but also vary on several aspects, which 
provides a valuable case to examine how context shapes choices regarding HRM. 

Following from the above, the aim of  this study is to answer the following research 
question: What are the similarities and differences in HRM philosophies and policies 
among semi-autonomous agencies, and what are important external and internal 
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factors? To answer this question, data have been collected from 30 semi-structured 
interviews at 30 agencies in the Netherlands, a country with a strong tradition of  
agencies (Yesilkagit & Van Thiel, 2012). Building upon previous research (Van Thiel, 
2012), we have gathered data at the three types of  agencies that have been identified 
based on legal identity and managerial autonomy.

By answering our research question, this study contributes to HRM and public 
administration literature. First, although scholars have repeatedly argued that HRM is 
contextualized (Beer, Boselie, & Brewster, 2015; Jackson et al., 2014; Paauwe, 2004), 
empirical evidence is still lacking on how context shapes choices regarding HRM. In 
particular, this study examines how HRM is shaped and which contextual factors play 
a role under which conditions. Second, this study is one of  the few that focuses on 
HRM philosophies as a separate component. Although underrepresented in literature, 
HRM philosophies play an essential role in how organizations manage their employees 
(Lepak et al., 2004). Third, our focus on both philosophies and policies allows us to 
explore if  both components are shaped similarly or differently. Although policies are 
often represented as the logical outcomes of  the HRM philosophy (Lepak et al., 2006), 
in many occasions the implementation process is not perfect and discrepancies between 
components may be present (Wright & Nishii, 2007). We note that discrepancies may 
not only reflect problems in the implementation process itself  but may also result into 
negative effects on employees since mixed messages are perceived (Kellner et al., 2016). 
Finally, this study contributes to the literature on HRM in agencies by focusing on their 
actual choices. This focus on what HRM in agencies actually entails adds to the public 
administration literature that almost exclusively examined HRM autonomy in these 
agencies (e.g., Bach, 2014; Verhoest et al., 2004; Wynen et al., 2014). 

The remainder of  this article is structured as follows. First, the literature regarding 
HRM philosophies and policies is discussed as well as theory on how they are shaped by 
external and internal factors. Next, the conceptual framework that is used to analyze the 
data is presented. This is followed by an elaboration on our methodology and findings. 
Finally, we discuss the implications of  our findings for theory and practice, reflect on 
the limitations of  our study, and offer suggestions for future research.

THEORY

HRM Philosophies and Policies
HRM philosophies
HRM philosophies – also referred to as guiding principles (Becker & Gerhart, 1996; 
Wright, 1998) – are considered the highest level in the HRM architecture (Kellner et 
al., 2016). These terms refer to a general overarching philosophy that guides the design 
of  HRM policies and is developed and shared by management (Lepak et al., 2004; 
Posthuma et al., 2013). In this respect, Kellner et al. (2016, p. 1244) argued that ‘the 
HRM philosophy provides an important framework for [..] the HRM system’. Although 
research on HRM philosophies is scarce, findings from studies so far indicate the pivotal 
role of  HRM philosophies in the shaping of  HRM policies (e.g., Bin Othman, 1996; 
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Kelliher & Perrett, 2001; Monks et al., 2013).
Schuler (1989) classified three types of  philosophies that reflect the way an 

organization treats and manages its people: accumulation, utilization, and facilitation. 
An accumulation philosophy emphasizes maximum involvement and focuses on 
attracting people with great potential and developing them over time, consistent with 
the organization’s needs. Organizations with a utilization philosophy seek to achieve 
high efficiency for human resources by mainly focusing on technical skills. People are 
mostly employed on a short-term basis and matched with the organization’s short-term 
needs. Finally, a facilitation philosophy reflects a focus on the generation of  knowledge 
and facilitating knowledge creation. Emphasis is put on self-motivated employees, who 
are encouraged to develop those abilities and skills that they deem to be important. 
The focus that is put on employee responsibility illustrates the role of  the organization 
as a facilitator, which is much more the case than in an accumulation or utilization 
philosophy.

HRM policies 
In contrast to HRM philosophies, HRM policies have gained more attention in the 
literature (Jackson et al., 2014). As noted by Lepak et al. (2006, p. 211), HRM policies 
‘reflect an employee-focused program that influences the choice of  HRM practices’. 
HRM policies are presented as specific components representing the organization’s 
HRM architecture and should, in a well-aligned HRM architecture, follow the principles 
of  the HRM philosophy (Posthuma et al., 2013). 

In line with the Ability-Motivation-Opportunity (AMO) model introduced by 
Appelbaum et al. (2000), many studies have classified HRM policies into three distinct 
HRM policy domains based on their goal to increase the abilities, motivation, or 
opportunities of  employees to perform (e.g., Boselie, 2010; Jiang et al., 2012; Lepak et 
al., 2006; Subramony, 2009).  In this respect, policies that aim to increase the knowledge, 
skills, and abilities of  personnel, such as training, recruitment, and selection, are classified 
into the abilities domain. Policies that aim to increase the motivation of  employees, such 
as performance management and incentives, are classified into the motivation domain. 
Finally, policies that aim to provide employees opportunities to contribute, such as 
direct participation and teamwork, are classified in the opportunities domain. 

Scholars have argued that a focus on HRM policies provides advantages over a focus 
on HRM practices – defined as “specific organizational actions designed to achieve 
specific outcomes” (p. 221) – when trying to distinguish between organizations with 
regard to HRM (Lepak et al., 2004). More specifically, concepts of  equifinality and 
multifinality make it difficult to compare organizations based on their HRM practices. 
After all, to realize a certain HRM policy, a multitude of  HRM practices can be used. 
For example, an organization that promotes employee development can apply HRM 
practices such as job-specific training, interpersonal training, or team building. In a 
similar vein, selection policies can be implemented through realistic job interviews, 
internal promotion, or ability tests. So far, this is not different from multiple specific 
HRM policies realizing a particular HRM domain. However, the same HRM practices 
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can also be used for different HRM policies. In other words, a single HRM policy can 
include multiple HRM practices and a single HRM practice can be included in multiple 
HRM policies. For example, job-specific training can be used for employee development 
as well as for workplace safety. 

Contextualized HRM Philosophies and Policies
As previously noted by scholars, decisions concerning HRM are strongly influenced by 
an organization’s context (Jackson et al., 2014; Verhoest et al., 2010). In this respect, the 
Contextually-Based HR Theory (CBHRT) states that context influences the adoption of  
HRM philosophies and policies across organizations in a specific population (Paauwe, 
2004). More specifically, it builds on new institutionalism (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) 
and the Resource-Based View (RBV; Barney, 1991) to provide a framework explaining 
the influence of  external and internal factors on organizational decisions regarding 
HRM. In particular, the CBHRT states that external factors from a Social, Cultural, and 
Legal (SCL) dimension and a Product, Market, and Technology (PMT) dimension create 
a need to achieve legitimacy within organizations, leading to the adoption of  similar 
philosophies and policies. In contrast, internal factors associated with the configuration 
of  the organization, such as structure and staff  composition, and strategic choices made 
by top management result into differentiation among organizations.

As mentioned before, we argue that agencies belong to one specific population. 
Agencies are often viewed as more “private” than central government and more 
“public” than businesses. The freedom to make choices regarding HRM makes 
agencies distinctive from departments in central government (Dunleavy et al., 2005). 
Furthermore, they are often single-purpose organizations that are less hierarchically 
organized and face less political influence on their operations than central government. 
However, agencies are also distinctive from private organizations because their funding 
is often separately assigned from their tasks, they are bound by stricter legislature, and 
are influenced by their parent ministry (Kickert, 2001). For example, the social benefits 
agency in the Netherlands deals with a considerable amount of  government regulation, 
but is funded by taxes and premiums. Thus, given the arguments that agencies are 
distinctive from central government and businesses, it can be expected that they are 
influenced by a particular context. However, up till now, it is unclear how this context 
affects decisions HRM philosophies and policies. 

On the one hand, based on new institutionalism, it can be expected that external 
institutional and competitive pressures – which the CBHRT refers to as factors from the 
SCL and PMT dimensions (Paauwe, 2004) — result in similar philosophies and policies 
across agencies (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Institutional pressures, differentiated 
between coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures, are related to an organization’s 
need to achieve legitimacy within its environment. These pressures may stem from 
external factors such as legislation, government, labor unions, but also from social and 
cultural norms and values (Paauwe & Boselie, 2003). For example, an agency’s decisions 
regarding HRM could be strongly shaped by coercive pressures residing from beliefs of  
central government on how public organizations should act or operate, even if  they are 
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not legally obliged to follow government policy. 
In addition to institutional pressures, competitive pressures, related to an economic 

rationality expressed in terms as efficiency, effectiveness, and flexibility, may also be 
reflected in external factors that shape decisions regarding HRM. Although these 
pressures do not seem to be present in agencies, due to a lack of  real competition, 
introducing business-like conditions has been a vital part of  governments when 
creating agencies (Verhoest et al., 2012). For example, agencies have been confronted 
with the introduction of  performance indicators, result-based steering, and competitive 
incentives over the years. As such, both institutional and competitive pressures are 
external institutional pressures that can affect decision-making in agencies in such a way 
that similar philosophies and policies are adopted.

On the other hand, differentiation can result from choices regarding HRM 
shaped by internal institutional factors (Paauwe, 2004). These influences are found 
in the organizational configuration or heritage. Past choices in combination with 
organizational characteristics, such as the organizational structure, staff  composition, 
and organizational culture, are important factors shaping HRM. This process, also 
referred to as path dependency (Barney, 1995), is unique for each organization, leading 
to the adoption of  different HRM philosophies and policies.

Furthermore, based on the RBV, it can be expected that differentiation in HRM 
philosophies and policies occurs because agencies cultivate their human capital differently 
to create strategic advantages (Barney, 1991; Paauwe & Boselie, 2003). Although the 
RBV is mainly applied to explain competitive advantage in businesses, we consider it 
to be applicable to the context of  agencies as well. Since the rise of  managerialism in 
the public sector, efficiency and cost-reduction have increasingly been emphasized in 
public service delivery (Alford & Hughes, 2008). In combination with the autonomy to 
make strategic choices, agencies became able to develop their human capital to adhere 
to these outcomes. Furthermore, as underperforming may result in becoming part of  
central government or  having to deal with structural reforms (Verhoest et al., 2012), an 
internal drive may be created in agencies to justify their existence by creating strategic 
advantages, thus behaving in a ‘business-like’ manner. Based on these aspects, it could 
be expected that influential actors within agencies make strategic choices, leading to 
differentiation among agencies. 

Thus, by incorporating the ideas of  new institutionalism and the RBV, the CBHRT 
acknowledges the important role of  an organization’s context in shaping HRM. However, 
this theory cannot explain which philosophies and policies are ultimately adopted and 
it remains unknown which factors are strong drivers for similarity or differentiation in 
the adoption of  HRM philosophies and policies. Using the CBHRT (Paauwe, 2004), in 
combination with Schuler’s (1989) typology of  HRM philosophies and the three HRM 
policy domains based on the AMO model (Appelbaum et al., 2000), this study explores 
these questions empirically using the conceptual framework that is displayed in Figure 
5.1. This framework is used to analyze our empirical findings and to compare agencies.

5
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HRM Philosophies
• Accumulation
• Utilization
• Facilitation

HRM policies
• Abilities
• Motivation
• Opportunities

Internal factors
• Organization 

configuration
• Influential actors

External factors
• Product/Market/Te

chnology dimension
• Social/Cultural/

Legal dimension

Figure 5.1. Conceptual framework of  our study

METHOD

Research Context
Following Van Thiel’s (2012, p. 20) categorization of  public organizations, three types 
of  agencies are identified based on their legal personality and formal autonomy. 

Type 1 agencies have some degree of  managerial autonomy but no legal 
independence, see for example the Next Steps Agencies in the UK. Type 2 agencies, 
with legal independence and managerial autonomy, are the most common types of  
agencies in Europe (e.g., public establishments in Italy and France, Crown Entities in 
New Zealand, NDPBs in the UK). In general, they have been founded in the 1990s and 
early 2000s, although some of  these agencies have existed much longer, for example in 
the Nordic countries (Verhoest et al., 2012). Type 3 agencies consists of  organizations 
with corporate forms, such as foundations and limited companies. These agencies are 
established by, or on behalf  of, the government that owns part of  or all stock/shares. 

Over the years, all three types of  agencies have been created in the Netherlands, 
together employing more people than central government (Yesilkagit & Van Thiel, 2012). 
Agentschappen, thirty in total, are Type 1 agencies, performing a variety of  public tasks, 
such as the management of  public works and water infrastructure (Rijkswaterstaat) and 
the payment of  student loans (DUO). Furthermore, Zelfstandig bestuursorganen (ZBOs) 
are Type 2 agencies, which are public bodies established by law or charged with a task by 
law. There are about 110 ZBOs registered in the formal ZBO-register, including some 
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large clusters of  ZBOs. Like executive agencies, ZBOs carry out different tasks, ranging 
from the payment of  social benefits (UWV) to the protection of  person data (Autoriteit 
Persoonsgegevens). Finally, state-owned enterprises are Type 3 agencies. In 2015, the Dutch 
government owned shares of  34 enterprises. Examples of  state-owned enterprises are 
the largest airport of  the country (Schiphol) and the operator of  the high voltage energy 
grid (TenneT).

Research Design and Sample
Given our research question, this study adopted an exploratory design in which 30 
cases were compared using qualitative coding. We adopted a method of  diverse case 
selection, where the goal was to include cases that exemplify the diversity of  agencies in 
the Netherlands (Seawright & Gerring, 2008). In contrast to the clear distinction based 
on their legal status, agencies in the Netherlands vary in task, size, and parent ministry, 
independent from their type. Using convenience sampling, we tried to get access to 
agencies of  each type, varying by parent ministry, task, and size. In addition to achieving 
a representative sample of  agencies in the Netherlands, achieving thematic saturation 
was an important goal in our sampling strategy (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006).

Between November 2016 and March 2017, data were collected by the first author 
who conducted 30 semi-structured interviews in Dutch with 36 employees of  30 
agencies. Characteristics of  our sample are shown in Table 5.1 and compared to the 
population of  agencies in the Netherlands. As can be concluded from this table, our 
sample is fairly representative in terms of  type, task, and parent ministry. Small agencies 
are underrepresented, and large agencies are overrepresented in our sample.

For reasons of  anonymity, the names of  the interviewees and agencies have been 
excluded from the table. Interviews were conducted with representatives who were 
head of  HR within the organizations, although not all held this as their official title. 
Some were a member of  the board of  directors, while others reported to a member 
of  the board of  directors. Only interviewing a single, or sometimes two, respondent(s) 
per organization has limitations in providing a complete picture of  HRM in the 
organizations they are representing. Nevertheless, their position as head of  HR ensures 
their knowledge regarding their organization’s intentions towards HRM and the factors 
that shape these intentions.

Interview and Coding Procedure
Before each interview, the interviewer briefly explained the goal of  the research 
project, the general subjects to be discussed, and the procedure regarding protecting 
the anonymity. Interviews were carried out face-to-face, lasted on average one hour, 
were tape recorded, and fully transcribed verbatim in Dutch. The interview questions 
explored HRM philosophies, HRM policies as well as both internal and external factors 
that had an impact on HRM.

To get comprehensive and rich answers, we first derived questions based on our 
conceptual framework adapted to suit a practitioners’ perspective. Instead of  asking 
interviewees directly what their HRM philosophy was, we asked how they would define 
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Table 5.1. Characteristics of sample and population 
 Sample  

(n = 30) 
Population  
(n = 166) 

Type   
Type 1 27% 17% 
Type 2 53% 63% 
Type 3 20% 20% 

Task   
Maintenance/management 27% 48% 
Registration and licensing 10% 5% 
Inspection and control 30% 26% 
Payments and collection of money 17% 7% 
Research, training, and education 7% 6% 
Security 3% 4% 
Health care 7% 4% 

Size (number of employees)   
Small (< 100) 13% 48% 
Medium (100-1000) 40% 32% 
Large (1000 >) 47% 20% 

Parent ministry   
General Affairs 0% 1% 
Interior and Kingdom Relations 7% 10% 
Defense 0% 1% 
Economic Affairs 20% 21% 
Finance 10% 12% 
Infrastructure 13% 16% 
Education, Culture and Science 10% 13% 
Social Affairs and Employment 7% 2% 
Security and Justice 13% 14% 
Health, Welfare and Sport 20% 11% 
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HRM, which HRM themes were important in the organization and why, and how HRM 
policies are adopted. To complement this set of  relatively open questions, specific 
questions related to the conceptual framework were asked later on in the interview. 
The interviewees were asked to state which HRM policies were emphasized in their 
organization and which external and internal factors influenced choices regarding HRM. 

Using ATLAS.ti, we adopted a coding approach in line with template analysis (King, 
2004). Template analysis is a flexible technique that involves the use of  a list of  codes 
– i.e. the template – that are defined a priori. During the coding process, these initial 
codes can be modified or more codes can be added if  the initial codes are not sufficient 
to cover the data. As such, this approach allows for a hybrid form of  both deductive 
and inductive coding and is considered suitable to explore a theoretical conceptual 
framework empirically.  

Before the data were analyzed, we created a template of  codes in line with our 
conceptual framework. Thus, codes were created relating to HRM philosophies, HRM 
policies, external and internal factors. To differentiate between HRM policies from 
philosophies, we only coded a quote as a policy if  it reflected a specific employee-focused 
program (Lepak et al., 2004). In this respect, a term like autonomy is considered as an 
aspect of  the HRM philosophy, because it can be operationalized in a wide range of  
policies. For example, an organization can strive for autonomy in the hours employees 
work or in the courses employees follow, or in the benefits employees choose.

After creating the template, we analyzed the data in three cycles, using a combination 
of  open, axial, and selective coding (Saldaña, 2009). During the first coding cycle, we 
marked quotations with one of  the initial codes from the template. In addition, basic 
descriptive information of  the organizations and interviewees were coded. In the 
second cycle, we used open coding to further specify the marked quotations from the 
first cycle. In the final cycle, we used axial coding to identify subthemes among the 
codes in the second cycle. During each cycle, the initial coding was done by the first 
author, followed by a discussion between the first and second author on the codes after 
which adjustments were made. After this coding procedure, we ended up with codes 
that were deductively derived from the conceptual framework and codes that were 
inductively derived. In Appendix 5.1, the list of  codes in the template, their definitions, 
and examples of  codes derived from inductive coding are presented.

Based on a comparison of  the 30 individual cases, the results have been categorized 
in themes that emerged as relevant to the research question during the coding procedure. 
Whereas the codes from the template illustrated the themes in a broad sense, the codes 
derived inductively illustrated the themes in a detailed matter. For example, the codes 
from the template showed that policies pertaining to the abilities and motivation 
domains are dominant and the inductive codes showed which specific policies were 
emphasized most. As such, the themes are related to the research question in terms 
of  the similarities and differences in HRM philosophies and policies and how they are 
shaped by external and internal factors.

5
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FINDINGS

In this section, we discuss our findings according to five themes that have emerged. 
Based on Schuler’s (1989) typology and the three policy domains, we have identified the 
dominant philosophy and policy domain for each agency in our sample in Table 5.2. 
Furthermore, Table 5.3 and 5.4 illustrate which factors are drivers for similarities and 
differences in philosophies and policies.

Table 5.2. Number of cases for dominant HRM philosophiesa and policy domainsa 

 Abilities Motivation Opportunities Mixedb Total 
Accumulation 0 1 1 5 7 
Facilitation 3 9 1 3 16 
Mixedb 2 1 0 4 7 
Total 5 11 2 12  
aDefinitions of the philosophies and policy domains are found in Appendix 5.1. 
bThese cells represent those cases that did emphasize a single dominant philosophy or policy domain.  

 
Theme 1: Facilitation Philosophy Dominant in Most Agencies
In general, around 80 percent of  the agencies in our sample seem to have a clear 
philosophy in line with Schuler’s typology. That is, based on what the interviewees 
indicated as the agency’s idea on what guides their HRM system, we could assign one of  
the three philosophies in 80 percent of  the cases. It should be noted however, that no 
cases were identified that showed a utilization philosophy.
Of  the cases with a clear philosophy, our findings indicate that a facilitation philosophy 
is dominant. That is, 60 percent of  total sample demonstrated the presence of  this 
philosophy. The pivotal role of  autonomy and responsibility of  the employee is essential 
in this philosophy:
 

‘[..] you have to be able to determine for yourself  what the next step is in your 
development. Autonomy is really important. That patronizing and controlling 
behavior of  managers had to stop. Managers have no clue of  what needs to be done, 
thus employees should make their own plans’. (Organization 15)

Besides employee autonomy, interviewees highlighted the importance of  both internal 
and external mobility as well as a high degree of  interaction between employees. These 
aspects emphasize the role of  the organization as a facilitator, providing resources that 
enable employees to independently find opportunities to learn. 
Besides the HR department, the interviewees often defined the supervisor as one that 
facilitates and serves the employee: 

‘The employees are the ones on top [of  the pyramid] and the supervisor is mainly 
there to let the employees do their work as good as possible and support that’. 
(Organization 4)
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The remaining cases that showed a clear philosophy demonstrated an accumulation 
philosophy. Interviewees of  these agencies mentioned concepts such as adaptivity, 
vitality, and employability as important employee characteristics to stimulate long-term 
employment within the organization:

‘We want that our young employees have a certain career within [organization]. In 
this aspect, vitality and work pressure are important issues. In other words, how vital 
are you to mitigate that work pressure.’ (Organization 6)

Different from organizations with a facilitation philosophy, these agencies have a strong 
focus on internal mobility, both vertical and horizontal, which is stimulated in various 
ways. For example, Organization 13 tried to decrease specialization by implementing 
more generic job positions within the organization, whereas Organization 7 highlighted 
the need for talent management.

Theme 2: Mixed Philosophies in Small Number of  Cases
Interestingly, 20 percent of  the cases demonstrated a mixed philosophy and could not 
be positioned into Schuler’s typology. That is, based on what the interviewees indicated 
as the agency’s idea guiding the design of  their HRM system, it was not possible to 
assign one of  the three philosophies in 20 percent of  the cases. Rather, these cases 
showed a mix of  a facilitation and accumulation philosophy.

On the one hand, Organizations 2 and 10 indicated that they actively support the 
broad development of  employees for long-term employment, while at the same time 
emphasize that external mobility is just as important as internal mobility. While the first 
practice is associated with accumulation, the latter is more indicative of  facilitation:
 

‘The talents that are there need to be developed and utilized as good as possible 
within the work field of  [organization]. But if  a gap develops between the talent and 
the organization, it is important to talk about the possibility to stay employed outside 
the organization.’ (Organization 10)

On the other hand, a group of  5 organizations (Organizations 5, 14, 16, 18, and 26) 
all strongly supported internal mobility, while also stressing that employees should 
take responsibility to seek development opportunities. Their strong focus on internal 
mobility is indicative of  accumulation, while their emphasis on employee responsibility 
is indicative of  facilitation:

‘Internal mobility is really important [..] and we have to facilitate this mobility. [..] 
That is mostly self-directed. People are responsible for their own development plan’ 
(Organization 16)
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Theme 3: Ability- and Motivation-Enhancing Policies are Dominant Policies
Looking at the HRM policies, four policies from the ability and motivation domains 
emerged as dominant: 1) training & development; 2) HR planning; 3) recruitment & 
selection, and 4) performance management are mentioned by 60 to 70 percent of  the 
interviewees as essential policies. 

Many interviewees indicated that they explicitly focus on training & development, 
which includes at least a management or leader development program. Of  these cases, six 
agencies mentioned that they have their own academy to offer training & development 
opportunities (Organizations 6, 11, 13, 14, 15, and 30). For example, Organization 6 
offers long-term learning- and work programs, while Organizations 14 and 15 mostly 
offer short modules for specific skills. 

Around 63 percent of  interviewees stated that their organization actively focuses 
on HR planning, although they differ in how advanced their planning process is. For 
most organizations, HR planning means trying to forecast the future needs of  the 
organization in terms of  numbers and type of  employees. 
Explicit policies around recruitment & selection are also viewed as essential by the 
interviewees:
 

‘[..] they are our gatekeepers of  what gets into our organizations. That says something 
about the quality that we bring in. If  it doesn’t go well there, then the effectiveness 
of  your human capital could become worse.’ (Organization 22)

Finally, performance management appears to be a relatively common policy as well, 
although it mostly refers to performance appraisals. Almost all agencies of  the 60 
percent that mentioned performance management as important have developed a 
system of  at least three different appraisals in one year and have given supervisors the 
main responsibility for these tasks. 

In contrast to the four dominant policies, there are four less common policies – 
mainly from the opportunities domain—that are mentioned by 20 to 27 percent of  
the interviewees: 1) Policies around internal promotion and labor market; 2) working 
conditions, 3) diversity, and 4) job design. 

The interviewees that mentioned internal promotion policies indicated that they 
mostly try to give opportunities to employees by posting vacancies on the intranet, 
although other ways are used to stimulate internal mobility. For example, Organization 
26 has introduced a so-called opportunity board, with internal projects to which 
employees can subscribe. 

Policies around working conditions are mentioned by a small number of  interviewees 
as an important means to actively decrease absenteeism, stress, or burnout. Ways 
to confront these issues vary from conducting research into employees’ workload 
(Organization 18), offering a health check (Organizations 5, 15, and 26) to free use of  
sport facilities (Organization 28). Policies around diversity and equal opportunities are 
mostly implemented based on the idea of  being socially responsible:
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‘In every aspect you want to strive towards, reflection is too strong a word, but more 
balanced representation of  what is found in society. [..] it is always better to become 
more diverse. This means diversity in the broadest sense, not limited to ethnicity or 
origin.’ (Organization 20)

Finally, policies around job design mainly refer to the implementation of  new ways of  
working. This often includes time- and place-independent work arrangements. Also, 
employees are often given a laptop and telephone to facilitate working outside the 
organization physically.
 
Theme 4: Similarities in HRM Strongly Shaped by External Factors
As shown in Tables 5.3 and 5.4, it becomes apparent that the philosophies and policies 
that are dominant in our cases – i.e., a facilitation philosophy and the four common 
policies – are strongly shaped by external factors. Whereas philosophies seem mostly 
shaped by societal trends and parent ministries, policies are shaped by parent ministries, 
central government, politic, the labor market and technology. 
  
Societal trends 
The facilitation philosophy that is present in many agencies seems particularly shaped 
by societal trends in the Netherlands, a factor from the SCL dimension. In this respect, 
a society in which citizen participation and voice has increased, and wherein views on 
careers have changed from a traditional organization-steered to an individual-steered 
process, is reflected in the agency’s philosophy (De Vos & Van der Heijden, 2017). For 
example, Organization 21 states that the facilitating role staff  departments have taken 
is mainly the result of  societal developments.

Parent ministry
The parent ministry, another factor from the SCL dimension, also drive a facilitation 
philosophy, though not quite as strongly as societal trends. Agencies are regularly 
advised to adopt a certain HRM approach similar to that of  the parent ministry, 
although, depending on the degree of  autonomy, agencies can decide to adopt or not. 
Interviewees indicated that managers at parent ministries have instructed to adopt a 
facilitation approach towards employees, for example by adopting a self-directed 
benefits model.

In addition to a facilitation philosophy, parent ministries also have an influence on 
recruitment and selection policies. In particular, interviewees from agencies with less 
autonomy – mainly Type 1 agencies – mentioned the lack of  freedom in hiring or firing 
employees.

Central government 
Whereas parent ministries seem to primarily shape recruitment and selection policies, the 
influence of  central government, via norms drawn up by the Home Office, is discernable 
in all four common policies. For example, following the so-called ‘mobility letter’ in 2015 
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of  the Minister concerned , organizations were expected to develop policies around HR 
planning and mobility. Also, relatively strict norms exist for recruitment & selection and 
performance management policies. For example, agencies are strongly advised to use 
the same 62 job profiles (Functiegebouw Rijk) as the central government uses, which 
has consequences for how agencies select and appraise their employees. It does seem, 
however, that the influence of  central government seems stronger for agencies with less 
formal autonomy. Interviewees of  Type 1 agencies indicated that there are government 
guidelines for nearly every aspect of  their HRM design, whereas interviewees of  Type 
2 and 3 only mentioned the influence on specific policies.

Politics 
Another finding noteworthy is the influence of  political decisions on recruitment & 
selection and training & development policies, mainly indirect via imposed reforms or 
through changes in an agency’s task. For some interviewees, the constant possibility to 
reform is something that heavily affects their policies:
 

‘[..] if  you live in an organization that goes from one reorganization to another, you 
cannot even talk about HRM policy. Then you are not doing that at all.’ (Organization 
21)

Labor market and technology 
In addition to factors from the SCL dimension, developments in the labor market and 
technology, factors from the PMT dimension, also drive the adoption of  one of  the 
four common policies. Interviewees mentioned that the availability of  competent and 
suitable candidates on the labor market strongly affects the recruitment & selection 
and training & development policies. In some cases, the specialized task they perform 
hinders the search for suitable employees. Finally, technology is often mentioned as 
an important factor that shapes training & development policies, because many of  the 
older employees need to gain new skills in this area.

Theme 5: Differences in HRM Strongly Shaped by Internal Factors
Where similarity in HRM seems mostly driven by external factors, differences are 
strongly shaped by internal factors, both as the result of  institutionalized organizational 
characteristics and of  strategic choices made by influential actors. The agencies that 
have adopted philosophies and policies that diverge from the majority of  the cases 
appear to do so because of  internal instead of  external demands. As seen in Table 5.3 
and 5.4, these philosophies and policies seem to be shaped by internal factors related 
to organizational characteristics, influential actors and one external factor related to 
digitalization.
 
Organizational characteristics 
Interviewees from agencies that have adopted an accumulation philosophy or one 
of  the four less common policies argue that organizational characteristics are strong 
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internal institutional drivers. For example, the accumulation philosophy in Organization 
2 is a direct consequence of  their organizational strategy for the period until 2020, 
while the accumulation philosophy at Organization 26 is partly influenced by the fact 
that they have 24-hour work shifts. For the less common policies, some interviewees 
noted that being a public organization, and a role model, is an important factor to use 
diversity policies. In this respect, their publicness gives agencies a need to be more 
socially responsible by striving for a diversified staff  that is representative of  society.

Influential actors 
Besides organizational characteristics, differentiation is strongly driven by influential 
actors in in the organization, especially in medium to large Type 2 and 3 agencies. For 
example, in Organization 14, the head of  HR has a strong influence on the presence 
of  an accumulation philosophy, as constant development was viewed as particularly 
important to focus on. Also, board members and shareholders were mentioned as 
influential actors for the adoption of  one of  the less common policies. For example, 
interviewees of  Organizations 25 and 28 noted that their diversity policies are strongly 
stimulated by their shareholders, the ministries of  Economic Affairs and Finance.

Digitalization 
In addition to internal factors, digitalization, a factor from the PMT dimension, seems 
to be the only external factor important for organizations with an accumulation 
philosophy. In this case, digitalization does not account for differences between agencies 
per se, but rather affects agencies with an accumulation philosophy more than agencies 
with a facilitation philosophy. Given the fact that digitalization substantially changes 
the nature of  some jobs, agencies that emphasize long-term employment need to guide 
their employees in these changes.

5
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Table 5.3. Internal and external factors influencing HRM philosophies mentioned by interviewees 
Philosophy Important factors Example quote 
Facilitation SCL dimension Societal trends ‘And you have the view on humanity of course. That self-

reliance is something you see around you. That is not 
something we make up.’ – Organization 11 

  Parent 
ministry 

‘[..] that self-directed model that is actually promoted by 
VWS [parent ministry]. We get guidelines from them and 
then we have to implement it.’ – Organization 7 

Accumulation PMT dimension Digitalization ‘[..] the world is changing so fast, mainly because of 
digitalization. Therefore, you need to make sure that your 
people are becoming flexible and adaptive to keep doing 
their job.’ – Organization 25 

 Organizational 
characteristics 

Organizational 
strategy 

‘Actively supporting employee development [..] is based on 
the mission, vision, strategy of the whole organization until 
2020.’ – Organization 2 

  Type of work ‘Making sure that we guide the people physically and 
mentally as good as possible for them to stay until the end 
of their career. This is especially important for us because a 
large part of our organization works in 24-hour team shits.’ 
– Organization 25 

 Influential actors Head of HR ‘I’m here for seven years now. When I came here I actively 
pursued the idea of constant development.’ – Organization 
13 
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Table 5.4. Internal and external factors influencing HRM policies mentioned by interviewees 
Policies Important factors Example quote 
Common 
policiesa 
 

SCL dimension Central 
government 

‘They have sent a letter to the Lower Chamber, the mobility 
letter [..] A letter in which they prescribe policies around HR 
planning. But also, the implementation of performance 
appraisals. That is the same government-wide.’ – Organization 
4 

  Parent 
ministry 

‘I think we are more flexible than ministries. That doesn’t mean 
we are completely free to make decisions if there is money. We 
still have to go to VWS [parent ministry] to hire an extra 
employee.’ – Organization 7 

  Politics ‘I have experienced both an expansion and reduction of tasks. 
That means, in case of an expansion, that we have to make 
plans on how many people we have to hire on what level, on 
who is going to do what, what kind of training people have to 
take [..] But if we have to do a reduction, we have to plan a 
reorganization. This definitely affects what we do.’ – 
Organization 21 

 PMT dimension Labor market ‘We have experienced a time that when we had a vacancy, we 
received around 180 application letters. But we also noticed 
with IT positions, when there was a shortage on the labor 
market, that it was really difficult to hire those people. So, we 
do get influenced by the labor market and we adapt our 
recruitment policy accordingly.’ – Organization 21  

  Technology ‘We are probably going to need more people who perform 
analytical tasks instead of data entry. That means we are going 
to try to develop people towards a higher level of thinking.’ – 
Organization 5 

Less 
common 
policiesb 

Organizational 
characteristics 

Publicness ‘We have a certain social responsibility. That applies to the 
whole organization of course. That is also something we want 
to express in our policies.’ – Organization 25 

  Task ‘It is really difficult to fill a vacancy for a foreign account 
manager for example. Then it is nice that there are 4 to 5 
people who have been a foreign business analyst account. It is 
easier for them to move to the position of account manager.’ – 
Organization 23 

 Influential 
actors 

Board ‘We believe that you can only be fit mentally if you are fit 
physically. This is being stimulated by the board actively, 
because our chairperson is an enthusiastic runner.’ – 
Organization 27 

  Shareholders ‘At the same time, we get the request from the ministry of 
Finance to mention matters around income equality and 
diversity. There I see the influence, and this partly shapes your 
HRM policies of course.’ – Organization 27 

aTraining and development, HR planning, recruitment and selection, performance management 
bInternal promotion, working conditions, diversity, job design 
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DISCUSSION

Taking a contextual perspective, this explorative study examined the similarities and 
differences in HRM philosophies and policies in Dutch agencies, and how they are 
shaped. To the best of  our knowledge, this study is one of  the very first to show 
the influence of  context on HRM (see for an exception Farndale & Paauwe, 2007), 
especially on HRM philosophies and policies. In comparing the data across our cases, 
several themes have emerged. In general, these themes illustrate that among a variety of  
agencies similar philosophies and policies prevail. Furthermore, in line with Farndale 
and Paauwe (2007), our findings show that decisions regarding HRM are strongly 
affected by external factors, leading to similarity among agencies. Internal factors seem 
to be more instrumental in the light of  differentiation among agencies. Finally, our study 
demonstrates that, at least among agencies, context influences HRM philosophies and 
policies differently, leading to potential discrepancies in the implementation process.

Our findings highlight the dominance of  the facilitation philosophy among 
agencies. Emphasizing employee responsibility and taking a facilitating role diverges 
from aspects of  the traditional view on public sector HRM, which is more consistent 
with the accumulation philosophy that is only present in a small number of  our cases 
(Truss, 2008). Standardization and paternalization seem to have been replaced by ideas 
of  flexibility and individualization, which fit with the often-mentioned motive of  the 
Dutch government to create agencies in the first place (Van Thiel, 2001) 

In addition to changes in public sector HRM, the dominance of  this philosophy can 
also be linked to general changes in career patterns from traditional careers to protean 
(Hall, 2002), boundaryless (Arthur, 2014), and sustainable careers (De Vos & Van der 
Heijden, 2017). Giving employees responsibility to look for development opportunities 
outside the agency stimulates careers that are individually-steered and not confined to 
a single organization. This trend is further enhanced by a high degree of  openness in 
the recruitment process in Dutch government for external applicants (OECD, 2008). 

Our findings show that the four common policies that are identified pertain to the 
abilities and motivation domains, whereas policies from the opportunities domain are 
much less emphasized. Training & development is found to be one of  the policies 
mentioned most often, which is in line with earlier research demonstrating its importance 
in both the public and private sector (Kalleberg et al., 2006). The dominance of  policies 
around HR planning and performance management demonstrates that business-like 
policies and processes, such as result-oriented management and strategic decision-
making, have been adopted in agencies (Truss, 2008). 

In line with the CBHRT, we found that similarities in philosophies and policies are 
strongly shaped by external factors (Paauwe, 2004). Interestingly, there seems to be 
a considerable difference in how similarities in philosophies and policies are shaped. 
Whereas societal trends are the main drivers towards the adoption of  a facilitation 
philosophy, the adoption of  the four common policies is for a great deal affected by 
actions and norms set by central government and parent ministries. For agencies, this 
finding leads to the question whether they indeed have autonomy to design HRM on 
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all levels and, in turn, their ability to adopt strategic HRM. This issue seems especially 
present for Type 1 agencies, who are free to develop their own philosophy but are, 
at the same time, strongly pressured to adopt specific policies developed by central 
government. Furthermore, these differences in how philosophies and policies are shaped 
can have negative consequences as it may lead to discrepancies in the implementation 
process that, in turn, may have a negative impact on employee attitudes and behavior 
(Kellner et al., 2016).

In contrast to the drivers of  similarity, differences between agencies seem mostly 
driven by internal factors, which is also in line with the CBHRT (Paauwe, 2004). 
Both the influence of  internal institutionalized factors and strategic choice made by 
influential actors become visible in the findings of  our empirical study. For the use of  
an accumulation philosophy, the organization’s strategy appears to be one of  the main 
drivers, supporting the notion that part of  the agencies exhibit at least some aspects of  
strategic HRM (Teo, 2000). For the use of  the four less common policies, a variety of  
internal factors play an important role. Noteworthy is the impact of  influential actors, 
such as top-level management and shareholders. It appears that in some agencies, the 
influential actors are able to mitigate the influence of  external factors and, herewith, 
enable them to make strategic choices, which Paauwe (2004) refers to as having 
considerable room for manoeuvre. Future research using a longitudinal approach is 
needed to examine the process of  how influential actors deal with external pressures 
when making choices regarding HRM.

Several of  our results are inconsistent with the earlier theories that have been used 
for HRM philosophies and policies. First, some agencies demonstrated a mix of  both 
a facilitation and accumulation philosophy. Schuler (1989) argued that inconsistency in 
the adoption of  a philosophy is described as a potential source of  conflict and could 
increase ambiguity. For two small- to medium-sized agencies, with almost no internal 
labor market, their mixed philosophy seems contradictory and could potentially have 
negative consequences. In contrast, for five large agencies, their mixed philosophy of  
long-term development with high employee responsibility does not seem contradicting, 
due to their large internal labor market containing many internal development 
opportunities. This finding indicates that a mixed philosophy could be a logical choice 
based on the organizational structure. Future research could further identify other 
types of  hybrid HRM philosophies and determine whether they may be a potential 
advantage or source of  conflict. Second, we found that policies from the opportunities 
domain were not mentioned often. According to the AMO framework (Appelbaum et 
al., 2000; Lepak et al., 2006), organizations that fail to address all three AMO domains 
may not maximize their employees’ potential by creating synergetic effects and may, 
consequently, underperform (Jiang et al., 2012). It could be that employees in our cases 
do get the opportunity to perform, but that this has not been formalized in HRM 
policies. Future research should examine if  and how employees are provided with 
opportunities to perform in agencies. Finally, our study shows that HRM philosophies 
and policies are shaped differently by the specific context, which contrasts with the idea 
that the relationship between components of  the HRM architecture is ‘rational and 
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deterministic in nature’ (Lepak et al., 2004, p. 649). Achieving alignment between HRM 
components does not seem to be just a case of  fitting policies with the philosophy, but 
also requires recognizing and, possibly, managing the contextual factors that shape the 
different components. Future research should further examine how other components 
of  the HRM architecture are influenced by context and whether similar mechanisms 
can be found in other types of  organizations.

Our conclusions are limited due to the inclusion of  Dutch agencies only. Given 
the dearth of  research on HRM philosophies, we are not able (yet) to posit that the 
dominance of  the facilitation philosophy is unique for agencies. We urge scholars to 
examine philosophies in other types of  organizations, especially in purely public and 
private organizations. Our study is also limited due to the use of  HR managers only as our 
interviewees, which limits our perspective to intended HRM philosophies and policies 
only (Renkema et al., 2017). Investigating line manager and employee perceptions of  
HRM philosophies and policies would be valuable to see to what degree they differ 
from the views of  managers. Another limitation is the possibility of  social desirability in 
the answers given by the interviewees. This may explain the absence of  agencies with a 
utilization philosophy in our sample, as this philosophy may have negative connotations. 
In addition to addressing social desirability in future research, it would also be interesting 
to investigate the presence of  utilization philosophies in other types of  organizations, 
indicating whether these negative connotations are universal or specific to the type of  
organization. Finally, because we did not ask about the influence of  specific factors, it is 
possible that some existing factors were unobserved. For example, we did not identify 
mimetic pressures that shape HRM, although our findings certainly identified mimicry 
among agencies. It would be interesting to further examine the influence of  specific 
factors that are not identified in this study.
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ABSTRACT

While studies on HRM and organizational change have primarily focused on how 
HRM can help realize change, we argue that changes that are imposed from outside the 
organization can have negative side-effects on the HRM process. In particular, we posit 
that imposed changes negatively affect HRM strength, vertical and horizontal alignment, 
because these changes lead to a re-allocation of  resources and to rigid, centralized 
behavior. Using a sample of  Dutch public agencies, our results show that not all types 
of  imposed change impact the HRM process, however, a loss of  organizational tasks or 
parts is negatively related to HRM strength and vertical and horizontal alignment. These 
findings highlight the need for decision-makers to realize that imposed changes can 
have negative side effects on HRM, with further potential consequences for the overall 
effectiveness of  HRM and, ultimately, organizational performance.

This chapter was presented at the 11th Dutch HRM Network conference, Tilburg 
University, the Netherlands in 2019 and is currently under review as Blom, R., Kruyen, 
P. M., Van Thiel, S., & Van der Heijden, B. I. J. M. (2021). The impact of  imposed 
organizational changes on HRM strength and HRM alignment in Dutch semi-
autonomous agencies. 
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INTRODUCTION

In HRM literature, there is a longstanding tradition to study the effects of  organizational 
change (e.g., Doorewaard & Benschop, 2003; Doug & Dexter, 1991; Jeong & Shin, 
2017; Morgan & Zeffane, 2003), with scholarly attention almost exclusively focusing on 
changes that result from strategic choice and the role of  the HRM function in guiding 
these changes (Datta, Guthrie, Basuil, & Pandey, 2010; Jeong & Shin, 2017). In contrast, 
externally imposed changes – changes dictated by an actor from outside the organization 
– have received limited research attention despite evidence indicating that imposed 
changes can have unintended negative side-effects on organizations (e.g., Kleizen 
Verhoest, & Wynen, 2018; Pollitt, 2007; Sipple, Killeen, & Monk, 2004; Wynen et al., 
2014). Given this possible detrimental effect and the evidence that many organizations 
experience imposed changes, such as government organizations (MacCarthaigh & 
Roness, 2012), schools (Sipple et al., 2004) and healthcare (Legido-Quigley et al., 2013), 
a study investigating if  and to what degree the HRM function is affected by imposed 
changes seems warranted.

In this study, we posit that imposed changes may particularly influence how HRM 
is administered – i.e., the HRM process (Blom et al., 2019; Kane, 2000; Mellahi, 2007; 
Sahdev, Vinnicombe, & Tyson, 1999). In particular, imposed changes may negatively 
impact the HRM process as these affect conditions, such as the available time and 
resources of  the HRM function, that are necessary to successfully execute HRM 
(Plotnick & Plotnick, 2010; Staw et al., 1981). Given the argued importance of  the HRM 
process in the link between HRM and performance (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004; Sanders, 
Shipton, & Gomes, 2014), factors that are detrimental to the HRM process may also 
be detrimental to the overall effectiveness of  HRM and, ultimately, to organizational 
performance.

We tested the potentially negative impact of  imposed changes on the HRM process 
using a sample of  government agencies; organizations that frequently experience 
imposed changes (MacCarthaigh & Roness, 2012; Pollitt, 2009). To study the HRM 
process, earlier studies have primarily used the concept of  HRM strength, referring to 
shared perceptions of  the HRM system (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004), and have often used 
HRM process and HRM strength interchangeably. More recently, however, scholars 
have urged others to take a broader view towards the HRM process by defining it as the 
“general manner and activities through which HRM content is implemented and leads 
to HRM outcomes” (Steffensen, Ellen, Wang, & Ferris, 2019, p. 4). We follow this view 
by, in addition to the HRM strength, also considering HRM alignment as an indicator 
of  the HRM process. 

In addition to contributing to earlier research on the association between HRM 
and organizational change, this study contributes to three scholarly domains within the 
broader HRM domain. First, this empirical work contributes to the increasing volume 
of  literature on the HRM process by exploring its antecedents (Steffensen et al., 2019). 
Following previous calls by HRM scholars that we should shift our attention from what 
HRM entails to how HRM is executed, research emerged with a strong emphasis on 
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outcomes of  the HRM process (Sanders et al., 2014). However, so far, studies on how 
the HRM process is shaped or influenced are lacking, even though this perspective may 
provide clues on the effectiveness of  HRM. 

Second, our study contributes to the literature on the influence of  the external 
context on HRM. Based on early models (Beer et al., 1984 ), attention for the impact 
of  the organization’s context on HRM has recently been renewed (e.g., Blom et al., 
2019; Ikyanyon, Johnson, & Dawson, 2020; Lewis, Cardy, & Huang, 2019; Mayrhofer, 
Gooderham, & Brewster, 2019)). Although barely examined in empirical research, the 
external context of  an organization is argued to be one of  the most significant drivers 
of  HRM (Paauwe & Boselie, 2003), and our findings can provide a better understanding 
of  how HRM is shaped by changes that are dictated by actors from this external context. 

Finally, our study contributes to recent literature on the impact of  reforms in 
government agencies. Previous research has shown that imposed changes have 
detrimental effects on a range of  organizational- and employee-level outcomes, such 
as organizational autonomy and innovation (Kleizen et al., 2018; Wynen, Kleizen, 
Verhoest, Lægreid, & Rolland, 2019; Wynen, Verhoest, & Kleizen, 2017).. This study 
complements these findings by focusing on possible negative side effects of  imposed 
changes on the way HRM is executed. 

The remainder of  this article is structured as follows. First, we conceptualize the 
constructs of  imposed organizational change and the HRM process, and develop 
hypotheses about the impact of  imposed changes on HRM strength and HRM 
alignment. Second, we describe our research design and analytical procedure, followed 
by an overview of  the results. Finally, we discuss the implications of  our findings, the 
limitations of  our study and provide suggestions for future research.

THEORY 

Conceptualizing Imposed Organizational Changes
In the past decades, a rich volume of  studies defining and categorizing organizational 
change has emerged (e.g., Armenakis & Bedeian, 1999; Van de Ven & Scott Poole, 
1995; Weick & Quinn, 1999). At the basis for much of  this literature is the notion 
that organizational change reflects a change in “how an organization functions, who its 
members and leaders are, what form it takes, or how it allocates its resources” (Huber, 
Sutcliffe, Miller, & Glick, 1993, p. 216). 

Following this definition, two important contrasts have been proposed. First, a 
fundamental distinction is often made between continuous change – also referred to 
as first-order, change – and episodic change – also referred to as second-order change 
(Gilley, McMillan, & Gilley, 2009; Plowman et al., 2007). Whereas continuous changes 
represent patterns of  ongoing modifications within a stable system that are aimed 
at long-term adaptability, episodic changes represent infrequent interruptions of  the 
system itself  and are that aimed at short-term adaption (Weick & Quinn, 1999). Given 
that imposed changes are initiated from outside the system, we argue that they are 
episodic in nature.
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Besides the distinction between episodic and continuous change, another distinction 
is often made between incremental and radical change, particularly for episodic changes. 
In this regard, incremental episodic change comprises “a minor replacement that occurs 
within [an] existing frame”, while radical episodic change is “a dramatic replacement 
that is frame-bending” (Plowman et al., 2007, p. 518). Although it may be likely that 
those decision-makers imposing the changes aim for dramatic replacements, imposed 
changes can potentially be both incremental and radical in their scope. In other words, 
the impact of  imposed changes may differ according to the type of  change that is being 
imposed. In this regard, the effects of  radical imposed changes are expected to be 
stronger than of  incremental imposed changes.

HRM Process
Following Steffensen and colleagues (2019), we take a broad view on the HRM process 
by defining it as those activities related to the execution of  HRM. In this respect, we 
focus on the concepts of  HRM strength and HRM alignment, further differentiated in 
vertical and horizontal alignment, as essential indicators of  how HRM is executed. Over 
the past decades, several studies have shown the importance of  HRM strength and HRM 
alignment for organizations as these factors have been positively related to employee 
attitudes (Sanders, Dorenbosch, & De Reuver, 2008), organizational performance 
(Green, Wu, Whitten, & Medlin, 2006; Li et al., 2011; Pereira & Gomes, 2012), and the 
effectiveness and achievability of  the HRM system (Hauff, Alewell, & Katrin Hansen, 
2017; Wang & Shyu, 2008). Below, we will discuss these concepts in more detail.

HRM strength 
Around two decades ago, Bowen and Ostroff  (2004) were among the first scholars who 
proposed that we needed to consider the HRM process in addition to focusing on the 
content of  the HRM system only. Based on the idea that the relationship between HRM 
and performance will only be established if  employees have a shared understanding 
of  the HRM system, HRM strength refers to the effectiveness of  the HRM system 
to create this shared understanding (Bednall, Sanders, & Runhaar, 2014; Ostroff  & 
Bowen, 2016). 

HRM strength is conceptualized by means of  three dimensions; distinctiveness, 
consistency, and consensus (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004). Distinctiveness refers to features 
that help the signal, that the HRM system is sending, to be interpreted uniformly among 
employees. Consistency refers to the ability to send valid and consistent messages across 
modalities and time. Consensus refers to the degree of  agreement among HRM decision-
makers and the perceived fairness of  the HRM system of  those affected by it. A strong 
HRM system that scores high on these three dimensions sends clear signals about the 
organizational goals and the organization’s intentions and expectations towards the 
employees. According to social exchange theory and expectancy theory (Blau, 1964, 
Vroom, 1964), in case of  a strong HRM system, these signals elicit perceptions of  
fairness and equity among employees, who, in turn, will reciprocate with positive work-
related attitudes and behaviors (Li, Frenkel, & Sanders, 2011).

6
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HRM alignment 
Next to HRM strength, HRM alignment reflects the way in which HRM is executed 
(Green et al., 2006; Li et al., 2011). Similar to HRM strength, the notion of  alignment 
emerged as a concept linking HRM with performance (Lengnick-Hall, Lengnick-
Hall, Andrade, & Drake, 2009). While HRM strength refers to the degree to which 
the perceptions of  employees about the HRM system are shared, HRM alignment 
refers to the role of  the HRM function in positioning HRM within the organization. 
In particular, it is argued that HRM is most beneficial when it is properly aligned with 
the organizational goals and strategy, and with the needs of  other departments, also 
referred to as vertical and horizontal alignment (Green et al., 2006). 

Vertical alignment refers to the alignment between the HRM strategy, the related 
HRM system, and the organizational strategy (Delery & Doty, 1996). The role of  
the HRM function in aligning HRM and organizational strategy is emphasized in the 
work by Ulrich (1997), who states that HRM has two strategy-focused roles: ‘strategic 
partner’ and ‘change agent’. While the role of  ‘strategic partner’ is associated with 
executing and influencing the strategic agenda and working with senior management 
to achieve strategic goals, the role of  ‘change agent’ is concerned with delivering and 
managing organizational transformation (Caldwell, 2003; Shipton, Sanders, Atkinson, 
& Frenkel, 2016). The strategic partner role, in particular, emphasizes strategic activities 
of  the HRM department and the importance of  aligning HRM with the organizational 
strategy. Horizontal alignment refers to the alignment between HRM and the needs 
of  other departments, particularly those of  line managers. In order to best understand 
the needs of  other departments, the HRM function needs to support, interact, and 
integrate with other departments intensively (Green et al., 2006).
 
Imposed Organizational Changes and the HRM Process
To successfully perform its task, the HRM function needs adequate time and resources, 
but also a clear intention to interact with others within the organization. Previous studies 
indicate that these conditions may be negatively affected during periods of  imposed 
change, which, in turn, negatively affect the HRM process. Based on threat-rigidity 
theory (Staw et al., 1981), we will argue that imposed changes are perceived as threats by 
organizational decision-makers, with detrimental consequences for the HRM process. 

More specifically, according to threat-rigidity theory, important stakeholders in 
organizations are inclined to display rigid behavior during threatening situations (Staw 
et al., 1981). Adverse environmental events like imposed changes may be perceived 
by decision-makers as threatening, creating a sense of  urgency in the organization. 
This sense of  urgency is thought to be further increased when the threat is unplanned, 
which is usually the case for imposed changes (Billings, Milburn, & Schaalman, 1980). 
The heightened sense of  urgency evokes a reaction to deal with the threat as soon as 
possible (Plotnick & Plotnick, 2010). These reactions to imposed changes are expected 
to be detrimental to the factors of  HRM strength and to both vertical and horizontal 
alignment via several mechanisms.

First, the perception that one needs to deal with the imposed changes as soon as 
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possible negatively affects HRM strength, as it causes a re-allocation of  the HRM 
function’s resources. Resources are not limitless, making resource allocation a zero-sum 
procedure in which the HRM function has to face dilemmas and conflicts (Brandl, 
Enhert, & Bos-Nehles, 2012). In this respect, deploying resources to deal with imposed 
changes leads to less available resources for other activities, such as developing, 
implementing, and maintaining a strong HRM system. As a result, it can be expected 
that the strength of  the HRM system is perceived to be lower during periods of  imposed 
changes. Therefore, we formulate the following hypothesis:

 H1: Imposed changes are negatively related to HRM strength.

Second, imposed changes negatively affect vertical alignment, as the sense of  urgency 
to deal with the imposed changes alters the relative significance of  the strategic partner 
role and the change agent role of  an HRM function (Ulrich, 1997). Although it is argued 
that each role is equally important, evidence indicates that their specific significance 
depends on the situation and, as a consequence, inter-role conflicts may arise (Caldwell, 
2003; Stiles & Trevor, 2006). During periods of  imposed change, the role of  change 
agent may be given more emphasis than the role of  strategic partner. As a result, 
activities related to the strategic partner role may be suspended due to the amount 
of  time and effort needed to deal with the implications of  the imposed change. For 
example, an imposed change that is accompanied by cutbacks and austerity policies, 
being a common phenomenon in public organizations (Knies & Leisink, 2017), shifts 
the attention and resources of  the HRM function away from strategic activities towards 
exit management. Therefore, we formulate the following hypothesis:

 H2: Imposed changes are negatively related to vertical alignment.

Finally, imposed changes are expected to negatively impact horizontal alignment. 
In addition to a re-allocation of  resources and change in the significance of  roles, 
threatening situations lead to centralized decision-making (Staw et al., 1981). In 
particular, threats induce a tendency to leave organizational decisions to a small set of  
individual decision-makers and reduce their outward focus and openness to alternative 
solutions (Gladstein & Reilly, 1985; Muurlink, Wilkinson, Peetz, & Townsend, 2012; 
Olsen & Sexton, 2009; Stoker, Garretsen, & Soudis, 2019). This behavior in which 
decision-making is centralized and inward focused may also be displayed by the HRM 
function during periods of  imposed change, given its role in dealing with changes. 
This means that decision-making in HR-related issues during these periods is primarily 
done by the HRM function itself  without considering the possible input from other 
departments. Therefore, we formulate the following hypothesis:

 H3: Imposed organizational changes are negatively related to horizontal alignment.

6
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Number of  imposed changes Although different imposed changes can have an effect 
on the HRM process separately, periods of  sequential or repetitive changes are expected 
to have a stronger impact (De Vries, 2013; Pollitt, 2007). Especially, during periods of  
multiple changes, stress may accumulate in organizations, especially if  the organization 
involved experiences different types of  changes, leading to increased levels of  re-
allocation of  resources and centralized behavior, and hence, a stronger impact on the 
HRM process. This accumulation effect has already been found in previous studies 
investigating the impact of  imposed changes on perceived autonomy and support in 
public organizations (Kleizen et al., 2018; Wynen et al., 2019). In line with these findings, 
we formulate the following hypothesis:

 H4: Accumulated imposed changes have a stronger impact on the HRM  
 process than a single imposed change.

METHOD

Sample
Data were collected in 2019 from a sample of  Dutch respondents working in government 
agencies as part of  a larger research project on HRM in government agencies. These 
agencies operate at arm’s length of  central government and are primarily responsible 
for public service delivery. Previous studies have shown that agencies with legal 
independence have a higher degree of  HRM autonomy compared to agencies without 
legal independence (Bach, 2014). As a result, for agencies with legal independence, 
it is potentially easier to temporarily expand the HRM function’s capacity for dealing 
with imposed changes. To be able to account for this difference, we collected data 
among employees that worked in agencies with and without legal independence. The 
respondents voluntarily registered for a panel (Flitspanel) set up in 2006 by the Ministry 
of  Internal Affairs with the goal to get swift and well-founded answers to policy and 
research questions.

A questionnaire was sent to 1,501 respondents working at either an Agentschap, which 
is an agency without legal independence, or a Zelfstandig Bestuursorgaan (ZBO), which is 
an agency with legal independence (Yesilkagit & Van Thiel, 2012). Examples of  Dutch 
agencies without legal independence include the agency responsible for the management 
of  public works and infrastructure (Rijkswaterstaat) and the agency responsible for the 
payment of  student loans (DUO). Dutch agencies with legal independence include, for 
example, agencies that are responsible for the payment of  social benefits (e.g., UWV) 
and agencies that are responsible for the protection of  personal data (e.g., Autoriteit 
Persoonsgegevens). The final dataset contained 229 respondents working in 31 agencies. 
The average age of  the participants was 55 years (SD = 7.8), the majority of  the 
respondents were male (76%), had a higher education degree (77%), and worked at an 
agency without legal independence (78%). Compared to other studies using a sample 
of  agency employees (Blom, 2020; Blom et al., 2020), our sample is similar in terms 
of  educational level and distribution between people working at an agency with versus 
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without legal independence, but has a higher average age and percentage of  males.

Measures
Imposed organizational changes 
Following previous studies on imposed changes in government agencies (Kleizen et 
al., 2018; Wynen et al., 2019; Wynen et al., 2017), six imposed changes that agencies 
frequently experience were measured: change of  name, shift of  the agency to another 
ministerial portfolio (i.e., subordinance to another ministry), change in legal status, 
attribution of  new organizational tasks, absorption of  (parts of) another agency, and 
loss of  organizational tasks or parts to another agency. Managers were asked to indicate 
for each change whether their organization had experienced this change in the past 
three years.

Since the changes under study may potentially have different effects on HRM, yet as 
the total number of  changes may also be important, the effect of  each change was tested 
separately as well as their combined effect using a construct indicating the total number 
of  changes. In line with Wynen et al. (2019), we calculated the total change construct in 
two ways. The first operationalization was a summed score in which a specific change 
was scored 1 if  it was imposed in the past three years. The second operationalization 
was a weighted summed score that took into account that different types of  changes can 
have different degrees of  impact. Following the distinction based on scope (Plowman et 
al., 2007), that is often used in the organizational change literature, we applied different 
weights to radical and incremental changes. Radical changes, in contrast to incremental 
changes, are more likely to substantially alter the internal structure and task of  the 
organization with strong consequences for HRM. In this regard, we categorized a name 
change, shift to another ministerial portfolio and change in legal status as incremental 
changes and attributed these changes a weight of  0.5, while the categories of  new 
organizational tasks, absorption of  another agency, and loss of  organizational tasks or 
parts to another agency were categorized as radical changes and were given a weight of  
1.

HRM process 
The items related to the variables HRM strength, vertical and horizontal alignment were 
all answered by employees and scored on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (totally 
disagree) to 5 (totally agree). 

HRM strength. Our measure of  HRM strength was derived from Bednall et al. (2014), 
who based their scale on the concept developed by Bowen and Ostroff  (2004). In 
total, 16 items were used to measure the dimensions of  distinctiveness (Example item 
‘The procedures and practices developed by HR are easy to understand’), consistency 
(Example item ‘One can have faith that the HR practices realize the goals for which 
they were designed’), and consensus (Example item ‘The people in my organization 
responsible for HR have a mutual agreement about how to deal with employees’).

Vertical alignment. Employees answered three items for vertical alignment derived 
from Green et al. (2006). These items referred to the strategic partner role of  the HRM 

6

149394_Blom_BNW.indd   121149394_Blom_BNW.indd   121 12-05-2021   09:4212-05-2021   09:42



122

CHAPTER 6

function (Example item ‘This HRM department has been fully integrated into the 
strategic planning process’). 

Horizontal alignment. Horizontal alignment was measured using three items referring 
to the alignment between the HRM function and other departments within the 
organization (Example item ‘This HRM unit regularly checks with other units to identify 
organizational training needs’). The items were derived from Green and colleagues 
(2006).

Measurement model of  the HRM process variables. A CFA with a robust maximum 
likelihood estimator was conducted to assess the fit of  the HRM process variables. The 
results showed preference for a three-factor model (CFI = 0.93; TLI = 0.92; RMSEA 
= 0.07; SRMR = 0.06) over and above a model with vertical and horizontal alignment 
combined (χ2 = 7.93, p = 0.02) and a model with all items loading onto one factor (χ2 
= 25.38, p < 0.001). Composite reliabilities for HRM strength (0.93), vertical alignment 
(0.81), and horizontal alignment (0.85) all indicated adequate reliability.

Control variables 
In line with previous literature, several individual- and organizational-level control 
variables that may account for variation in the dependent variables were included (Bach, 
2014; Bednall et al., 2014; Hauff  et al., 2017; Li et al., 2011). On the individual level, 
education, tenure, and supervisory position were included. Education included nine 
categories, ranging from primary education to doctoral degree, and was treated as a 
continuous variable. Tenure represented the number of  years the respondent worked 
at his/her agency, while supervisory position was measured using a yes/no question.

On the organizational level, we included agency type, incorporated as a dummy 
variable indicating whether the agency where the respondent was working in had legal 
independence or not. Finally, as larger organizations generally have more funds to invest 
in the HRM department, we included organizational size (in full-time equivalents) as 
a control variable as well. Data on the agency type and size were collected from the 
website managed by the ministry of  Finance that contains information on the public 
finances of  the Netherlands, and from the annual reports of  the agencies themselves. 
We used data on the agency type and size from 2018, as it was the most recent year from 
which complete information was available.

Analytical Procedure
Given that the respondents were nested within organizations and as not accounting for 
this nested structure could lead to serious bias in the parameter estimates (Musca et al., 
2011), the hypotheses were tested using hierarchical linear modeling. First, we estimated 
separate intercept-only models to determine the amount of  variance in HRM strength, 
i.e., vertical alignment and horizontal alignment that is attributed to the individual and 
organizational level, respectively. Second, we estimated models that included the control 
variables and the imposed changes, distinguishing between a model that included all 
changes separately and a model that included the total number of  changes, while 
allowing the intercept to vary across organizations.
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Because the number of  organizations was relatively small (N = 31), parameters were 
estimated using restricted maximum likelihood (REML) (McNeish, 2017). However, 
we applied a ML estimator when we compared models, as comparing models that have 
different fixed effects is not appropriate when using a REML estimator (Peugh, 2010). 
The proportion of  variance that is attributable to the organizational-level was calculated 
using the intra-class correlation (ICC). The ICC reflects the proportion of  variance at 
the organizational-level in relation to the total variance and always has a value between 
0 and 1.

RESULTS

Table 6.1 reports the means, standard deviations, and correlations between the variables 
at both the individual and the organizational level. The results from the preliminary 
analyses indicate that the dependent variables are related, yet distinct constructs (r = 
0.32: 0.56). Furthermore, the means show that, in general, the HRM process is not 
scored highly among our respondents, especially regarding the HRM department’s 
strategic partner role (M = 2.65). Looking at the imposed changes, a change in name 
(15%) or subordinance to another ministry (12%), change in legal status (8%), and 
loss of  organizational tasks or parts (24%) are relatively uncommon. In contrast, 
most agencies have experienced an absorption of  (parts of) another agency (70%) or 
attribution of  new tasks (80%).

Table 6.2 presents the results from the hierarchical linear modeling. In general, the 
proportion of  variance that is attributable to the organizational level is small for HRM 
strength (7%) and for horizontal alignment (5%), and even smaller for vertical alignment 
(< 1%), which implies that variation in these variables resides mostly at the individual 
level. Although these values are relatively small, we proceed with the analyses as even 
low values can represent meaningful variance (Musca et al., 2011).

Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 state that imposed changes are negatively related to HRM 
strength, vertical alignment, and horizontal alignment. Across all three dependent 
variables, one imposed change, the loss of  organizational tasks or parts, has a significant 
negative effect. In other words, the way in which HRM is executed is affected by periods 
in which the organization experiences loss. This effect seems most prominent on the 
degree of  alignment between the HRM function and other departments (Hypothesis 
3). No other type of  imposed change shows a significant effect on the HRM-related 
outcomes. Given these results, Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 are only partially supported with 
our data.

The total number of  changes, irrespective of  the fact whether the potential impact 
of  an imposed change is accounted for, does not seem to be related to the dependent 
variables. With these outcomes, Hypothesis 4 is rejected.

With regard to the control variables, we find that age, tenure, supervisory position, 
and agency type are significantly related to the HRM process. More specifically, tenure 
is negatively related to all three dependent variables, indicating that the longer one 
works for an organization the lower one values the HRM process. Being a supervisor 
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Table 6.1. Means, standard deviations and correlations 

Variable M SD Min Max 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Individual level (N = 229)              

1. HRM strength 2.75 0.61 1 4.33          
2. Vertical alignment 2.65 1.04 1 5 .43         
3. Horizontal alignment 3.03 0.99 1 5 .56 .32        
4. Age 54.8 7.77 31 69 -.03 .03 -.04       
5. Educationa 2.75 0.49 1 3 -.01 -.07 .04 -.08      
6. Tenure 3.86 1.10 1 5 -.14 -.13 -.10 .57 -.10     
7. Salary level 10.9 2.33 5 19 .02 -.05 .02 .05 .47 .03    
8. Permanent contract 0.98 0.13 0 1 .02 .05 .07 .10 -.07 .20 -.05   
9. Taskb  0.29 0.45 0 1 -.06 -.12 -.08 .01 -.29 .04 -.25 .01  
10. Supervisor position 0.26 0.44 0 1 .15 .02 .05 .00 .10 .02 .34 .00 .04 

Organizational level (N = 31) M SD Min Max 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
1. Change of name 0.15 0.36 0 1          
2. Subordinance to another 
ministry 0.12 0.32 0 1 -.29         

3. Change in legal status 0.08 0.28 0 1 .75 .80        
4. Attribution of new tasks 0.82 0.39 0 1 -.37 .25 -.76       
5. Absorption of another agency 0.70 0.46 0 1 -.14 .41 -.68 .66      
6. Loss of tasks or parts 0.24 0.43 0 1 .08 .46 -.22 .02 -.31     
7. Total number of changes (1) 2.11 0.98 0 5 .36 .54 .23 .77 .58 .41    
8. Total number of changes (2) 1.93 0.86 0 4 .21 .47 -.07 .81 .63 .42 .98   
9. Agency typec 0.68 0.47 0 1 .56 .26 .64 -.19 .01 -.48 -.05 -.11  
10. Organizational size (x1000 fte) 11.1 11.1 0.02 29.3 -.39 -.39 -.30 .49 .37 .03 .03 .22 -.55 

Note. Bold values indicates that the confidence interval did not include zero. 
Correlations between two binary variables are tetrachoric correlations. 
aVariable represents 3 subsequent categories. 
bReference category = operational. 
cReference category = agency with legal independence. 
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Table 6.2. Results from hierarchical linear modeling 
 HRM strength Vertical alignment Horizontal alignment 
Model 1a 1b 1c 2a 2b 2c 3a 3b 3c 
Intercept 3.20 

(.51) 
3.21 
(.50) 

3.18 
(.49) 

2.07 
(.76) 

2.07 
(.74) 

2.06 
(.73) 

2.51 
(.82) 

2.48 
(.80) 

2.43 
(.79) 

Control variables          
Age .01 .01 .01 .02+ .02+ .02+ .01 .01 .01 
Education -.10 -.08 -.09 -.14 -.14 -.14 -.07 -.06 -.06 
Tenure -.11* -.11* -.11* -.21* -.21* -.21* -.14+ -.14+ -.14+ 
Salary level -.02 -.01 -.01 -.03 -.02 -.02 -.01 .00 .00 
Permanent contract .27 .32 .31 .35 .44 -.43 .59 .72 .70 
Task -.10 -.11 -.10 -.04 -.07 -.07 -.17 -.21 -.20 
Supervisory position .27* .22* .22* .28+ .24+ .25+ .20 .13 .13 
Agency type -.16 -.11 -.09 -.42* -.37* -.36* -.04 .01 .04 
Organizational size -.06 -.11 -.09 .13 .13 .14 -.00 -.07 -.04 

          
Imposed changes          

Change of name .04   -.14   .09   
Subordinance to another 
ministry .12   .14   .27   

Change in legal status -.23   .10   -.48   
Attribution of new tasks -.16   .14   -.03   
Absorption of another 
agency .11   .01   -.01   

Loss of tasks or parts -.24*   -.29+   -.51*   
Total number of changes 
(1)a  -.05   -.03   -.08  

Total number of changes 
(2)b   -.06   -.05   -.11 

          
ICC intercept only .07   <.01   .05   
* p < 0.05; + p < 0.10 
aSummed score of total number of changes 
bWeighted summed score of total number of changes 
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is positively related to both HRM strength and vertical alignment (albeit only on a 
trend-level), indicating that supervisors generally have a more positive perception of  the 
HRM process in comparison with people without this managerial role. Finally, agency 
type is negatively related to vertical alignment, indicating that the degree to which the 
HRM function is a strategic partner is lower in agencies without legal independence.

 
DISCUSSION

The aim of  this study was to test the impact of  imposed organizational changes on 
important indicators of  the HRM process: HRM strength and HRM alignment. As such, 
this study adds to the literature on HRM and organizational change by investigating the 
unintended negative side-effects of  imposed changes on HRM. While our findings do 
not indicate an overall negative effect of  imposed changes, there are some indications 
that point towards a harmful effect of  imposed changes involving a loss on the HRM 
process. In addition to the outcomes pertaining to our main independent variables 
of  interest, our study found that employee and organizational characteristics have an 
impact on perceptions of  the HRM process. These outcomes also help us to better 
understand the differential effects of  HRM, as people may perceive the same HRM 
policies differently dependent on how they perceive the HRM process.

We found that the loss of  organizational tasks or parts had a detrimental effect on 
HRM strength, vertical and horizontal alignment. Thus, during a period of  organizational 
loss, people may perceive the HRM system to be weaker and experience that the HRM 
function’s role in strategy and its interaction with other departments is lower. While the 
loss of  organizational tasks and parts has an impact throughout the organization, from 
financial management to the organizational structure, the consequences are strongly tied 
to the role of  the HRM function (Park, 2018). During periods of  organizational loss, 
it is therefore likely that much of  the resources of  the HRM function are concentrated 
towards dealing with the immediate consequences for personnel. This outcome also 
indicates that when an organization frequently experiences organizational loss over time, 
a situation not uncommon for agencies (MacCarthaigh & Roness, 2012; Park, 2018), the 
HRM function finds itself  primarily dealing with cutback and exit management and not 
with strategic issues (Blom et al., 2019). Frequent experiences of  organizational loss 
over time may also explain why we found that agency employees do not value the HRM 
process at their organization highly; the HRM function has mostly been preoccupied 
with decisions on who and where to cut.

Besides the loss of  organizational tasks or parts, none of  the other types of  imposed 
change appeared to be related to the HRM process. A possible explanation might be 
found in an increased tolerance for ambiguity in agencies, that is the result of  their 
history with imposed changes, in combination with the severity of  the other imposed 
changes that we incorporated in our study. On the one hand, the numerous imposed 
changes that have been subjected to many agencies over the years (Kleizen & Verhoest, 
2020; Wynen et al., 2019), may have created some form of  tolerance towards ambiguity 
and turbulence. In this respect, studies on organizational ambidexterity have found that 
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an environment characterized by high dynamism and a high pace of  change prompts 
organizations to become ambidextrous (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008). Therefore, we 
contend that for agencies an increasing number of  imposed changes may increase their 
capacity to cope with the changes, thereby limiting their negative impact. However, on 
the other hand, the ability to mitigate the negative effects of  imposed changes may have 
its limits. While incremental changes and changes that are positive in nature, such as 
the attribution of  new tasks, are relatively easy to cope with, organizational loss is more 
severe in its impact on the organization, and it may therefore remain difficult to negate 
its effects.

Besides the effect of  imposed changes on the HRM process, our study adds to 
the literature by showing that perceptions of  the HRM process are dependent on 
employee characteristics. While scholars studying this process have acknowledged the 
importance of  perceptions of  the HRM process on the relationship between HRM 
and performance (Sanders et al., 2014), little is known about the antecedents of  these 
perceptions. We found that people’s perceptions of  the strength of  the HRM system 
and the degree of  HRM alignment decrease as they work in their organization for a 
longer period of  time, and that supervisors are in general more positive about the HRM 
process than people without managerial responsibilities. These findings indicate that, 
in order to achieve positive perceptions of  HRM across all employees, organizations 
need to differentiate their internal practices. That is, different approaches are needed 
for different groups of  employees to successfully execute HRM (Huselid et al., 2011). 
To more fully understand how perceptions of  the HRM process vary across employee 
groups, future research is needed that adopts an organizational echelons’ approach 
based on a variety of  characteristics, such as occupation and status. 

Our conclusions are limited by the fact that we have studied imposed changes in 
agencies only. While agencies experience imposed changes frequently, the nature of  
change may differ from other types of  organizations. For example, many of  the imposed 
changes in agencies are specific to one particular organization, but there are also types of  
organizations, such as schools, that experience changes imposed on many organizations 
simultaneously. In this respect, previous research has shown the detrimental impact of  
imposed changes involving the curriculum of  schools on school strategies and teachers 
(Sikes, 1992; Sipple et al., 2004). An interesting avenue for future research, therefore, 
would be to investigate the impact of  imposed changes that are organization-specific 
versus changes that affect multiple organizations. Another limitation of  our study is the 
use of  respondents who voluntarily registered for a panel. Although the use of  this panel 
decreases bias because respondents do not feel forced or unmotivated to cooperate, it 
can affect the representativeness of  our sample. In particular, it is likely that the panel 
attracts people with a higher tenure in the public sector, as people who just started 
working are not familiar with it yet. This mechanism may also be an explanation for 
the higher average age of  our sample compared to other studies on agency employees. 
Finally, our conclusions are limited to perceptions of  the HRM process only. Although 
this aspect was found to be an important predictor of  attitudes and behaviors, the 
perception of  the HRM process is just one internalization level of  HRM (Renkema 
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et al., 2017). Other levels of  the HRM process, such as the intended and actual HRM 
process, are also considered to be important for employee and organizational outcomes, 
as they affect the perceptions of  the HRM process (Wright & Nishii, 2007). Therefore, 
future research is needed that investigates the impact of  imposed changes on various 
other levels of  the HRM process as well.
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ABSTRACT

Much attention has been paid to identify why people want to work in government 
versus business. However, existing research has largely ignored job choices in hybrid 
organizations in between government and business, despite their substantial economic 
and societal importance and need to recruit large numbers of  employees during a ‘war 
on talent’. This study’s objective was to explore job choices at a specific type of  hybrid 
organization, namely semi-autonomous agencies, by examining (i) people’s evaluations 
of  work attributes in light of  their choice to work for an agency and (ii) the impact 
of  structural and individual factors on these evaluations. Latent class analysis revealed 
three employee clusters based on their evaluations of  work attributes: ‘job-dominant 
identifiers’, ‘job and organization identifiers’, and ‘non-identifiers’. In addition, the 
agency’s legal distance from central government, the perceived societal impact potential 
of  the job, pay level, public service motivation, and demographical factors explained 
cluster membership.

A revised version of  this chapter has been taken into review as Blom, R., Kruyen, P. M., 
Van der Heijden, B. I. J. M., & Van Thiel, S. (2021). The role of  structural and individual 
determinants for job choices: Evidence from Dutch semi-autonomous agencies.
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INTRODUCTION

Identifying why people choose to work and keep working either for government or for 
business has been a topic of  interest for decades (Blank, 1985; Lewis & Frank, 2002), 
with a recent upsurge in attention in public administration literature due to an increasing 
need for public organizations to win the ‘war on talent’ (Asseburg & Homberg, 2018; 
Korac, Saliterer, & Weigand, 2018; Ritz & Waldner, 2011). This increased focus on job 
choices is largely driven by evidence that these choices influence subsequent employee 
attitudes and behaviors, such as job satisfaction and intention to stay (Lee & Wilkins, 
2011; Wright, Hassan, & Christensen, 2017). Recently, scholars have identified attributes 
related to the work environment – i.e., work attributes – that play a role in the choice of  
people to work either in government or in business (Hansen, 2014; Lee & Wilkins, 2011; 
Ritz & Waldner, 2011; Van de Walle, Steijn, & Jilke, 2015). They emphasized the ability 
to serve the public interest as a key work attribute for people who prefer government 
employment, whereas opportunities for career development and the ability to work 
autonomously are key work attributes for people who prefer business employment.

Although these findings are insightful for job choices made in government 
and business, we know little about job choices in hybrid organizations that operate 
in between government and business, such as semi-autonomous agencies (see for 
exceptions Kjeldsen & Jacobsen, 2012; Winter & Thaler, 2016). In the last decades, 
the number of  hybrid organizations and their economic and societal importance has 
increased substantially as we rely more and more on these organizations for the delivery 
of  public and social services (Billis, 2010; Bruton et al., 2015; Denis et al., 2015). A 
key prerequisite in fulfilling this role is the need to recruit large numbers of  suited 
employees, a practice that requires insights into the reasons why people want to work 
for hybrid organizations (Acikgoz, 2019). 

A hybrid organization typically tries to harmonize public sector values and delivery 
with more business-like conditions, resulting in a work environment that can be viewed 
as a mix of  the prototypical work environments associated with government and 
business. It is to be expected that its related work attributes are also, at least partly, a mix 
of  work attributes seen in government and business. Whereas the “government” part 
is expected to attract people that prefer working for the public interest, the “business” 
part is expected to attract people that prefer working in the private sector. In addition, 
some people are expected to be attracted to hybrid organizations precisely because they 
represent both parts. Given this mix, previous findings on job choices in government 
and business can only provide part of  the picture on job choices in hybrid organizations, 
and an important question that remains unanswered is why people decide to work there. 

In this study, our aim is to provide a fuller picture by examining (i) people’s evaluations 
of  work attributes in light of  their choice to work for a hybrid organization and (ii) 
the impact of  structural and individual factors on these evaluations. We investigated 
these questions among employees who started working for semi-autonomous agencies 
– i.e., public bodies operating at arm’s length of  government (Verhoest et al., 2012). 
Semi-autonomous agencies – hereafter referred to as agencies – are assumed to be 
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strongly affected by the increased competition for future employees with government 
and business due to overlap in organizational tasks (Bach, Niklasson, & Painter, 2012; 
Verhoest et al., 2012). Following reforms inspired by New Public Management in the 
1990s and early 2000, large numbers of  agencies were tasked with delivering public 
services more efficient and effective (Verhoest et al., 2012). Given this combination of  
public service delivery and business-like targets of  efficiency and effectiveness, agencies 
provide a relevant and exemplary case to study job choices in hybrid organizations that 
operate in between government and business.

The remainder of  this article is structured as follows. In the theory section, we first 
discuss the role of  work attributes in job choices, followed by positing some expectations 
about the presence of  different clusters of  employees based on their evaluations of  
work attributes for the choice to start working for an agency. Next, we posit hypotheses 
about the role of  structural and individual factors in cluster membership. Second, the 
methodology of  our study is described, followed by our findings. Finally, we reflect on 
the implications of  our findings and discuss its limitations and suggestions for future 
research.

THEORY

Work Attributes and Job Choice
Previous studies have identified two broad categories of  work attributes; attributes 
related to the job and attributes related to the organization (Chapman et al., 2005). 
Attributes related to the job include, for example, the type of  work and the degree of  
autonomy while attributes related to the organization include, for example, management 
practices and organizational orientation. According to the objective theory of  job choice, 
these work attributes play an important role in an applicant’s job choice to examine the 
reasons why employees choose to work for agencies. The objective theory states that 
applicants value work attributes in terms of  their relative importance. When combined, 
these attributes constitute an organization’s overall desirability to the applicant (Behling 
et al., 1968).

In the last few decades, empirical evidence has strongly supported the idea that job 
choices are dependent on how applicants evaluate work attributes (Chapman et al., 2005; 
Uggerslev, Fassina, & Kraichy, 2012). For instance, in their meta-analysis, Chapman 
et al. (2005) showed medium to large effect sizes for the relationship between work 
attributes, on the one side, and job attraction and acceptance intentions, on the other 
side, across almost one hundred studies. Attributes concerning the work environment, 
the type of  work and concerning compensation were found to be particularly important 
for individuals’ job choices. This result was also found in a longitudinal study by Boswell, 
Roehling, LePine, and Moynihan (2003), who showed that advancement opportunities, 
the nature of  the work and compensation were among the most important attributes 
guiding acceptance decisions.
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Cluster-level approach towards job choices
In addition to the notion that a combination of  work attributes constitutes an 
organization’s overall desirability to the individual employee, we argue that different 
types of  employees exist. That is, different clusters of  employees can be identified 
based on the combination of  attributes they value. 

In the past, several studies have confirmed this cluster-level perspective across 
different sectors and countries (e.g., Bretz Jr. & Judge, 1994; Guillot-Soulez & Soulez, 
2014; Hemphill & Kulik, 2011; Newton, Giesen, Freeman, Bishop, & Zeitoun, 2016). 
For example, Bretz Jr. and Judge (1994) used an experimental design to examine which 
work attributes were important for job choices across a sample of  U.S. students. They 
identified six clusters of  respondents based on the perceived importance of  attributes 
related to pay level, promotions, reward systems, mobility systems, justice systems, and 
work-family systems. In a similar vein, Newton et al. (2016) focused on the importance of  
four work attributes related to the job for teachers’ willingness to seek an administrative 
position. They identified four clusters of  individuals that placed different values on the 
importance of  leadership, salary, working hours, and job security in the light of  their 
job choices. Using a slightly different approach, Guillot-Soulez and Soulez (2014) asked 
respondents to give a preference rating to multiple hypothetical job offers containing 
different profiles. Based on these ratings, they identified four clusters termed: ‘security 
seekers’, ‘career-minded’, ‘balance-seekers’, and ‘easy-going’.

Expectations related to clusters of agency employees
All in all, previous findings demonstrate that several clusters can be identified based on 
the combination of  work attributes that is valued. In line with these findings, we also 
expect different clusters to emerge among agency employees in the combination of  
attributes they value. However, since scholarly research into employees in agencies is 
scarce (Blom et al., 2020), and virtually absent regarding the role of  work attributes in 
job choices, it is difficult to determine which clusters can be identified. Nevertheless, 
by combining previous findings with the notion that agencies illustrate a mix of  public 
sector work with business-like conditions, we will posit some expectations below. 

Based on the idea that attributes related to the job can be seen as reflective of  an 
agency’s  “government” part, while attributes related to the organization reflect their 
“business” part, one could expect that, at least, three different clusters can be identified 
among agency employees. A first cluster of  employees is mainly attracted to work 
in an agency due to the inherent responsibility for public service delivery. While one 
may argue that public service delivery is an organizational goal, scholars have argued 
that organizational goals cascade down to the operational level (Stazyk et al., 2011). 
As a result, organizational goals become discernable in the type or nature of  the job 
employees perform. Thus, those people that are attracted to public service delivery are 
expected to place more value on work attributes related to the job.

A second cluster of  employees is more attracted to the business-like conditions 
that are presumably present in an agency, which pertains especially to those people 
coming from employment in purely governmental organizations. As these business-like 
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conditions are said to be mostly visible in the management practices and climate of  an 
agency instead of  the type of  work (Kickert, 2001), this group is expected to place more 
value on work attributes related to the organization.

Finally, in addition to clusters that are more attracted to the public task or to the 
business-like conditions, one could also expect a cluster of  employees to emerge 
that is equally attracted to both. Although no studies have examined preferences 
for employment in agencies, evidence on social enterprises, hybrid organizations in 
between business and non-profit, indicate that indeed a cluster of  employees exist that 
demonstrate a motivational profile specific to the social enterprise and who show a 
high degree of  organizational identification (Brolis, 2017; Hsieh, Weng, & Lin, 2017). 
Applying this evidence to agencies, it is expected that analogously a cluster emerges 
that is attracted to the hybridity of  the agency and thus places equal value to attributes 
related to the job and to the organization.

The Role of  Structural and Individual Factors in Cluster Membership
To explain what determines group membership among agency employees in their job 
choice, we draw on the theoretical framework developed by Ng et al. (2007). In this 
framework, the authors posit that preferences for certain job choices are affected by 
three broad categories of  factors: structural factors, individual factors, and decisional 
factors. Structural factors are related to industry and organizational characteristics, 
while individual factors are related to demographics, traits and values. Finally, decisional 
factors are related to the actual execution of  the job choice. Since we examine work 
attributes of  people who already started working at their specific agencies, and thus have 
already taken the decision, we focus on the role of  structural and individual factors only. 
This emphasis on structural and individual factors is also in line with earlier research 
on HRM differentiation stating that an organization needs to differentiate their HRM 
policies according to individual and intra-organizational differences as these influence 
the combination of  work attributes that are valued by employees (Nishii & Wright, 
2008; Paauwe & Boselie, 2005). 

Below, we will discuss the influence of  factors that have been related to job choices 
in general, and of  agency-specific factors in particular, that have been emphasized in 
previous research on agencies (Verhoest & Wynen, 2018). While we hypothesize that 
these factors relate to the combination of  work attributes that is valued and, hence, 
to cluster membership, it is unclear what the precise role of  these factors is, given the 
unknown nature of  the employee clusters in agencies. Therefore, we will not specify the 
direction of  the relationship.

Structural factors
In past research, it has been argued that differences among types of  organizations, 
occupations and employment relationships affect job choices (Rosenfeld, 1992). We will 
discuss these three types of  factors in relation to job choices in agencies.
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Organizational factors. Although it is unknown which role basic organizational factors play 
in job choices in agencies, there is ample previous research on their role as regards to 
other aspects, such as the degree of  management autonomy and government control 
(Bach, 2014; De Kruijf  & Van Thiel, 2017; Van Thiel & Yesilkagit, 2014), the use of  
performance management (Verhoest & Wynen, 2018), or the presence of  an innovation-
oriented culture (Wynen et al., 2014). In general, these studies have emphasized either 
the agencies’ formal organizational structures and instruments (i.e., the structural-
instrumental perspective) or their task and technical environment (i.e., the task-related 
perspective) (Verhoest & Wynen, 2018). Following these studies, we incorporate both 
perspectives and include the legal distance from government, organizational task, and 
organizational size as organizational factors in our empirical model.

First, the legal distance from government might be an important factor determining 
cluster membership. For example, it is often argued that agencies with legal independence 
are more in contact with citizens and experience a less politicized environment than 
agencies without legal independence (Verhoest & Wynen, 2018; Wynen et al., 2014). As 
a result, those people looking for work that incorporates more citizen contact in a less 
politicized environment may be more attracted to agencies that operate further away 
from central government. Second, the type of  organizational tasks that agencies perform 
has often been included as an explanatory variable in studies on agencies, although its 
effects are undertheorized and no widely adopted categorization exists so far (Van Thiel 
& Yesilkagit, 2014). Nevertheless, it can be expected that the organizational task of  an 
agency can influence cluster membership, since the content of  most jobs is strongly 
dependent on the specific organizational task of  the agency. For example, the nature 
of  work is different in agencies that are responsible for regulation in comparison with 
agencies doing research. Third, organizational size has been found to play a role in the 
internal structure and culture of  agencies (e.g., Bach, 2014; Van Thiel & Yesilkagit, 2014; 
Wynen et al., 2014), comprising aspects which may convey information that determines 
one’s evaluation of  work attributes. In this respect, Barber, Wesson, Roberson, and 
Taylor (1999) found that some applicants clearly demonstrated a preference for large 
organizations while others preferred small organizations. Based on the outline above, 
we expect that:

 Legal distance from government (H1), organizational task (H2), and organizational size   
 (H3) are organizational factors that explain cluster membership of      
 agency employees.

Occupational factors. With regard to occupational factors, it is often argued that there 
are clear distinctions between the type of  occupation. In particular, distinction have 
been made between low-status (e.g., blue-collar, administrational) and high-status 
occupations (e.g., white-collar, managerial, professional) (Cohen, 1992), and between 
managerial and professional employees (Krausert, 2017). Both distinctions can also be 
important in the light of  job choices. More specifically, due to a lack of  meaning in their 
jobs, employees in low-status occupations are more likely to direct their expectations 
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toward the organization than employees in high-status occupations. Furthermore, 
although both managerial and professional employees perform highly skilled jobs, the 
former can be seen as generalists who are more strongly connected to their specific 
organization while the latter can be seen as specialists who are more strongly connected 
to their specific job. Therefore, both categorizations can be important to explain why 
different combinations of  attributes are preferred by different categories of  employees. 

In addition to the rather fixed categorization described above, public administration 
scholars have recently pointed towards a job’s Societal Impact Potential (SIP) as a more 
employee-dependent factor that is particularly important in a public sector context (Van 
Loon et al., 2016). SIP is an employee’s perception of  the extent to which a job provides 
opportunities to contribute to society (Leisink & Steijn, 2009; Van Loon et al., 2016), and 
has been related to positive employee-level outcomes, such as job satisfaction (Westover 
& Taylor, 2010), organizational commitment and job performance (Leisink & Steijn, 
2009). Besides the effect on employee outcomes, we posit that SIP may also play a 
role in cluster membership. Specifically, jobs with a high SIP may be perceived as high-
status occupations. As such, these may be viewed as more meaningful and attractive, 
especially within a public sector context, and therefore SIP is assumed to directs one’s 
expectations towards the job. As SIP depends on individual perceptions, a similar job 
may be perceived differently by different people in terms of  their usefulness for society. 
Given the above, we expect that:

 Type of  occupation (H4) and SIP (H5) are occupational factors that explain    
 cluster membership of  agency employees.

Employment relationship factors. Although a solid employer-employee relationship has not 
been formed yet at the start of  the contract, the pay level and contract duration are 
known beforehand, and represent transactional aspects of  the relationship between the 
two parties. Based on previous research, it can be expected that these factors influence 
the combination of  attributes one values (Cable & Judge, 1994; Morris & Vekker, 2001). 
On the one hand, pay level and contract duration are factors that employers can use to 
show which jobs they view as highly valuable. As a result, these factors act as sources 
of  information for people to determine whether a particular job has a high- or low-
status. High paying permanent jobs may be viewed as high-status jobs, directing or 
focusing one’s expectations relatively more strongly toward the job. Conversely, low 
paying temporary jobs can be viewed as low-status jobs, directing one’s expectations 
relatively more strongly towards the organization.

On the other hand, pay level and contract duration are factors typically used to 
extrinsically motivate people (Blom et al., 2020), thereby directing one’s expectations 
towards the organization. This may particularly be the case for people that are more 
materialistic (Cable & Judge, 1994), a characteristic argued to be less present in the public 
sector (Rainey & Chun, 2007). Furthermore, both types of  factors are strongly linked 
to organizational practices concerning rewards and opportunities for development. 
For example, a temporary job is less likely to offer long-term, or even short-term, 
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opportunities for career development in comparison with permanent jobs (Imhof  & 
Andresen, 2018). This linkage may further emphasize the importance of  attributes 
related to the organization. Therefore, we expect that:

 Pay level (H6) and contract duration (H7) are relational factors that explain cluster
 membership of  agency employees.

Individual factors
We argue that individual differences, in addition to differences in organizations, 
occupations and employment relationships, affect one’s job choices. In this respect, 
demographical factors and personal traits have been found to be important (Chapman 
et al., 2005). Below, we describe their impact on cluster membership. 

Demographical factors. While not found to be strong predictors, demographical factors 
have consistently been linked to attribute preferences (Chapman et al., 2005; Judge & 
Bretz Jr., 1992; Schwab, Rynes, & Aldag, 1987). Although the mechanisms that explain 
the impact of  specific demographical factors is rarely theorized, the main argument 
for including demographical factors is that they reflect an individual’s life situation 
or labor market vulnerability (Boudreau, Boswell, Judge, & Bretz Jr., 2001). In this 
respect, a young, highly educated woman may be attracted to other attributes than an 
older, lower educated man (Terjesen, Vinnicombe, & Freeman, 2007; Wiersma, 1990). 
Therefore, it can be expected that differences in the combination of  attributes depend 
on demographic differences. Based on this outline, we hypothesize that: 

 Age (H8), gender (H9), and education (H10) are demographical factors that explain
 cluster membership of  agency employees.

PSM. Recently, within a public sector context, much attention has been given to the role 
that Public Service Motivation (PSM) plays in job choices (e.g., Choi, 2016; Pedersen, 
2013; Ritz & Waldner, 2011, Wright et al., 2017). PSM, defined as a relatively stable 
predisposition to serve the public cause (Perry, Hondeghem, & Wise, 2010), is “grounded 
in the tasks of  public service provision” (p. 682). Although public administration is 
not generally seen as an attractive employer, its attributes related to the job may be 
particularly attractive to people who are highly motivated to serve the public cause (Ritz 
& Waldner, 2011). As such, it can be expected that the combination of  attributes that 
are valued is also dependent on the degree of  PSM.

 PSM (H11) is a personal trait that explains cluster membership of  agency employees.
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METHOD

Data and Sample Selection
For this study, secondary survey data collected in 2014 by the Dutch Ministry of  Internal 
Affairs (2015) were used. Public sector employees working for less than a year at their 
organization were invited to fill out a web-based survey using a personal code. The 
sample of  agency employees consisted of  employees that started working at either an 
Agentschap (86%), which is the most common agency type without legal independence, 
or at a Zelfstandig bestuursorgaan (ZBO) (14%), which is the most common agency type 
with legal independence (Yesilkagit & Van Thiel, 2012). The final dataset contained 422 
respondents. 

Of  these respondents, the majority was female (58%) and highly educated (79%). 
Furthermore, the average age of  the respondents was 39.8 years (SD = 11.4) and their 
average number of  working hours was 34.6 per week (SD = 4.8).

Measures
The items related to the work attributes, PSM and SIP were all answered on a 5-point 
Likert-scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). The questionnaire 
items for all scales are shown in Appendix A.

Work attributes
To determine which work attributes were found to be important for job choices, four 
attributes related to the job and four attributes related to the organization were measured 
(Bretz Jr. & Judge, 1994; Guillot-Soulez & Soulez, 2014; Terjesen et al., 2007). The 
attributes related to the job included ‘the nature of  the work’, ‘the amount of  the work’, 
‘the degree of  autonomy’, and ‘the cooperation with colleagues’. The attributes related 
to the organization included ‘the opportunities for development’, ‘the attention for 
well-being’, ‘the rewards’, and ‘the result-orientation of  the organization’. Respondents 
were asked to indicate for each attribute how important it has been in their decision to 
start working at their specific agency.

Structural factors
Legal distance from government was measured using a dummy variable indicating the 
organizational type (0 = agency without legal independence, 1 = agency with legal 
dependence). We used the categorization by Van Thiel and Yesilkagit (2014) to measure 
organizational task of  the agencies. This variable contained eight categories (1 = 
regulation, 2 = certification, 3 = money transfers, 4 = registration, 5 = information, 6 = 
research, 7 = maintenance, and 8 = other). Dummy variables were created with ‘other’ 
as the reference category. Organizational size was measured in terms of  the number of  
staff  (full-time equivalent).
Type of  occupation contained three categories (0 = staff, 1 = managerial, 2 = 
professional), which represent the two distinctions between low-status and high-status 
occupations and between managerial and professional occupations (Cohen, 1992; 
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Krausert, 2017). Two dummy variables were created using staff  as the reference group. 
In line with other studies, SIP was measured using four items (Leisink & Steijn, 2009; 
Van Loon et al., 2016). An example item is: ‘Through my work, I contribute to the 
public interest’ (α = 0.73). To account for the employment relationship factors, a dummy 
variable measuring the duration of  the contract (0 = temporary, 1 = permanent) and a 
continuous variable measuring average salary per month were added.

Individual factors 
Age, gender, and education were included as demographic factors. Education contained 
three categories (0 = low, 1 = middle, 2 = high) and was measured using two dummy 
variables with low education as the reference group. PSM was measured using ten items 
from Perry (1996), which includes the three dimensions of  Attraction to Public Policy-
making (APP), Compassion (COM), and Commitment to the Public Interest/Self-
Sacrifice (CPISS), as applied in previous research (Van Loon et al., 2016). An example 
item is: ‘Providing meaningful public service is very important to me’. In line with 
previous research (Christensen & Wright, 2011), one factor was created (α = 0.76). 

Analytical Procedure
To identify the presence of  clusters among our respondents, we performed Latent 
Class Analysis (LCA) using the poLCA package in R (Linzer & Lewis, 2011). LCA, 
also referred to as mixture modeling, enables the identification of  mutually exclusive 
unobserved subgroups based on a set of  discrete variables (McCutcheon, 1987). LCA 
is considered superior to traditional clustering methods (e.g., K-means) as it provides 
several advantages, such as a model-based approach in which the cluster membership 
probabilities are estimated using maximum likelihood methods and the existence 
of  diagnostics to determine the number of  clusters (Magidson & Vermunt, 2002). 
To evaluate model fit, the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) was used (Nylund, 
Asparouhov, & Muthén, 2007). To determine the number of  clusters, we used a 
combination of  the BIC values and factors relating to parsimony, theoretical justification 
and interpretability (Jung & Wickrama, 2008). After choosing the number of  clusters, 
we evaluated the classification quality of  the solution using the entropy R2, which is 
a pseudo R-squared statistic. Since LCA models are susceptible for local instead of  
global solutions, the models were estimated multiple times with random starting values 
(Nylund et al., 2007). 

Second, to test if  cluster membership was dependent on our hypothesized structural 
and individual factors, we performed multinomial logistic regression analysis using 
the mlogit package in R. Each respondent was assigned to a single cluster based on 
their highest a posteriori probability, also referred to as modal assignment. The cluster 
variable that was created was used as the dependent variable in the regression analysis. 
The chi-square value and McFadden’s R2 were used to evaluate the overall model while 
the odds ratio (OR) was used to evaluate the influence of  the independent variables.
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RESULTS

Identification of  Clusters
Using the eight work attributes as indicators, models ranging from one to eight clusters 
were estimated to determine the appropriate solution. Each model was estimated ten 
times to avoid local solutions. Based on the BIC values, a 3- or 4-cluster solution fitted 
the data equally well. Since two clusters in the 4-cluster solution were not substantially 
different from each other, the 3-cluster solution was deemed most appropriate in terms 
of  parsimony and interpretability. Also, cluster separation appeared to be higher in the 
3-cluster solution, which is beneficial for the statistical power of  the model (Tein, Coxe, 
& Cham, 2013). The entropy R2 of  the 3-cluster solution was 0.77, indicating adequate 
precision in assigning clusters. The characteristics of  each cluster are shown in Table 1.
The first cluster, which we label as ‘job-dominant identifiers’, is the largest cluster 

Table 7.1. Characteristics of the three clusters (N = 422) 
 ’Job-dominant 

identifiers’ 
’Non-

identifiers’ 
’Job and organization 

identifiers’ 

Cluster proportions 0.60 0.14 0.26 
    
Age 40.2 40.4 38.8 
Male (%) 55.0 67.2 62.7 
Education (%) Low 0  2 

 Middle 20.2 25.9 17.6 
 High 79.8 74.1 80.4 

PSM 3.6 3.5 3.7 
    
Occupation (%) Staff 18.7 21.6 18.7 

 Managerial 13.8 17.6 14.3 
 Professional 67.5 60.8 67.0 

SIP 3.6 3.3 3.8 
Pay level monthly (€) 3520 3089 3487 
Permanent contract (%) 55.5 45.5 43.2 
    
Legal independent agencies (%) 11.5 20.7 14.7 
Organizational task 
(%) Regulation 5.8 1.7 5.0 

 Certification 5.0 5.2 3.0 

 Money 
transfers 19.7 24.1 26.0 

 Registration 11.2 8.6 7.0 
 Information 4.2 1.7 6.0 
 Research 13.9 6.9 10.0 
 Maintenance 25.9 27.6 24.0 
 Other 14.3 24.1 19.0 

Size in FTEs 3260 4604 4522 
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including around 60 percent of  the respondents and thus represents the ‘average’ 
agency employee cluster. For this cluster, the attributes nature of  work, cooperation 
with colleagues, and degree of  autonomy were most important, followed by the attribute 
opportunities for development. The amount of  work and the organizational attributes 
results-orientation of  the organization, rewards and attention for well-being were the 
least important attributes for their job choice.

The second cluster, which we label as ‘non-identifiers’ represents a small portion of  
employees that assign much less value to all attributes compared to the other two clusters, 
which may indicate an indifferent attitude towards the job and organization. Similar to 
the ‘job-dominant identifiers’, the nature of  work, cooperation with colleagues, degree 
of  autonomy, and opportunities for development were relatively most important for 
their job choice, but in absolute terms these factors were not deemed important by 
most members in this cluster. Whereas for the ‘job-dominant identifiers’ the amount 
of  work and results-orientation of  the organization appeared to be relatively more 
important compared to rewards and attention for well-being, the opposite outcome was 
found for the ‘non-identifiers’. In fact, the amount of  work and result-orientation of  
the organization were found to play almost no role in their job choice.

The third cluster, which we label as ‘job and organization identifiers’ represents 
around a quarter of  the respondents. These respondents assign much more value to all 
attributes compared to the other two clusters, which may indicate a strong connection 
with both their job and their organization. Almost all respondents in this cluster 
viewed the nature of  work, cooperation with colleagues, and degree of  autonomy as 
being important for their job choice. Whereas for the ‘job-dominant identifiers’ and 
the ‘non-identifiers’ the nature of  work was relatively most important, these three 
attributes related to the job were equally important for the ‘job and organization 
identifiers’. Furthermore, the amount of  work, results-orientation, and opportunities 
for development were equally important. Finally, rewards seemed to play the smallest 
role in the job choice of  this cluster, which is similar to the ‘job-dominant identifiers’.

As shown in Figure 1, clear differences between the three clusters exist based on the 
percentage of  respondents indicating the importance of  an attribute for their job choice. 
In general, attributes related to the job appeared to be relatively more important for the 
job choices of  employees in all three clusters (Mdiff = 0.61, p < .001) in comparison with 
attributes related to the organization. Individual mean comparisons revealed that, except 
for rewards, the three clusters differed significantly from each other on all attributes. 

Effects of  Structural and Individual Factors
The results from the multinomial logistic regression analysis are shown in Table 7.2. 
The chi-square of  the overall model indicated the presence of  a non-zero regression 
coefficient (64.68, p < 0.01). The associated McFadden’s R2 is 0.28, indicating that 
the independent variables explain approximately a quarter of  the variance in cluster 
membership, which is considered to represent excellent fit (McFadden, 1978). 

The results show that people who started working at an agency with legal 
independence compared to those at an agency without legal independence were much 
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Figure 7.1. Cluster profiles of  work attributes

more likely to be in the ‘non-identifiers’ cluster than in the other two clusters. Thus, 
Hypothesis 1 is supported. Furthermore, with regard to organizational task, people 
who started working at an agency with a regulation task were much more likely to be 
in the ‘job-dominant identifiers’ cluster than in the ‘non-identifiers’ cluster. The other 
organizational tasks are not significantly related to cluster membership. Therefore, 
Hypothesis 2 is only partially supported. Finally, organizational size is not related to 
cluster membership, thereby rejecting Hypothesis 3. 

For the occupational factors, no significant effect is found for the type of  occupation, 
thereby rejecting Hypothesis 4. In contrast, SIP is significantly related to cluster 
membership, supporting Hypothesis 5. People perceiving their jobs as providing little 
opportunity to contribute to society were much more likely be in the ‘non-identifiers’ 
cluster than in the other two clusters. A similar, but less strong effect is visible for 
pay level, supporting Hypothesis 6. A lower pay level was associated with a higher 
probability of  being in the ‘non-identifiers’ cluster than the other two clusters. Finally, 
the duration of  the contract was not related to cluster membership, thereby rejecting 
Hypothesis 7.

For the individual factors, our results indicate that age, gender, education, and PSM 
are all related to cluster membership, supporting Hypothesis 8, 9, 10, and 11. People in 
the ‘job and organization identifiers’ cluster are generally younger, lower educated and 
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with a higher motivation to serve the public cause (i.e., high PSM) compared to people 
the other two clusters. Furthermore, men were much more likely to be in the ‘non-
identifiers’ cluster than the other two clusters. 
DISCUSSION

Table 7.2. Effects of structural and individual factors on cluster membership 
 ‘Non-identifiers’ vs. ‘Job-

dominant identifiers’ 
‘Job and organization 

identifiers’ vs. ‘Job-dominant 
identifiers’ 

‘Job and organization 
identifiers’ vs. ‘Non-

identifiers’ 

 OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI 
Individual factors       

Age 1.02 [0.99:1.06] 0.97* [0.94:1.00] 0.95** [0.91:0.99] 
Gender a 0.29*** [0.13:0.67] 0.80 [0.43:1.49] 2.75** [1.07:7.02] 
Education 1.37 [0.54:3.46] 0.46** [0.22:0.97] 0.34** [0.12:0.95] 
PSM 0.83 [0.39:1.77] 2.13** [1.14:3.98] 2.58** [1.07:6.21] 

Occupational 
factors       

Managerial b 2.81 [0.77:10.17] 0.95 [0.33:2.75] 0.34 [0.08:1.49] 
Professional b 0.83 [0.35:1.98] 0.79 [0.38:1.62] 0.95 [0.35:2.56] 
SIP 0.55** [0.31:0.98] 1.34 [0.80:2.23] 2.42** [1.21:4.84] 
Pay level 0.73*** [0.59:0.91] 1.08 [0.92:1.26] 1.47*** [1.15:1.87] 
Contract 
duration c 0.63 [0.26:1.53] 0.60 [0.31:1.14] 0.94 [0.35:2.54] 

Organizational 
factors       

Legal 
distanced 11.63*** [2.30:58.89] 1.01 [0.25:4.05] 0.09** [0.01:0.55] 

Regulation e 0.05** [0.00:0.85] 0.69 [0.17:2.83] 12.84 [0.68:243] 
Certification e 0.35 [0.04:2.80] 0.82 [0.15:4.44] 2.36 [0.20:27.5] 
Money 
transfers e 0.46 [0.13:1.66] 1.09 [0.40:2.96] 2.38 [0.56:10.1] 

Registration e 0.54 [0.14:2.12] 0.67 [0.20:2.24] 1.25 [0.25:6.30] 
Information e 0.59 [0.05:6.54] 1.61 [0.32:7.99] 2.71 [0.20:37.4] 
Research e 0.39 [0.09:1.78] 0.61 [0.20:1.89] 1.56 [0.28:8.79] 
Maintenance e 0.61 [0.22:1.67] 1.00 [0.42:2.41] 1.65 [0.52:5.27] 
Size in FTEs 1.06 [0.55:2.03] 1.43 [0.80:2.54] 1.35 [0.63:2.90] 

       
McFadden R2 0.28      
* p < .10, ** p < .05, *** p < .01, OR = Odds ratio, CI = Confidence interval 
Reference = a Male, b Staff, c Temporary, d Type 1 agencies, e Other 
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The goal of  this study was to explore job choices in semi-autonomous agencies by 
examining (i) people’s evaluations of  work attributes in light of  their choice to work for 
an agency and (ii) the impact of  structural and individual factors on these evaluations. 
To the best of  our knowledge, this study is one of  the very few to examine job choices 
in a hybrid organization that aims to harmonize public sector values with more business-
like conditions. 

In general, our study supports previous findings that different clusters of  employees 
exist in their reason to start working for agencies (e.g., Bretz Jr. & Judge, 1994; Guillot-
Soulez & Soulez, 2014). However, the clusters we identified (‘job-dominant identifiers’, 
‘non-identifiers’, and ‘job and organization identifiers’) do not completely reflect a mix 
of  the prototypical government and business environments. While we did expect one 
cluster to emerge that focuses primarily on attributes related to the job and one that 
focuses on both attributes related to the job and to the organization, our findings did 
not reveal a cluster primarily focused on attributes related to the organization. 

Across all three clusters, attributes related to the job appear to be relatively more 
important than attributes related to the organization for people’s job choice, which is 
not completely in line with the outcomes from previous studies. Although some studies 
found similar results (Boswell et al., 2003; Harold & Ployhart, 2008), other studies showed 
that attributes related to the job are of  high importance for a part of  the employees 
only (Guillot-Soulez & Soulez, 2014; Hemphill & Kulik, 2011). A possible explanation 
for the absence of  an ‘organization-dominant identifiers’ cluster in our sample is that 
the hybrid nature of  agencies may actually directs one’s focus more towards the job 
instead of  towards the organization. Because the organizational intentions may be less 
clear for employees exploring to work at hybrid organizations, people may find it more 
difficult to value attributes related to the organization beforehand. Another explanation 
for these mixed results might be related to the difference in research design. Whereas 
in most other studies people indicated the probability of  accepting a job offer, based 
on scenarios varying in the presence of  different attributes, we have looked at the 
importance of  attributes after the actual job choices have been made. As shown in 
earlier research, different attributes play a role at different moments in the recruitment 
process (Chapman et al., 2005). Our findings indicate that attributes, such as the nature 
of  work, may play a greater role when people are making an actual job choice than when 
they are considering a job offer.

Although people in the ‘job-dominant identifiers’ and ‘job and organization 
identifiers’ clusters roughly equally valued opportunities for development, they differed 
more strongly on other attributes related to the organization. In particular on the 
results-orientation of  the agency and rewards, attributes that are strongly associated 
with business (Buelens & Van den Broeck, 2007; Van der Wal & Huberts, 2008). 
Relatively speaking, people in the ‘job and organization identifiers’ cluster find the 
results-orientation of  the agency important and rewards unimportant. In contrast, both 
attributes are equally important for the ‘job-dominant identifiers’ cluster. A possible 
explanation may be found in the interaction between PSM and SIP, as the ‘job and 
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organization identifiers’ cluster includes a combination of  high PSM with high SIP 
scores. This combination reflects a situation in which the achievement of  the agency’s 
goals fits with the motivation of  the individual and, hence, creates a higher value for 
the attribute that reflects an orientation to achieve these goals. These findings illustrate 
the hybrid nature of  agencies as no specific attribute related to the organization, that is 
typically associated with either government or business, is found to be most important 
for all cluster. Rather, we found that different combinations of  attributes play a role 
for each cluster. Further research is needed to gain a better insight into when and why 
agency employees put different weights on attributes related to the organization.

Contrary to our expectations, a cluster emerged that appears to be rather indifferent 
towards their job and organizations; the ‘non-identifiers’. This cluster is associated with 
low scores on PSM and SIP as well as with the lowest average pay level. This finding 
is somewhat contradictory to the often-used dichotomy of  intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivation to differentiate between government and business (Buelens & Van den 
Broeck, 2007), as this cluster seems to have neither. Although this cluster represents a 
minority of  our sample and it is unknown if  it is present throughout the public sector, 
public management scholars and practitioners should be aware of  their existence, as 
different approaches are probably needed to stimulate employees’ performance and to 
increase their commitment and engagement to work in agencies. It would be interesting 
to further investigate this specific cluster of  employees by examining what determines 
their relative indifference and to what degree does their job choice affect their work 
attitudes and behaviors.

Our analyses into the role of  structural and individual factors revealed several 
interesting findings that warrant further research. First, the legal distance from 
government and the organizational task of  agencies seem to have an impact on the 
job choices among agency employees, which corresponds with the notion that basic 
organizational factors do matter (Verhoest & Wynen, 2018).  In particular, it appears 
that agencies with legal independence, operating further away from central government 
and politics, recruit more employees that are categorized in the ‘non-identifiers’ cluster. 
One possible explanation of  this finding is that these agencies are perceived as having 
lower SIP by applicants with high levels of  PSM. As a result, these people, who 
more often value all attributes highly, are not attracted to agencies further away from 
government, and are therefore less likely to apply for work there. However, the motives 
of  people who do not highly value the distinguished attributes in relation to consider 
started working in agencies remain unknown, as are the underlying mechanisms of  
basic organizational factors in relation to an agency’s attractiveness. Future research is 
therefore needed to gain a better insight in these issues. 

Finally, we conclude that demographical factors seem to play a role in how people 
value work attributes, which is in line with previous findings (Chapman et al., 2005; 
Judge & Bretz Jr., 1992). People in the ‘job and organization identifiers’ cluster are in 
general younger and lower educated, and more often female. It is not entirely clear 
how demographical factors influence evaluations of  attributes, but it may represent 
work-life situations. For example, younger employees value all attributes more highly 
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because they are at the start of  their career and want to have a job, and because they 
emphasize development in their job and in their organization more strongly than older 
employees. Future research is needed that investigates the mechanisms through which 
demographical factors affect job choices. 

There are several limitations of  our study, and we would like to call for scholars 
to deal with them in future research. One of  the main limitations of  this study is the 
cross-sectional nature of  the data, which makes it impossible to causally examine the 
impact of  structural and individual factors on job choices. Furthermore, we are unable 
to examine differences in the antecedents of  job choices at different moments of  the 
recruitment process. A second limitation is the lack of  data on the actual careers of  our 
respondents. No information was available on the number of  jobs the respondents had 
before they started working in agencies. Although the respondents’ age can be viewed 
as a proxy of  time in their career, it would have been interesting to see if  differences 
exist between first-time employees or employees who have already had long careers at 
the time of  research. A third limitation refers to the use of  PSM as a global measure. 
Although our results show that PSM matters for job choices among agency employees, 
this result may be due to a specific dimension of  PSM instead of  the overall construct 
(Andersen et al., 2011). That is, the influence of  PSM on job choices may be primarily 
driven by a compassion for others or a commitment to serve the public interest. Future 
research should investigate whether differential effects exists for the separate dimensions 
of  PSM. Finally, we acknowledge that the factors we included in this particular study are 
not the only factors that could affect job choices. Decisional factors during the process 
of  choosing a job may also be particularly important for job choices (Ng et al., 2007).
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CONCLUSION

INTRODUCTION

In this dissertation, I have investigated how people are managed in semi-autonomous 
agencies on the basis of  two main research questions. The first research question focused 
on whether claims regarding HRM in agencies, as compared to central government 
and businesses, are supported by empirical evidence. The first part of  this dissertation 
aimed to answer this question by conducting a between-sector analysis. Whereas the 
first question focused on differences between sectors, the second research question 
focused on similarities and differences in how people are managed within agencies. 
Therefore, the second part of  this dissertation aimed to answer the second question by 
conducting a within-sector analysis.

Later in this concluding chapter, I will provide more thorough answers to the 
research questions, but here I will offer two main lessons that may be learned from 
this dissertation. First, the empirical outcomes of  the between-sector analysis show 
little support for the claims regarding HRM in agencies. While agencies differ in some 
respects from central government and businesses in how people are managed, these 
differences are not in line with what was expected. Furthermore, while the findings 
confirm some of  the notions on public-private differences, multiple are also refuted. 
Second, the outcomes of  the within-sector analysis show that there is a relatively high 
degree of  similarity in what HRM entails and how HRM is shaped in agencies as well 
as in the reasons for people to start working in agencies. Nevertheless, the degree of  
similarity represents around two thirds of  the cases in the studies presented in this 
dissertation, meaning that there is substantial differentiation as well.

In the remainder of  this chapter, I will start with reiterating the origins of  this 
dissertation and the theories that play a central role, and how the two main research 
questions are derived from it. Next, I will answer the six sub research questions by 
summarizing findings for each chapter separately. The implications of  these findings 
are then used to formulate the main conclusions of  the dissertation. Subsequently, 
the theoretical and methodological contributions, the limitations, and suggestions 
for further research will be dealt with. I will end with some recommendations and 
implications for practitioners.

ORIGIN AND THEORIES ON BETWEEN-SECTOR DIFFERENCES

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, governments worldwide started to hive off  tasks 
to semi-autonomous agencies, a process called agencification (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 
2011). These agencies operate under ministerial responsibility with varying degrees of  
autonomy (Selin, 2015; Van Thiel, 2012). Agencies were largely created based on the 
premise that they are able to operate more effectively than central government and 
under business-like conditions (Verhoest et al., 2012). One of  the reasons to create 
agencies involved claims related to the way they were able to manage people (Alford & 
Hughes, 2008; Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2011; Truss, 2008). In short, these claims state that 
there are differences between the public and private sector which result in differences 
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in HRM and work-related attitudes and behaviors. Furthermore, it was argued that 
the private sector should be used as a model by agencies for how to manage people 
effectively. Building on previous studies showing that claims underlying agencification 
are generally unsupported by evidence (Cingolani & Fazekas, 2019; Overman & Van 
Thiel, 2016; Pollitt & Dan, 2013), this dissertation adds to the scholarly knowledge in 
this field by testing claims related to HRM specifically (Vanhala & Stavrou, 2013). 

To investigate the empirical basis of  the claims regarding HRM, it is important to 
first clarify how agencies can be distinguished from central government and businesses. 
As agencies operate independently from central government and under business-like 
conditions, a question arises how to position them relative to central government and 
businesses. Scholars have adopted several ways to distinguish between organizations 
from different sectors (Bozeman & Bretschneider, 1994). I start from the position 
that there are differences between the public sector (including central government and 
agencies) and the private sector affecting how people are managed. This position is 
also referred to as the core approach, which states that the type of  ownership has 
substantial implications for organizations (Bozeman & Bretschneider, 1994). In this 
respect, public-sector characteristics, such as organizational goal ambiguity, red tape, 
and employee motivation, are argued to influence the effects of  HRM and work-related 
attitudes and behaviors (Brewer & Walker, 2013; Perry et al., 2006; Rainey, 2009; Rainey 
& Jung, 2010). 

Although the core approach can be valuable to identify key differences between 
the public and private sector, its assumption that the public sector is homogeneous 
is questionable when agencies are examined. Agencies are, for example, argued 
to be organizationally distinct from central government, and different types of  
agencies can be distinguished (Selin, 2015; Van Thiel, 2012). Furthermore, there are 
differences in the tasks that central government and agencies perform, with the former 
primarily responsible for policy making and the latter primarily responsible for policy 
implementation (Kickert, 2001). These differences are not taken into account in the 
core approach. Therefore, it is not a sufficient framework to investigate the claims 
regarding agencies. In order to close this gap, I will also adopt a publicness approach 
in this dissertation, which takes other factors into account besides ownership, such 
as political control and organizational task (Bozeman & Bretschneider, 1994; Karré, 
2011). For goal ambiguity, red tape, and employee motivation, it is argued that agencies 
experience lower levels of  goal ambiguity and red tape than central government, and 
that the type of  employee motivation is more similar to that found in businesses (Pollitt 
& Bouckaert, 2011; Walker & Brewer, 2008). 

Given that the reasons why agencies have been created are largely based on 
hypothesized differences between the public and private sector, a between-sector 
analysis is warranted. Therefore, in the first part of  this dissertation, consisting of  three 
empirical studies presented in Chapters 2, 3, and 4, the aim is to answer the first main 
research question: Are claims regarding HRM in agencies, as compared to central government and 
businesses, supported by empirical evidence?
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EMPIRICAL FINDINGS ON BETWEEN-SECTOR DIFFERENCES

The three empirical studies on between-sector differences (presented in Chapters 2, 
3, and 4) focused on HRM, work-related attitudes and behaviors, and the relationship 
between these two. In all three studies, it is argued that there are certain sector-specific 
characteristics at play that determine the differences between sectors.

In the first empirical study (Chapter 2), we theorized that organizational goal 
ambiguity, red tape, and the type of  employee motivation that emphasizes the 
interests of  others impede the effects of  HRM practices on individual performance 
(distinguished between in-role and extra-role performance). Because we argued that 
these characteristics are less present in the semipublic sector than the public sector but 
more present than in the private sector (Coursey & Rainey, 1990; Lan & Rainey, 1992), 
we expected that the effects of  HRM practices on individual performance are stronger 
in the semipublic sector than the public sector, but weaker than in the private sector. 
These hypotheses were tested using a meta-analytic approach, in which we aggregated 
262 effect sizes from 64 previous studies. 

The results from Chapter 2 show that the effects of  HRM practices on 
individual performance differ between sectors, but the observed differences are 
not as straightforward as expected. That is, while some effects were in line with the 
hypotheses, there was no overall stronger effect in the semipublic than in public sector, 
and no overall weaker effect than in the private sector. For example, the effects of  
HRM practices aimed at enhancing motivation and providing opportunities on in-role 
performance are similar across all three sectors. Furthermore, HRM practices aimed 
at enhancing abilities show similar effects on extra-role performance, while practices 
aimed at enhancing motivation even showed a stronger effect in the public sector than 
the semipublic sector. Nevertheless, we did find, in line with the expectations, that 
HRM practices aimed at providing opportunities have a stronger effect on extra-role 
performance in the semipublic than in the public sector. Furthermore, also in line with 
the expectations, we found a stronger effect in the private sector compared to the 
semipublic sector for practices aimed at enhancing abilities on in-role performance, and 
for practices aimed at increasing motivation on extra-role performance. 

In general, the results indicate that the differences between the semipublic sector 
on the one hand and the public sector and private sector on the other hand are larger 
than those between the public and private sector. While the latter may be indicative of  
a ‘blurring’ of  the sectors and imply that differences are not as considerable as often 
argued (Rainey & Chun, 2007), the former demonstrates that the semipublic sector 
cannot be viewed simply as positioned in between the public and private sector. 

In the second empirical study (Chapter 3), we used similar theoretical arguments but 
applied them to the level of  four work-related attitudes and behaviors, namely work 
satisfaction, organizational commitment, proactivity, and public service motivation 
(PSM). For all four concepts, previous comparative research has indicated that 
differences between the public and private sector exist, stemming from differences in 
the level of  bureaucracy and the type of  employees (Andersen et al., 2011; De Cooman 
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et al., 2009; Hansen & Kjeldsen, 2017; Kjeldsen & Hansen, 2018; Taylor, 2010; Wang et 
al., 2012; Willem et al., 2010; Zeffane, 1994). In this chapter, we built on these studies 
and hypothesized that differences in political control and type of  work also lead to 
differences in work satisfaction, organizational commitment, proactivity, and PSM 
within the public sector, particularly between central government and two types of  
agencies. We tested the hypotheses by analyzing secondary data from a large-scale survey 
among 1,998 employees working at agencies, central government, and businesses.

Our results generally support the notion that there are differences within the public 
sector as well as between the public and private sector, although some differences are 
small. Compared to businesses, the level of  work satisfaction and PSM is generally higher 
in public organizations, whereas the level of  organizational commitment is generally 
lower. However, when we disentangle the public sector into central government and 
agencies, the findings become more nuanced. Type 1 agencies, Agentschappen in our 
sample, demonstrate business-like levels of  work satisfaction, but government-like 
levels of  organizational commitment and PSM. In contrast, Type 2 agencies, ZBOs 
in our sample, demonstrate government-like levels of  work satisfaction and PSM, but 
business-like levels of  organizational commitment. These findings indicate that, when 
it concerns HRM, agencies are distinct, hybrid organizations that cannot be viewed as 
having a public character only (Kim & Cho, 2014; Overman, 2015), but also that they 
cannot simply be positioned in between central government and businesses. 

In the third empirical study (Chapter 4), the aim was to test the effects of  goal 
ambiguity and red tape more directly, rather than using them as theoretical arguments to 
hypothesize on differences between sectors. A conceptual model linking job goal clarity 
and red tape to HRM satisfaction and organizational commitment was tested across 
samples of  employees from central government, Type 1 agencies, Type 2 agencies, 
and businesses. This design allowed me to directly test the impact of  features of  a 
public sector context on HRM (Knies et al., 2018). Furthermore, as HRM satisfaction 
is argued to mediate the effects of  HRM practices (Wright & Nishii, 2007), this model 
opens up the black box of  the HRM-employee outcomes link. I tested this model using 
secondary survey data from 2,432 employees working in agencies, central government, 
and businesses.

The findings from Chapter 4 indicate several differences between public organizations 
and businesses as well as within the public sector, most notably for red tape and HRM 
satisfaction. Whereas the level of  red tape is generally higher in public organizations 
than in businesses, it is highest in Type 1 agencies. Type 1 agencies are also more strongly 
affected by red tape, as red tape is more detrimental to HRM satisfaction than in central 
government, Type 2 agencies, and businesses. This may be an explanation for the lower 
levels of  HRM satisfaction in Type 1 agencies compared to the others. In addition, 
and in line with the findings from Chapter 3, organizational commitment is highest 
among employees in Type 2 agencies and businesses. Interestingly, only organizational 
commitment of  employees in businesses is significantly affected by red tape, albeit 
relatively weak.

The empirical findings in the first part of  the dissertation are primarily about the 
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differences between agencies, central government, and businesses. As a result, no 
conclusions can be drawn about differences within agencies. Given that agencies vary 
in several aspects, such as legal status, organizational task, and size, a within-sector 
analysis to complement the between-sector analysis is warranted. This was conducted 
in the second part. 

ORIGIN AND THEORIES ON WITHIN-SECTOR DIFFERENCES

To provide a more complete picture, the second part of  this dissertation (presented in 
Chapters 5, 6, and 7) examines differences within agencies. This allows us to focus more 
on what HRM actually entails, how it is shaped, and those work-related attitudes and 
behaviors that are important to organizations. Central in this part is the role that context 
plays in decisions and actions of  organizations and people. 

First, context plays an important role in the choices regarding HRM made by 
organizations (Beer et al., 1984; Formbrun et al, 1984; Jackson et al., 2014). According 
to new institutionalism and path dependency theory (Barney, 1995; DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983), organizations feel pressured by contextual factors to adopt a certain 
HRM approach. Contextual factors can be distinguished into an external competitive, 
an external institutional, and an internal institutional dimension (Farndale & Paauwe, 
2007; Paauwe, 2004). 

Factors from the external competitive dimension relate to an economic way 
of  thinking that is dominant in an organizational field, where such a field consists 
of  similar organizations. This way of  thinking emphasizes aspects like efficiency, 
effectiveness, and innovativeness and stems from demands from products, markets, and 
technology. For example, organizations are required to innovate their internal processes 
to accommodate for the increasing need for digitalization on the work floor. Factors 
from the external institutional dimension relate to the level of  perceived legitimacy and 
the need of  organizations to achieve legitimacy (Paauwe & Boselie, 2003). These factors 
stem from demands of  other institutions and of  norms and values important in society 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Examples include legislation, labor unions, social norms, 
and politics. Finally, factors from the internal institutional dimension arise from the 
historically grown configuration of  an organization and reflect a combination of  past 
choices and organizational characteristics (Barney, 1995). 

The extent to which choices regarding HRM are determined by context is dependent 
on the pressure from contextual factors and the power of  decision-makers to mitigate 
these pressures. Ultimately, HRM-related decisions result from the interplay between 
context and strategic choice (Paauwe, 2004).

Second, context plays an important role in the job choices people make (Ng et al., 
2007). Similar to organizational decisions, individual job choices are driven by external 
and internal factors (Forrier et al., 2009). The former are also referred to as structural 
factors and are related to industry, organizational, and occupational characteristics, such 
as organizational task and the type of  employment contract. The latter are also referred 
to as individual and decisional factors and are related to individual characteristics and 
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the process of  choosing a job, such as demographic characteristics, motivation, hiring 
expectancies and perceptions of  the recruitment process. Together, these factors drive 
job choices as they influence the availability, preferences, and intentions to pursue a 
specific job. Analogous to organizational choices regarding HRM, job choices are 
shaped by both external structure and individual agency (Forrier et al., 2009).

In addition to explaining choices made by an individual agency or agency employee, 
the theories on context also provide a framework for examining similarities and 
differences among agencies and agency employees. In this respect, isomorphism refers 
to a situation in which many agencies and employees make similar choices, whereas 
differentiation refers to the opposite (Paauwe, 2004). Isomorphism is argued to stem 
from pressures of  external contextual factors, combined with little power of  decision-
makers to mitigate these pressures. Differentiation is argued to stem from pressures from 
internal contextual factors or from decision-makers who have the power to mitigate 
pressures from external contextual factors. These theories are used in the second part 
of  this dissertation, in some chapters more explicitly than in others. The second part 
consists of  three empirical studies presented in Chapters 5, 6, and 7, which, together, 
provide an answer to the second main research question: What are the similarities and 
differences in how people are managed within agencies?

EMPIRICAL FINDINGS ON WITHIN-SECTOR DIFFERENCES

The fourth empirical study (Chapter 5) explored HRM philosophies and policies in 
agencies using a contextualized approach. We focused on HRM philosophies, defined as 
general principles held by management that guide the design of  HRM policies (Becker 
& Gerhart, 1996; Lepak et al., 2004), and HRM policies, defined as specific employee-
focused programs (Lepak et al., 2006), as they are most reflective of  an organization’s 
choices regarding HRM (Lepak et al., 2004). By interviewing 36 employees responsible 
for HRM in 30 agencies that vary in legal status, task, size, and parent ministry, we aimed 
to gain insights into (i) which HRM philosophies and policies are adopted by agencies, 
and (ii) which contextual factors drive their adoption. 

The results from Chapter 5 indicate a high level of  similarity in the HRM philosophies 
and policies adopted by agencies. Many agencies see the organization primarily as 
facilitator, providing resources for employees to develop themselves independently. A 
minority of  agencies emphasize long-term relationships through extensive training and 
development and internal mobility, a type of  philosophy somewhat consistent with the 
image of  the public sector as model employer (Truss, 2008).

Furthermore, the findings clearly show that the high level of  similarity is driven by 
external institutional factors, most notably societal trends, such as an increased level of  
citizen voice, and government actors, like the parent ministries and the Ministry of  the 
Interior and Kingdom Relations. Noteworthy is the, potentially problematic, difference 
in how philosophies and policies are shaped (Kellner et al., 2016), with the former 
primarily shaped by societal trends and the latter strongly shaped by government actors. 
In contrast, the choices of  those agencies that diverge from the majority are mostly 
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driven by internal characteristics and personal interests of  influential actors. A large part 
of  these agencies carry out highly specialized tasks, requiring in-depth knowledge that is 
difficult to find in the labor market. In sum, most agencies appear to mirror prevailing 
societal norms by seeing themselves as facilitator, encouraging employee responsibility 
and mobility. HRM policies, in contrast, do not seem to be strongly derived from this 
view, but rather from governmental pressures.

The fifth empirical study (Chapter 6) expanded on the previous study by investigating 
the impact of  a specific contextual factor that agencies frequently have to deal with, 
namely imposed organizational changes (MacCartaigh & Roness, 2012; Pollitt, 2009). 
While other types of  organizations also experience imposed changes from time to time, 
the role of  political actors is prominent if  it concerns agencies. Furthermore, the decision 
to impose these changes are not always based on actual organizational problems, but 
rather the result from political decision-making (Bertelli, 2006; Dommett & Skelcher, 
2014). For an agency and its HRM department, there is little freedom in deciding to 
adopt these changes, which they also need to implement internally. As a result, these 
changes may have unintended negative side-effects (e.g., Kleizen et al., 2018; Pollitt, 
2007; Sipple et al., 2004). While they may not impact what kind of  HRM is implemented 
– i.e., the policies and practices adopted – they can impact the way in which HRM is 
implemented, an aspect also referred to as the HRM process (Steffensen et al., 2019). In 
this study, the effects of  different types of  imposed changes on the HRM process were 
tested using primary survey data from 229 agency employees working in 30 agencies.

The results of  Chapter 6 indicate that the HRM process in agencies can be negatively 
affected by imposed organizational changes, although it depends on the type of  change 
that is being imposed. In particular, changes that involve a loss of  organizational tasks 
or units, either to another agency, a ministry, or a private sector organization, have 
a higher risk of  negative side effects on the HRM process in agencies. In particular, 
during a period of  organizational loss, people perceive the HRM system to be weaker 
and experience that the HRM department’s role in strategy and its interaction with 
other departments is lower. This finding suggests that when agencies frequently 
experience organizational loss, and evidence indicates many do (Kleizen, 2020), the 
HRM department is primarily dealing with these changes and unable to attend to its 
more strategic tasks, which can have further negative unintended consequences to 
HRM in agencies. Given their detrimental effect on HRM, future decisions to impose 
these changes should, at least, be preceded by an evaluation of  the risks of  negative 
side effects. 

The sixth and final empirical study (Chapter 7) diverges from the previous two 
chapters by taking an employee-centric perspective. In particular, we examined why 
people start working at agencies using a two-step approach. First, based on the notion 
that an evaluation of  work attributes plays a key role in people’s job choices (Behling, 
1968; Chapman et al., 2005), we identified clusters of  agency employees according to 
their evaluation. It was hypothesized that three clusters could be identified: one cluster 
that predominantly values job-related attributes, one cluster that predominantly values 
organization-related attributes, and one cluster that values both attributes equally. 
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Second, based on the idea that job choices are affected by structural and individual 
factors (Ng et al., 2007), we examined the impact of  several general and agency-specific 
factors on cluster membership. Cluster membership and its determinants were tested 
using secondary survey data from 422 agency employees who started working at their 
agency less than a year ago.

The results of  Chapter 7 show that three clusters can be identified, but they are not 
completely in line with what was expected. In addition, several structural and individual 
factors explain cluster membership. The largest cluster consist of  around 60 percent 
of  agency employees and is labeled ‘job-dominant identifiers’, because these people 
primarily started working at an agency for the job. Next, a cluster of  around 25 percent 
of  agency employees is labeled ‘job- and organization identifiers’, because these people 
started working at an agency for both the job and the organization. People with high 
levels of  PSM and lower educational levels are more likely to be a ‘job and organization 
identifier’. Finally, the remaining 15 percent of  agency employees constitute a cluster 
labeled ‘non-identifiers’, as they do not appear to start working for the job nor for the 
organization. People who started working at a Type 2 agency, people perceiving their 
agency as having low societal impact, and people receiving low pay levels are more likely 
to be a ‘non-identifier’. 

These findings demonstrate that many people start working at agencies for the job 
and that this decision is driven by structural and individual factors. Unexpectedly, some 
people do not seem to identify with agency work nor with the agency as an organization. 
This group warrants attention from public management scholars and practitioners 
as they probably do not respond to many HRM practices, especially those aimed at 
enhancing motivation.

MAIN CONCLUSIONS OF THE DISSERTATION

Based on the empirical findings presented above, the two main research questions can 
now be answered more thoroughly. As stated before, the questions have different foci, 
but are complementary as both are related to the overall purpose of  the dissertation.

The first main research question is: Are claims regarding HRM in agencies, as compared 
to central government and businesses, supported by evidence? These claims are not supported by 
empirical evidence. Below, I provide a more detailed answer structured according to the 
elements that constitute the claims regarding HRM in agencies. 

First, it is argued that there are important differences between sectors. Particularly, 
the public sector is argued to possess higher levels of  goal ambiguity and red tape than 
the private sector, and public sector employees are more motivated to serve the interests 
of  others (PSM) than their counterparts in businesses. Agencies are argued to be more 
similar to businesses than central government on these three characteristics. 

The findings in this dissertation indeed show higher levels of  red tape and PSM 
in central government and agencies, but not for goal ambiguity. However, agencies 
do not appear to be more similar to businesses in this respect. Agencies demonstrate 
similar to slightly lower levels of  PSM than central government, but this difference 
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is likely to be higher if  we only look at the degree to which employees are attracted 
to policy making. Unexpectedly, the level of  red tape is not lower in agencies than in 
central government; it is even higher in Type 1 agencies. This finding points towards 
the so-called ‘agencification paradox’, in which an agency’s autonomy is accompanied 
with strict control mechanisms (Smullen et al., 2001; Verschuere, 2007), leading to the 
opposite from what was intended. Thus, one could conclude that the alleged business-
like conditions characterizing agencies are not supported by the evidence when we look 
at the level of  bureaucracy or PSM.

Second, it is argued that there are between-sector differences in the effectiveness 
of  HRM and in the level of  work-related attitudes and behaviors. Again, the findings 
only partially support these expectations. Employees in central government, Type 2 
agencies, and businesses seem equally satisfied with their organization’s HRM practices, 
but the employees in Type 1 agencies are less satisfied. This may be due to the actual 
use of  HRM practices (Wright & Nishii, 2007), but also to the level of  red tape as I will 
discuss below. Work satisfaction is highest in central government and Type 2 agencies, 
whereas organizational commitment is highest in Type 2 agencies and businesses. The 
former is contrary to what was expected, while the latter was anticipated. For both work 
satisfaction and organizational commitment, Type 1 agencies demonstrate relatively low 
levels among their employees.

The findings show that HRM practices have similar positive effects on employees 
across sectors, particularly when central government and businesses are compared. 
It should be noted that, overall, motivation-enhancing HRM practices, such as 
performance appraisal, seem less useful to stimulate performance than ability- and 
opportunity-enhancing HRM practices. Although similar effects of  HRM are observed 
across sectors, this dissertation shows that it differs to which degree perceptions of  
HRM practices are negatively affected by red tape. Red tape is most detrimental to 
HRM in Type 1 agencies and, in combination with their high levels of  red tape, provides 
an explanation for the low levels of  HRM satisfaction. Interestingly, red tape does not 
directly affect organizational commitment in the public sector, not even in Type 1 
agencies. Either ministry and agency employees’ feelings of  commitment are unrelated 
to organizational attributes or they have developed coping mechanisms to deal with red 
tape (Blom, Borst, & Voorn, 2020; Taylor, 2010).

In sum, the claims regarding HRM in agencies, as compared to central government 
and businesses, are not supported by evidence. On the whole, agencies do not exhibit 
lower levels of  goal ambiguity and red tape, the type of  employee motivation is not 
more similar to businesses nor do they seem to manage people more effectively than 
central government. From an optimistic perspective, Type 2 agencies demonstrate a 
‘best-of-both-worlds’ situation, with levels of  work satisfaction and PSM similar to 
central government and the level of  organizational commitment similar to businesses. 
In contrast, Type 1 agencies exhibit more of  a ‘worst-of-both-worlds’ situation, as the 
levels of  red tape, work satisfaction, organizational commitment, and HRM satisfaction 
are among the lowest. Given these findings, for HRM and work-related attitudes and 
behaviors, agencies should not be viewed as positioned in between central government 
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and businesses.
In addition to this conclusion, it should be noted that the posed opposition between 

the public and private sector should be reconsidered when it comes to the effectiveness 
of  HRM. Although a few differences were observed, some of  which could be interpreted 
in favor of  the private sector, HRM demonstrates similar effects on employee outcomes 
in both sectors. While the relationship between HRM and employee outcomes appears 
to be relatively universal, the findings show that it is important for organizations to take 
into account the influence of  the sectoral context on this relationship. These outcomes 
also demonstrates that for agencies, the private sector should not be the prime example 
on how to manage people effectively. Rather, they can learn from both the public and 
private sector.

The second main research question is: What are the similarities and differences in how 
people are managed within agencies? The findings show a high degree of  similarity among 
agencies and agency employees, although a substantial degree of  differentiation was 
also identified. Below, I will discuss the most relevant similarities and differences 
distinguished between those related to organizational choices and to individual choices.

For organizational choices, agencies appear to be quite strongly driven by external 
institutional factors in their choices regarding HRM, leading to isomorphism among 
agencies. Their view of  the employer as facilitator reflects broader societal trends, such 
as increased citizen voice and changes in attitudes of  what a career constitutes. Also, 
the HRM policies they emphasize, such as training and development, HR planning, and 
performance management, are strongly driven by governmental actors, including their 
parent ministries. 

These findings lead to two critical notes on how HRM is shaped and its effect on 
how people are managed in agencies. First, the strong adherence to external demands on 
the adoption of  HRM philosophies and policies can lead to ignoring internal demands. 
According to the best-fit perspective in HRM literature, an organization should adapt to 
the needs of  multiple aspects of  its environment to manage people effectively (Boon, 
2008). The external environment is one of  these aspects, but the internal environment is 
also important in this respect. Given the strong influence of  the external environment on 
HRM in agencies, one could wonder whether the needs from the internal environment 
are being met, and, consequently, whether agencies are as effective as possible. The 
possible neglect of  the internal environment by an agency may be further enhanced 
if  it experiences imposed organizational changes frequently. Second, the difference in 
how HRM philosophies and policies are shaped can be detrimental to how agencies 
manage people. In particular, discrepancies can arise if  the pressure from society on 
the adoption of  a certain HRM philosophy is not in line with the pressure from central 
government on the adoption of  certain HRM policies. These discrepancies, in turn, can 
lead to problems in the HRM implementation process and can send mixed messages to 
employees, with negative outcomes as a result (Kellner et al., 2016).  

Whereas similarity is being shaped by external factors, some agencies focus on long-
term internal development and on HRM policies such as internal promotion and job 
design. Their choices are mostly driven by internal characteristics and the personal 
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interests of  influential actors. Perhaps that these agencies, in particular their decision-
makers, are able to mitigate the pressures from external demands, thereby increasing 
their room for maneuver (Paauwe, 2004). It should be noted that many of  these 
agencies rely on long-term relationships and the development of  specialist knowledge, 
a situation that can be problematic in times of  digitalization and aging personnel. 

Similarity among agencies is also visible in the number of  imposed organizational 
changes they experience. This dissertation shows that the large majority of  agencies 
experience imposed changes, some even multiple ones in a short amount of  time. 
However, HRM in these agencies is not equally affected by these imposed changes. 
Imposed changes that involve a loss of  organizational tasks or units do seem to have a 
negative side-effect on HRM in agencies. Given that changes involving organizational 
loss require time and capacity of  the HRM department (Plotnick & Plotnick, 2010; 
Staw et al., 1981), agencies that experience loss are less able to focus on how to manage 
people as effective as possible. As a result, they may not get the most out of  their 
employees, with detrimental organizational consequences as well. Thus, the negative 
effect of  imposed changes that involve a loss to agencies could be two-fold; the first 
related to the loss itself  and the second related to the negative side-effects on HRM. 

For individual choices, a dominant profile for why people start working at agencies can 
be identified. The majority of  the agency employees start working at their organization 
primarily because of  the job (‘job-dominant identifiers’), a finding that corroborates 
the suggestion that red tape does not affect commitment because agency employees 
are not attached to organizational attributes. Two smaller groups can be identified; one 
that includes employees who start working at agencies because of  both the job and the 
organization (i.e. ‘job and organization identifiers’), and one that includes employees 
who are attracted to neither the job nor the organization (i.e. ‘non-identifiers’). This 
finding is not in line with the notion from previous literature that employees from each 
sector have a dominant aspect determining their work motivation (Buelens & Van den 
Broeck, 2007). 

Comparing employees who identified with the job to employees who identified 
with both the job and organization, it becomes clear that they primarily differ in terms 
of  individual factors. For example, people with high levels of  PSM are more likely to 
identify with both the job and the organization. In contrast, employees who identify 
with neither the job nor the organization, differ from the others on both structural and 
individual factors. For example, people who perceive their agency as having a low impact 
on society and people with a lower pay level are more likely to be a non-identifier. These 
findings suggest that, while job choices are driven by both structural and individual 
factors, they are driven differently across groups.

In sum, the analysis of  HRM within agencies shows that, on the whole, quite similar 
choices are made by many agencies. The way agencies perceive their facilitating role in 
managing people is very much determined by the prevailing norms on work in society, 
indicating their focus is on the external environment of  the organization. In addition, 
many agency employees have chosen to work at agencies for similar reasons, namely for 
the type of  work. Building on this logic, one could state that agency work is attractive to 
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many people. In contrast, few people seem to be attracted to agencies as an organization. 
Coupled with the facilitator role many agencies adopt, agencies may find it difficult to 
retain employees for a longer period. People can choose to look for work at other 
agencies, a step that is supported by the organization. While long-term tenure does not 
need to be a goal for organizations to be effective, the fact that agencies often perform 
specialized tasks and suffer from an aging workforce does make employee retention an 
important means for agency performance.

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS

This dissertation takes an interdisciplinary and mixed-method approach by combining 
insights from public administration and HRM literature. This cross-fertilization has 
three main contributions to the two fields, which I will discuss below.

First, this dissertation offers valuable insights into the outcomes of  New Public 
Management reforms, particularly on agencification. These reforms are surrounded 
by many expectations and claims, but empirical evidence from testing these claims, 
particularly those related to HRM, is still lacking (Cingolani & Fazekas, 2019, Overman 
& Van Thiel, 2016; Pollitt & Dan, 2013; Vanhala & Stavrou, 2013). This dissertation 
shows that the claims related to HRM are largely ill-founded. It is based on differences 
between the public and private sector that are, mostly, not corroborated by the data. 
Similarly, the expected positive outcomes of  agencification are not found in this study.

Second, this dissertation contributes to sector-comparative research by showing that, 
when studying HRM, the publicness approach is preferred to the core approach. The 
assumption in the core approach of  one homogeneous public sector is unattainable 
when the effectiveness of  HRM and work-related attitudes and behaviors are examined. 
For some characteristics, particularly the level of  red tape and PSM, a public-private 
dichotomy is still useful, although a few differences within the public sector are also 
observed. However, for the effects of  HRM and the level of  work-related attitudes and 
behaviors, this dichotomy does not hold, as this dissertation found that (i) the public and 
private sector are more similar than expected, and that (ii) there are important differences 
within the public sector, particularly between central government and agencies. Thus, to 
explain differences in HRM between sectors, other factors besides ownership, such as 
political control and organizational task, should be taken into account.

A third contribution of  this dissertation is that it adds to the debate in HRM 
literature on the contextualized nature of  HRM. For decades, scholars have argued 
that HRM is inherently contextualized, with the way HRM is shaped and the effects of  
HRM being dependent on the organizational context (Beer et al., 1984; Formbrun et 
al., 1984; Jackson et al., 2014). In this respect, the public sector context is stated to have 
substantial implications to the study of  HRM (Boselie et al., 2019; Knies et al., 2018). 
Despite these arguments, empirical HRM research has remained largely universalistic in 
nature – i.e., without considering the organization’s context – and has relied heavily on 
evidence from the private sector. This dissertation contributes to scholarly knowledge 
by showing that the universalistic approach to HRM includes assumptions that are not 
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supported by the data. In this case, a public sector context, particularly that of  agencies, 
has implications to how HRM is shaped, the effectiveness of  HRM practices and the 
level of  work-related attitudes and behaviors. Furthermore, this dissertation also shows 
that the public sector context should not be seen as a single type of  context, but as a 
myriad of  contexts. 

Besides the three main contributions that arise from combining insights from public 
administration and HRM literature, this dissertation also contributes to HRM literature 
more specifically, for several reasons. First, the focus of  Chapter 5 on the HRM 
philosophy adds to HRM literature, which has largely ignored this essential component 
of  the HRM system (Jackson et al., 2014); Lepak et al., 2004), by showing how it is 
shaped by contextual factors. The findings show that the tripartite typology of  HRM 
philosophies is not sufficiently explanatory as organizations sometimes demonstrate a 
hybrid philosophy. Moreover, although some hybrid forms seem detrimental as theorized 
(Schuler, 1989), we also observed hybrid forms that appear logical and fitting to the 
agency’s context. Second, the findings from Chapters 5 and 6 contribute to the literature 
on how HRM is shaped, a topic underrepresented in empirical research (Jackson et al., 
2014; Sanders et al., 2014). In particular, these chapters give a detailed account of  how 
external and internal factors have led to the adoption of  a certain approach to HRM. 
In addition, by showing that different components of  the HRM system—e.g., HRM 
philosophies, policies, processes—may be shaped differently, this dissertation shows 
that the relationship between these components is not rational and deterministic (Lepak 
et al., 2004). This has implications for the way we look at how HRM is implemented, as 
we cannot assume that the adoption of  a specific HRM philosophy will necessarily lead 
to HRM policies that are in line with this philosophy. Finally, the emphasis on the HRM 
process in Chapter 6 complies with recent calls to go beyond examining HRM policies 
and practices and instead also focus on the HRM process (Ostroff  & Bowen, 2016; 
Sanders et al., 2014). It adds to this field by focusing on HRM alignment in addition to 
the often-used concept of  HRM strength as indicators of  the HRM process (Steffensen 
et al., 2019). In addition, it focuses on the antecedents of  the HRM process, whereas 
previous research predominantly focused on its outcomes (Sanders et al., 2014).

METHODOLOGICAL CONTRIBUTION

Throughout this dissertation, a variety of  methods and statistical analyses has been 
used. This mixed-methods approach enabled us to gain a detailed understanding of  
how people are managed in agencies and, through this increased insight, to contribute 
theoretically to the literature. This dissertation also presents a methodological 
contribution to the literature. 

Specifically, in Chapter 3, two methodological issues are addressed that are prevalent 
in research that compares employee attitudes and behaviors between sectors. First, many 
studies treat the public sector as homogeneous, but this represents an oversimplification 
(Andrews et al., 2011). Our findings indicate that differences exist within the public 
sector when it comes to employee attitudes and behaviors. Second, when conducting 
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comparative research, it is important to account for the possibility that the meaning 
of  concepts and survey items differ between groups (Jilke et al., 2015), a practice that 
is not common in research that compares employee attitudes and behaviors between 
sectors. The results from Chapter 3 indicate that there are between-sector differences 
in the understanding of  the concepts of  work satisfaction, organizational commitment, 
proactivity, and PSM. The differences are particularly noticeable for PSM, where no 
shared understanding was found for its dimensional structure. 

These two findings show that conclusions that are drawn from sector comparisons 
are biased if  these methodological issues are not addressed and, consequently, can lead 
to incorrect beliefs on the differences between sectors. We recommend scholars to 
recognize and address these issues before conducting comparative research.

LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

Like all research, this dissertation has limitations. In this section, I will discuss four main 
limitations that refer to the dissertation as a whole. Limitations of  the separate studies 
are already discussed in the related chapters.

First, this dissertation emphasizes the concepts of  goal ambiguity, red tape, and 
PSM in the between-sector analysis. While they are key concepts in debates on between-
sector differences and have often been used as motives to create agencies, other 
concepts may also play a role in explaining differences in HRM between agencies, central 
government, and businessed. For example, previous studies have shown differences in 
other individual characteristics besides motivation, such as conflict handling preferences 
(Brewer & Lam, 2009), organizational values (Buelens & Van den Broeck, 2007; Van 
der Wal & Huberts, 2008), personality traits (Bourantas & Papalexandris, 1999), and risk 
aversion (Bellante & Link, 1981; Chen & Bozeman, 2012), which may affect perceptions 
of  HRM and work-related attitudes and behaviors. 

Besides focusing on the influence of  other concepts, it should be considered that the 
influence of  goal ambiguity, red tape, and PSM may differ between dimensions of  these 
concepts (Andersen et al., 2011; Chun & Rainey, 2005; Migchelbrink & Van de Walle, 
2020; Van Loon 2017). This is a particularly relevant issue for PSM, where scholars have 
argued for testing the effects of  individual dimensions (Perry & Vandenabeele, 2015), 
or even dropping a dimension (attraction to public policy making) from the concept 
entirely (Ritz, 2011). In this respect, the fact that no shared understanding of  the PSM 
concept was found between sectors in Chapter 3 further highlights the need to examine 
the dimensions of  PSM separately.

Second, with the exception of  Chapter 2, this dissertation focusses exclusively on the 
Netherlands to investigate HRM in agencies. Therefore, the findings of  this dissertation 
could not simply be copied to agencies in other countries, especially given the variability 
between countries (Van Thiel, 2012). However, the use of  data from a single country 
helps to isolate differences between and within sectors, as differences between countries 
do not confound the results. Moreover, the purpose of  this dissertation is not to 
investigate country-differences, but to test claims underlying agencification and to 
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further explore HRM within agencies. In many countries, the reasons to create agencies 
are fairly similar, namely increased flexibility, decreased bureaucracy and the ability to 
operate under business-like conditions (Van Thiel, 2012). This dissertation is one of  
the first to provide evidence for testing these claims related to HRM, but it can and 
should not be considered as definitive proof. Rather, studies on HRM in agencies in 
other countries are needed, particularly on countries that differ substantially from the 
Netherlands, to provide a more complete picture.

Third, a large part of  the dissertation relies on secondary survey data collected by 
the Dutch Ministry of  Internal Affairs among a variety of  public and private sector 
organizations. This dataset has some clear strong points as it provides a large sample of  
employees required to answer the research questions and the items used in the survey 
are related to HRM and work-related attitudes and behaviors. However, it also has 
limitations as some measures were developed for this survey specifically and not for 
academic purposes. Nevertheless, those measures that were developed by the Ministry 
are based on theoretical concepts and have been applied in previous studies (Borst 
et al., 2017; Vermeeren & Van Geest, 2012). Another limitation of  using secondary 
survey data is that there is a fixed set of  measures available to the researcher, which 
inhibits opportunities to go into some of  the relationships more deeply if  warranted. 
For example, Chapter 3 now only found slight sector differences on general work 
satisfaction, which does not exclude the possibility that larger differences exist on 
specific facets of  work satisfaction (Wang et al., 2012). Thus, future research can benefit 
from the use of  measures that allow scholars to disentangle the relationships in separate 
facets to gain a deeper understanding of  HRM in agencies.

Finally, the dissertation uses cross-sectional data, examining the relationships at 
a specific moment in time. This type of  data limits the possibility to identify causal 
relationships and it does not exclude reversed causality. For example, in Chapter 4, 
it is expected that being satisfied with HRM influences organizational commitment, 
but it is not ruled out that a higher commitment may lead to being more satisfied 
with HRM. There are a couple of  characteristics of  this dissertation that makes this 
issue less problematic. First, the relationships that are tested are based on theory and 
previous studies. In particular, following Boselie et al. (2019), we have been able to 
take advantage of  the bulk and rigor of  private sector HRM research to formulate 
hypothesizes. Applied to the example above, social exchange theory posits that positive 
signals from an organization in the form of  HRM practices elicit positive employee 
responses such as organizational commitment (Blau, 1964; Boselie, 2010), a notion that 
has been supported by numerous HRM studies. Second, this dissertation’s aims are to 
test differences between sectors and exploring HRM among agencies. As such, one 
could view this dissertation as preceding longitudinal studies that build on the findings 
presented here. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTITIONERS

To answer the two research questions that are central in this scholarly work, this 
dissertation focused on between- and within-sector differences in how people are 
managed, with agencies as prime focus. As such, the findings have practical implications 
for HRM managers in agencies. In addition, given the close interaction between 
central government and agencies, practical implications are also present for policy 
makers working in central government. Finally, HRM managers in general can learn 
from findings in this dissertation on how to manage people effectively. I will discuss 
implications for each of  these actors below.

For HRM managers in agencies, this dissertation is one of  the few scholarly 
resources that investigates HRM in agencies. This dissertation goes beyond previous 
studies on agencies’ HRM autonomy by systematically investigating what HRM entails, 
how HRM is shaped, which work-related attitudes and behaviors are prevalent and how 
HRM affects these attitudes and behaviors in agencies. As such, it can provide several 
recommendations for how to manage people effectively. 

First, it demonstrates that pressures from external factors, most notably societal 
trends and governmental actors, play a key role in how many agencies think about 
HRM and which HRM policies they adopt. This perspective is to be lauded, because 
failure to adapt to external demands can make it difficult to recruit, motivate, and 
retain employees. However, there is a risk of  ignoring internal needs and achieving 
suboptimal performance, something agencies that do it differently seem to be more 
aware of. Second, this dissertation shows that an agency’s organizational structure, in 
particular the level of  red tape, influences the effectiveness of  HRM. The level of  red 
tape is perceived as relatively high among agencies, particularly in Type 1 agencies, and 
has negative consequences for the ability of  HRM to stimulate employee attitudes and 
behaviors. Third, the findings show group differences in the reasons why people start 
working at agencies. Most people are predominantly attracted to the type of  job, some 
are attracted to both the type of  job and to the organization, and some are attracted 
to neither. It is to be expected that these groups react differently to HRM policies, 
particularly those aimed at attracting and retaining employees. The findings described 
above lead to the following recommendations to HRM managers in agencies:

 (i) HRM managers in agencies should become more aware of  internal demands when 
	 making	HRM-related	decisions	in	order	to	achieve	a	better	fit	between	HRM	and	agency’s		
 context.

 (ii) HRM managers in agencies, particularly in Type 1 agencies, should be aware of  the   
	 negative	influence	of 	employee	perceptions	of 	red	tape	on	the	effectiveness	of 	HRM	practices		
 and should strive to lower these perceptions.

 (iii) To attract and retain employees, HRM managers in agencies should differentiate their  
 policies to account for differences in the reasons why people start working at agencies.
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For policy makers in central government, this dissertation provides lessons that may 
help to redress some of  the claims underlying agencification. First, the premise that 
agencies are able to adopt a more business-like approach towards HRM without 
being held back by high levels of  bureaucracy is not supported by empirical evidence. 
Optimistically, Type 2 agencies do demonstrate a best-of-both-worlds situation as 
their employees are relatively satisfied and committed and have high levels of  PSM. 
However, Type 2 agencies do not experience lower levels of  red tape than central 
government and are more likely to attract people categorized as non-identifier. Second, 
this dissertation provides insights into the role that central government plays in shaping 
HRM in agencies. Central government has a strong influence on the HRM policies that 
are adopted by agencies, leading to high similarity among agencies. In addition, the 
findings show that organizational changes imposed by central government can have 
negative side-effects on the way HRM is executed in agencies. Given these findings, the 
following recommendations to policy makers in central government are formulated:

 (iv) Policy makers in central government should be aware that the claims related to HRM  
	 underlying	agencification	are	not	supported	by	empirical	evidence.

 (v) Policy makers in central government should be aware of  the role that central government  
	 plays	in	shaping	HRM	in	agencies	and	need	to	tailor	this	influence	according	to	the	agency’s		
 context.

 (vi) In future decisions that involve imposing organizational changes on agencies, policy  
 makers in central government should pay heed to the negative side-effects on agency’s HRM.

Finally, for HRM managers in general, the implications of  this dissertation relate to the 
notion that HRM is inherently contextualized, with an organization’s context playing 
an essential role in the way HRM is shaped and executed, in the effectiveness of  HRM, 
and in the level of  work-related attitudes and behaviors of  employees. HRM is the 
result of  an interplay between external and internal needs, and the effects of  HRM 
are dependent on the organizational context, of  which sector is an important facet. 
Given these findings, the following recommendations to HRM managers in general are 
formulated:

 (vii) HRM managers should recognize that external and internal demands shape HRM   
 and need to take both demands into account when making HRM-related decisions.

 (viii) HRM managers should not simply copy HRM systems and policies from one sector to  
 another but need to take the sector in which their organization operates into account.
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TO CONCLUDE

This dissertation started by noting that agencies are of  vital economic and societal 
importance, as they are responsible for delivering many public services. Agency 
employees play a key role in delivering these services and, to manage these employees 
effectively, policy makers believed that a business-like approach towards HRM is the way 
to go. Agencies were created with the idea that they can adopt this approach more easily, 
as they were expected to experience lower levels of  bureaucracy typically associated 
with central government. The claims that underlie the creation of  agencies have barely 
been tested empirically, particularly those related to HRM. This lacuna was the starting 
point of  this dissertation for a systematic investigation into the way people are managed 
in agencies.

Through multiple studies on between- and within-sector differences in HRM and 
work-related attitudes and behaviors in agencies, the conclusion is that a business-like 
approach towards HRM is not found in agencies nor do they seem to operate under 
lower levels of  bureaucracy. While agencies are in some respects similar to central 
government and businesses, they should not be viewed as simply in between government 
and businesses. They are hybrid organizations that, on the one hand, constitute a fairly 
similar group when it comes to HRM and work-related attitudes and behaviors, but, on 
the other hand, also differ in what HRM entails and how it shaped.
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Appendix 2.2. Scheme used for coding studies 
Variable Explanation Codes Examples 
Organization Organization as 

described in article 
  

Type of 
organization 

 1=central government 
 
2=state/regional/local bodies and 
government  

3=public education and health 
4=public security  
5=agencies  
 
6=government-established private 
organizations  

7=manufacturing businesses  
8=service businesses  
9=combination of businesses 

Ministries, federal government 
County, province, municipality, 
water boards 

 
Universities, schools, hospitals 
Police, military 
Executive agencies, public 
establishments 

State-owned companies, 
government corporations 

 
 
Only private organizations 

Country Organization’s 
country of origin 

  

Practice in 
article 

Practice as described 
in article 

  

Individual HR 
practices 

Practices described in 
article. Categorized 
into 26 practices 
according to Boselie 
et al. (2s005). 

1=training & development 
2=contingent pay & rewards  
 
 
3=performance management  
 
4=recruitment & selection 
5=team working & collaboration 
6=direct participation  
 
 
 
7=’good’ wages 
 
8=communication & information 
sharing 

9=internal promotion 
opportunities & labor market 

10=job design  
 
11=autonomy & decentralized 
decision-making 

12=employment security 
13=benefits packages 
14=formal procedures  
15=HR planning  
 
 
16=financial participation  
17=symbolic egalitarianism  
18=attitude survey 
19=indirect participation 
 
 

 
Pay-for-performance, bonuses, 
profit-sharing, discretionary pay 

Also appraisal, performance 
metrics, performance feedback 

Also staffing 
 
Empowerment, employee 
involvement, suggestion 
schemes, participative decision-
making 

High, or above market rate 
remuneration, fair pay 

 
 
 
 
Also job rotation, job enrichment 
Also delegation 

 
 
Also flexibility 
Grievances 
Career and succession planning, 
professional development, career 
opportunities   

Employee stocks/shares 
Single status/harmonization 

 
Consultation with trade unions, 
consultation committees, voice 
mechanisms 
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  20=diversity & equal 
opportunities 

21=job analysis 
22=socialization, induction & 
social activities 

23=family-friendly policies & 
work-life balance (WLB) 

24=employee exit management  
25=professionalization and 
effectiveness of the HR 
function/department 

26=social responsibility practices 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Layoffs, redundancy policy 

 
 

AMO practices Categorization of 
individual HR 
practices in either 
ability-, motivation- 
or opportunity-
enhancing practices 
based on previous 
research (e.g., Jiang et 
al., 2012; Lepak et al., 
2006; Subramony, 
2009; Vermeeren et 
al., 2013) 

1=ability-enhancing  
 
 
2=motivation-enhancing  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3=opportunity-enhancing 

Recruitment & selection, training 
& development, job analysis 

Contingent pay & rewards, 
performance management, 
‘good’ wages, internal promotion 
opportunities & labor market, 
employment security, benefits 
packages, HR planning, financial 
participation, attitude survey,  
socialization, induction & social 
activities, family-friendly policies 
& WLB, social responsibility 
practices 

Team working & collaboration, 
direct participation, 
communication & information 
sharing, job design, autonomy & 
decentralized decision-making, 
formal procedures, symbolic 
egalitarianism, indirect 
participation, diversity & equal 
opportunities, employee exit 
management, 
professionalization, and 
effectiveness of the HR 
function/department 

Performance in 
article 

Performance as 
described in article 

  

Individual 
performance 
type 

Individual 
performance type 
used to measure 
employee 
performance in 
article.  

1=in-role performance 
2=task performance 
3=contextual performance 
4=job performance 
5=work performance 
6=employee performance 
7=extra-role performance 
8=OCB 
9=helping behavior 
10=knowledge sharing behavior 
11=creative behavior 
 

Also pre-scribed role 
Also core performance 

 
 
 
Also individual performance 
Extra-role behavior 
 
 
 
Creativity, creative 
 performance 
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  12=innovative behavior 
 
 
13=discretionary behavior 
14=customer-oriented behavior 
15=service behavior 
 
 
16=in-role patient care 
17=extra-role patient care 
18= job quality improvement 

Also individual innovation, 
generation/implementation of 
ideas 

Also discretionary effort 
 
Also service recovery 
performance, customer 
complaint-handling 

 
 
 

Performance 
outcome 

Performance measure 
related to either in-
role (behavior 
entailing doing what 
one was hired to do), 
extra-role 
performance 
(behavior entailing 
going beyond the call 
of duty for the good 
of the organization) 
according to Wright et 
al. (2003). In addition, 
general performance 
includes overall 
measures of individual 
performance. 

1=in-role performance 
 
 
2=extra-role performance 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3=general performance 

In-role performance, task 
performance, service behavior, 
in-role patient care 

Contextual performance, extra-
role performance, OCB, helping 
behavior, knowledge-sharing 
behavior, creative behavior, 
innovative behavior, 
discretionary behavior, 
customer-oriented behavior, 
extra-role patient care 

Job performance, work 
performance, employee 
performance, job quality 
improvement 

Effect size Effect size to quantify 
the relation between 
HR practice and 
individual 
performance 
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Appendix 2.3. Measure of  publication bias

Relationship 

Egger’s test  Duval and Tweedie’s trim and fill 
z p  ik ∆r (fixed-effects model) 

Ability  In-role 0.38 0.70  0 - - 
Ability  Extra-role -0.66 0.51  9 0.006 n.s. 
Ability  General -0.49 0.62  2 0.056 n.s. 
Motivation  In-role 0.15 0.88  0 - - 
Motivation  Extra-role -0.94 0.35  16 0.005 n.s. 
Motivation  General 1.22 0.23  8 -0.075 A 
Opportunity  In-role 0.89 0.37  3 -0.002 n.s. 
Opportunity  Extra-role 0.94 0.35  7 -0.003 n.s. 
Opportunity  General 0.83 0.41  0 - - 

Note. ik = number of trim-and-fill imputed correlations, A = confidence intervals of meta-analytic 
correlation and trim-and-fill adjusted correlation do not overlap 
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APPENDICES OF CHAPTER 3

Appendix 3.1. Questionnaire items in survey

1. Work satisfaction
a. I am satisfied with my job
b. I am satisfied with the work itself
c. I am satisfied with the organization I work

2. Organizational commitment
a. I feel like “part of  the family” at my organization
b. This organization has a great deal of  personal meaning for me
c. I feel at home in this organization
d. I really feel as if  this organization’s problems are my own

3. Proactivity towards self-development
a. I constantly try to improve myself  in my profession
b. I actively follow the developments in my field of  work
c. I am always searching for new ways to do my job even better

4. Public service motivation
a. Attraction to public policy making

i. “Politics” is a dirty word (reversed)
ii. I don’t care much about politicians (reversed)

b. Commitment to public interest/ Self-sacrifice
i. I unselfishly contribute to my community 
ii. Providing meaningful public service is very important to me 
iii. Making a difference to society means more to me than personal
achievements
iv. The general interest is a key driver in my daily life

c. Compassion
i. It is difficult for me to contain my feelings when I see people in distress
ii. I seldom think about the welfare of  people whom I don’t know personally
(reversed)
iii. Considering the welfare of  others is very important to me 
iv. If  we do not show more solidarity, our society will fall apart
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APPENDICES

Appendix 3.2. Fit indices of  the final measurement model in each group

 CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR 
Public sectora .93 .92 .05 .05 

Ministries .93 .92 .05 .06 
Type 1 agencies .92 .91 .06 .05 
Type 2 agencies .94 .93 .05 .06 

Businesses .94 .93 .06 .05 
aIncludes ministries and both types of agencies 
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Appendix 3.3. Latent means and standard errors of  substantial business
subsectors
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APPENDICES

APPENDICES OF CHAPTER 4

Appendix 4.1. Questionnaire items in survey

1. Red tape
a. Complying with all the rules and procedures within my organization takes a
lot of  time
b. Guidelines and procedures are more important in my organization than my
experience or intuition
c. Some rules or guidelines I encounter are contradictory
d. Rules and procedures in my organization make it difficult to do my job well
e. Filling out forms and systems takes me a lot of  time
f. Requirements of  supervisory authorities make it difficult to do my job well

2. Job goal clarity
a. My performance goals are easy to measure
b. My performance goals are realistic

3. Satisfaction with HRM practices
a. I am satisfied the opportunities for career development within the organization
b. I am satisfied with communication and information sharing within the
organization
c. I am satisfied with the rewards within the organization
d. I am satisfied with performance management within the organization
e. I am satisfied with the performance appraisals within the organization
f. I am satisfied with the attention from the organization for work-life balance

4. Organizational commitment
a. I feel like “part of  the family” at my organization
b. This organization has a great deal of  personal meaning for me
c. I feel at home in this organization
d. I really feel as if  this organization’s problems are my own

A
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Appendix 4.2. Fit statistics of  the final measurement model in each group

 CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR 
Central government .942 .932 .049 .049 
Type 1 agencies .919 .904 .064 .056 
Type 2 agencies .953 .945 .045 .052 
Businesses .960 .953 .047 .045 
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX OF CHAPTER 5

Appendix 5.1. List of  codes from template, their definition and examples of  
codes derived from inductive coding

Template codes Definition Examples of  
inductive codes 

HRM philosophies General principles or overall philosophy guiding HRM 
developed and shared by management. (Becker & Gerhart, 
1996; Lepak et al., 2004). 

 

Accumulation Based on maximum involvement by attracting people with 
great potential and developing them over time, consistent 
with the organization’s needs. (Schuler, 1989). 

 Strong 
employer/employee 
relation 
 Strong connection 

between employees 
 Stimulating employee 

commitment  
Utilization Based on high efficiency for human resources by mainly 

focusing on technical skills. People are mostly employed 
on a short-term basis and matched with the organization’s 
short-term needs. (Schuler, 1989). 

No inductive codes found 

Facilitation Based on self-motivated employees, who are encouraged 
to develop those abilities and skills that they deem to be 
important. The role of the organization is one as facilitator. 
(Schuler, 1989). 

 The right person on the 
right place 
 Balance between in- and 

outflow 
 Employee responsibility 

for performance 
HRM policies Specific employee-focused programs that influences the 

choice of HRM practices, based on the AMO model 
(Appelbaum et al., 2000; Lepak et al., 2006). 

 

Abilities Policies aimed to increase employee knowledge, skills, and 
abilities. (Lepak et al., 2006). 

 Training and 
development 
 Recruitment and 

selection 
Motivation Policies aimed to increase employee motivation and to 

manage employee effort. (Lepak et al., 2006). 
 Internal promotion 
 Performance 

management 
 HR planning 

Opportunities Policies aimed to provide employees opportunities to 
contribute. (Lepak et al., 2006). 

 Teamworking 
 Direct participation 

External factors   
S/C/L 
dimension 

External factors that are related to an organization’s need 
to achieve legitimacy with its environment through 
coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures. (Paauwe, 
2004).  

 Policy central 
government 
 Societal trends 
 Shareholders 

P/M/T 
dimension 

External factors that are related to an economic rationality. 
(Paauwe, 2004). 

 Digitalization 
 Labor market 

Internal factors   
Organizational 
configuration 

Internal factors related to the organization’s combination 
of past choices, organizational structure, and culture 
(Paauwe, 2004). 

 Specialization of work 
 Level of expertise staff 
 Having legal personality 

Influential actors Internal factors related to strategic choices and actors 
involved in these choices. (Paauwe, 2004). 

 Head of HR 
 Works council 
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APPENDICES OF CHAPTER 6

Appendix 6.1. Questionnaire items in survey

1. HRM strength
a. In my organization it is clear what belongs to the tasks and what’s outside the
field of  HR.
b. When one asks the HR department for help, they provide clear answers.
c. The procedures and practices developed by HR are easy to understand.
d. In general, the HR employees in my organization are highly appreciated.
e. The HR department undertakes exactly those actions that meet our needs.
f. The employees in my organization experience the HR practices as relevant.
g. The suggestions, procedures, and practices that HR comes up with actually 
contribute to the better functioning of  my organization.
h. The HR instruments for staff  appraisal succeed in reinforcing the desired
behaviors.
i. The appraisal system is designed in such a way that desired performances are
being encouraged.
j. One can have faith that the HR practices realize the goals for which they were
designed.
k. HR practices in my organization achieve their intended goals.
l. In my organization there is clear consistency between words and deeds of  the
HR department.
m. The people in my organization responsible for HR have a mutual agreement 
about how to deal with employees.
n. If  employees perform well, they get the necessary recognition and rewards.
o. Employees consider promotions as fair in my organization. 
p. The HR department in my organization takes decisions impartially.

2. Vertical alignment
a. Top management incorporates HR information (plans, requirements, activities,
etc.) when establishing the direction my organization should take.
b. My organization’s top-level managers are trained to integrate all levels
(supervisory through to executive) and functions (marketing, accounting, finance,
HR, etc.) of  the organization into the decision-making process.
c. The HRM department has been fully integrated into the strategic planning 
process.

3. Horizontal alignment
a. The HRM department works hard to maintain a cooperative partnership with
individual managers.
b. The HRM department regularly checks with other units to identify 
organizational training needs.
c. The HRM department helps departmental managers carry out their critical HR
responsibilities.
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APPENDICES

APPENDICES OF CHAPTER 7

Appendix 7.1. Questionnaire items in survey

1. Work attributes (I have chosen for this job, because of  the...)
a. Nature of  the work
b. Amount of  work
c. Degree of  autonomy
d. Cooperation with colleagues
e. Opportunities for development
f. Attention for well-being
g. Rewards
h. Result-orientation of  the organization

2. Public service motivation
a. “Politics” is a dirty word (reversed)
b. I don’t care much about politicians (reversed)
c. I unselfishly contribute to my community 
d. Providing meaningful public service is very important to me 
e. Making a difference to society means more to me than personal achievements
f. The general interest is a key driver in my daily life
g. It is difficult for me to contain my feelings when I see people in distress
h. I seldom think about the welfare of  people whom I don’t know personally
(reversed)
i. Considering the welfare of  others is very important to me 
j. If  we do not show more solidarity, our society will fall apart

3. Societal impact potential
a. In my work, I contribute to the development or execution of  public policy
b. Through my work, I contribute to the public interest
c. In my work, I contribute to solving problems of  others
d. In my work, I contribute to the realization of  a greater degree of  solidarity in 
our society

A
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Appendix 7.2. BIC values for latent class analysis with varying number of  clusters

Number of clusters estimated BIC 
1 9237.57 
2 8916.19 
3 8808.91 
4 8817.15 
5 8845.17 
6 8938.43 
7 9052.21 
8 9163.31 
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SUMMARY

ENGLISH SUMMARY

Semi-autonomous agencies—public organizations operating at arm’s length of  central 
government—have become increasingly important in delivering public services, ranging 
from social benefits to privacy protection. While there is a variety of  agencies, three 
main types can be identified: agencies with some managerial autonomy but no legal 
independence (Type 1 agencies), legally-independent agencies with managerial autonomy 
(Type 2 agencies), and agencies with corporate forms in which the government owns 
shares (Type 3 agencies). People working in one of  these agencies play a key role 
in delivering public services and, therefore, managing these people effectively has 
important consequences for the way agencies operate. 

During the heyday of  governmental reforms that encompassed “agencification” (i.e., 
the creation of  agencies), policymakers believed that a business-like HRM approach was 
the best way to manage people. Public organizations needed to adopt this approach, and 
agencies in particular were seen as suitable to do so. So, agencification is surrounded 
with claims regarding HRM stating that (i) there are differences in organizational 
characteristics between the public and private sector which, in turn, are related to 
(ii) differences in the effectiveness of  HRM and work-related attitudes of  behaviors 
between the public and private sector, and that (iii) agencies need to look at the private 
sector on how to manage people effectively. These claims are the focus of  Part 1 of  this 
dissertation (Chapters 2-4), in which a between-sector analysis is conducted to answer 
the first main research question: Are claims regarding HRM in agencies, as compared to central 
government and businesses, supported by evidence?

Where Part 1 primarily takes a management-centric perspective and focuses on 
differences between sectors and on outcomes of  HRM, the emphasis in Part 2 (Chapters 
5-7) is shifted to differences and similarities among agencies. This allows us to focus 
more on what HRM actually entails and how it is shaped in agencies and take on a 
more employee-centric perspective. Central in this part is the role that context plays 
in decisions and actions made by organizations and people. A within-sector analysis 
is conducted to answer the second main research question: What are the similarities and 
differences in how people are managed within agencies?

Together, Part 1 and 2 provide a systematic investigation into the way people are 
managed in agencies. Through multiple studies on HRM and work-related attitudes and 
behaviors, this dissertation focuses on the degree to which agencies differ from central 
government and business, and to what degree agencies differ from each other.

In Chapter 2, the first empirical study of  Part 1, the aim is to test whether the effects 
of  HRM practices on employee performance differ between the public, semipublic, and 
private sector. It is argued that organizational goal ambiguity, red tape, and the type of  
employee motivation that emphasizes the interest of  others, are three important factors 
that might impede the effects of  HRM practices. As these three factors are argued 
to be more prevalent in the (semi-)public sector than the private sector, differences 
between sectors are expected. Using a meta-analytic approach, these differences are 
tested separately for practices that enhance the abilities, motivation or opportunities 

A
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for employees to perform, further specified for in-role and extra-role employee 
performance. The results show that differences between sectors do exist, although they 
are not as straightforward as expected. The effect of  ability-enhancing practices on 
in-role performance and the effect of  motivation-enhancing practices on extra-role 
performance is stronger in the private sector than the semipublic sector. Furthermore, 
the effect of  opportunity-enhancing practices on extra-role performance is stronger 
in the semipublic sector than the public sector. Other differences are either marginal 
or nonsignificant. Generally speaking, the differences between the semipublic sector 
on the one hand and the public and private sector on the other hand are larger than 
between the public and private sector. 

In Chapter 3, we aim to test if  differences in work-related attitudes and behaviors 
exist between employees working in central government, Type 1 and Type 2 agencies, and 
businesses, specifically in the levels of  work satisfaction, organizational commitment, 
proactivity, and public service motivation (PSM; an individual’s predisposition to serve 
the public cause). Building on previous studies that found differences between the public 
and private sector, we argue that differences within the public sector—i.e., between 
central government and agencies—also exist. The results indicate that the levels of  work 
satisfaction and PSM are higher in public organizations, while the level of  organizational 
commitment is higher in businesses. When looking at agencies more closely, the 
findings become more nuanced. Agencies without legal independence (Type 1 agencies) 
demonstrate business-like levels of  work satisfaction and government-like levels of  
organizational commitment and PSM. In contrast, agencies with legal independence 
(Type 2 agencies) demonstrate government-like levels of  work satisfaction and PSM, 
but business-like levels of  organizational commitment. Thus, the public sector cannot 
be seen as one homogeneous sector as differences within the sector seem to exist.  

In Chapter 4, the effects of  goal ambiguity and red tape, rather than using them as 
theoretical arguments to hypothesize on differences between sectors as seen in Chapters 
2 and 3, is tested more directly. A conceptual model linking job goal clarity and red tape 
to HRM satisfaction and organizational commitment is tested across employees from 
central government, Type 1 and Type 2 agencies, and businesses. The results show 
both similarities and differences between sectors. The level of  job goal clarity, the 
effect of  job goal clarity on HRM satisfaction, and the effect of  HRM satisfaction on 
organizational commitment are similar across sectors. In contrast, the level of  red tape 
is lowest in businesses and highest in Type 1 agencies. Type 1 agencies are also most 
strongly affected by red tape, as it is found to be more detrimental to HRM satisfaction 
than in the other sectors. In general, the findings show little evidence that agencies 
resemble businesses in terms of  red tape and their ability to stimulate commitment.

The aim of  Chapter 5, the first empirical study of  Part 2, is to gain insights into 
which HRM philosophies and policies are adopted and how they are shaped in agencies. 
Based on interview data, the results show that there is a high degree of  similarity in 
the HRM philosophies and policies adopted by agencies. The majority of  agencies 
see themselves primarily as facilitator, emphasizing and stimulating employees’ self-
responsibility and self-development. The main role of  the organization, often devolved 
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to middle and lower management, is to provide resources (e.g., time, money, facilities) 
to their employees. The external factors societal trends and government actors appear 
to be the key driving forces of  similarity in HRM among agencies. In contrast, some 
agencies are more involved in the development of  employees themselves, for example 
by offering extensive internal development plans, with the goal of  establishing long-
term relationships. Key drivers of  the choices of  these agencies are mainly internal, 
such as organizational characteristics and the personal interest of  influential actors.

Chapter 6 builds on the previous chapter by examining the impact of  external factors 
that many agencies regularly face, namely imposed organizational changes. In particular, 
this chapter focuses on the impact that these imposed changes have on the way HRM 
is executed in agencies. We examine six imposed changes that affect the organizational 
character and structure but in which agencies endure, so-called maintenance events. 
We test  their impact on the degree to which employees have a shared understanding 
of  the HRM system and the degree to which HRM is aligned with the organizational 
strategy and with other departments. Our results show that not all types of  imposed 
changes have an equal detrimental impact, but that changes that involve organizational 
loss, such as a transfer of  tasks to another agency, can be related to a lower shared 
understanding of  the HRM system and lower perceptions of  HRM alignment. Given 
that many agencies frequently experience organizational loss, many of  them may also 
experience difficulties in executing HRM successfully. 

In Chapter 7, a more employee-centric perspective is taken, as opposed to the 
management-centric perspective in the previous chapters, by exploring why people start 
working in agencies. We focus on exploring (i) people’s evaluations of  work attributes 
in the light of  their choice to work in an agency, and (ii) structural and individual factors 
that influence these evaluations. Three groups of  employees can be identified based 
on their reasons to start working at their agency. The first group, which includes the 
majority of  the employees, is labeled as ‘job-dominant identifiers’, as attributes related 
to the job, such as the nature of  work, are the main reasons for their job choice. Second, 
a smaller-sized group of  employees is labeled as ‘job and organization identifiers’, as 
attributes related to the organization, such as rewards, and attributes related to the job 
are both important for their job choice. Compared to the ‘job-dominant identifiers’, 
‘job and organization identifiers’ are slightly younger and have a significantly higher 
motivation to serve the public cause (i.e., higher PSM). Finally, a small portion of  the 
employees is labeled as ‘non-identifiers’, as they do not appear to start working for 
the job nor for the organization. Compared to ‘job-dominant identifiers’ and ‘job and 
organization identifiers’, ‘non-identifiers’ are more often men, work more often at an 
agency with legal independence (Type 2 agency), and have, on average, lower pay levels, 
lower PSM, and lower perceptions of  their agency’s societal impact. 

Conclusions
Based on the findings from Chapters 2 to 4, the conclusion of  Part 1 is that the claims 
regarding HRM in agencies, as compared to central government and businesses, are not 
supported by empirical evidence. On the whole, agencies do not seem to operate under 
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business-like conditions, nor do they seem to manage people more effectively than 
central government. Given these results, agencies should not be viewed as positioned 
between central government and businesses. In addition, the findings in Part 1 indicate 
that the posed opposition between the public and private sector should be reconsidered 
as there are several similarities.

Based on the findings from Chapters 5 to 7, the conclusion of  Part 2 is that 
there is a relatively high degree of  similarity among agencies and agency employees, 
although differentiation exist as well. Choices made by agencies in the way people 
are managed show considerable overlap, as we see in the facilitating role adopted by 
many agencies. Similarity among agencies seems largely driven by external factors, 
most notable by prevailing work-related norms in society and by government actors, 
whereas differentiation is largely driven by factors that are internal to the organization. 
In addition, similarity in the choices made by individuals is found as well. The majority 
of  people start working at agencies for similar reasons, particularly the nature of  the 
job. In contrast, few agency employees make their job choice because of  attributes 
related to their organization. 

To conclude, while agencies are in some respects similar to central government and 
businesses, they should not be viewed as simply in between government and businesses. 
They are hybrid organizations that, on the one hand, constitute a fairly similar group 
when it comes to HRM and work-related attitudes and behaviors, but, on the other 
hand, also differ in what HRM entails and how it shaped.  
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SAMENVATTING

NEDERLANDSE SAMENVATTING

Verzelfstandigde uitvoeringsorganisaties—publieke organisaties die op afstand opereren 
van de overheid—zijn steeds belangrijker geworden in het leveren van publieke 
diensten, van het uitbetalen van sociale uitkeringen tot het beschermen van de privacy 
van burgers. Hoewel er een variëteit aan uitvoeringsorganisaties bestaat kunnen er drie 
hoofdtypes worden onderscheiden: uitvoeringsorganisaties met enige beheersmatige 
autonomie maar zonder rechtspersoonlijkheid (Type 1 uitvoeringsorganisaties),  
uitvoeringsorganisaties met beheersmatige autonomie en rechtspersoonlijkheid (Type 
2 uitvoeringsorganisaties) en staatsdeelnemingen (Type 3 uitvoeringsorganisaties). 
Mensen die werken in één van deze uitvoeringsorganisaties spelen een hoofdrol in het 
leveren van de publieke diensten en daardoor heeft het effectief  managen van deze 
mensen belangrijke gevolgen voor hoe uitvoeringsorganisaties functioneren. 

Tijdens de hoogtijdagen van overheidshervormingen in de jaren 90, waarvan 
het oprichten van uitvoeringsorganisaties een belangrijk onderdeel was, werd een 
bedrijfsmatige aanpak voor HRM door beleidsmakers gezien als de beste manier om 
mensen te managen. Het werd als noodzakelijk gezien voor publieke organisaties om 
deze bedrijfsmatige aanpak aan te nemen. Uitvoeringsorganisaties in het bijzonder 
werden in staat geacht om dit te doen. De oprichting van uitvoeringsorganisaties is dus 
omgeven door claims met betrekking tot HRM. In deze claims wordt verondersteld dat 
er (i) verschillen zijn in organisatie kenmerken tussen de publieke en private sector, (ii) 
dat de verschillen in organisatie kenmerken relateren aan verschillen in de effectiviteit 
van HRM en werk-gerelateerde attitudes en gedrag tussen de publieke en private sector 
en (iii) dat de private sector het voorbeeld is voor uitvoeringsorganisaties voor het 
managen van hun werknemers. In deel 1 van dit proefschrift (hoofdstukken 2-4) ligt 
de nadruk op het testen van deze claims, waarin een analyse tussen sectoren wordt 
uitgevoerd om de eerste hoofdvraag te beantwoorden: Worden de claims met betrekking 
tot HRM in uitvoeringsorganisaties, in vergelijking met Rijksoverheid en bedrijven, ondersteund door 
empirisch bewijs?

Waar deel 1 voornamelijk een management-gericht perspectief  inneemt en focust 
op verschillen tussen sectoren en uitkomsten van HRM, ligt in deel 2 (hoofdstukken 
5-7) de nadruk op de overeenkomsten en verschillen binnen uitvoeringsorganisaties. 
In dit deel staat de rol die context speelt in de keuzes van organisaties en werknemers 
centraal. Hierin richten we ons op wat HRM inhoudt en hoe het tot stand komt in 
uitvoeringsorganisaties, maar ook wordt een meer werknemer-gericht perspectief  
ingenomen. Analyses binnen uitvoeringsorganisaties zijn uitgevoerd om de tweede 
hoofdvraag te beantwoorden: Wat zijn de overeenkomsten en verschillen in hoe mensen worden 
gemanaged binnen uitvoeringsorganisaties?

Deel 1 en 2 tezamen omvatten een systematische analyse naar de manier waarop 
mensen worden gemanaged in uitvoeringsorganisaties. Dit proefschrift focust op 
zowel de verschillen tussen uitvoeringsorganisaties, Rijksoverheid en bedrijven als de 
verschillen binnen uitvoeringsorganisaties in HRM en werk-gerelateerde attitudes en 
gedrag.
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Het doel van hoofdstuk 2, de eerste empirische studie van deel 1, is om te toetsen 
of  en in hoeverre de effecten van HRM praktijken op werknemersprestaties verschillen 
tussen de publieke, semipublieke en private sector. In de literatuur worden ambiguïteit 
in doelen, regeldruk en altruïstische vormen van individuele motivatie als belangrijke 
factoren genoemd die de effecten van HRM praktijken kunnen hinderen. Omdat 
deze factoren in grotere mate aanwezig zijn in de (semi)publieke sector dan in de 
private sector, worden er ook verschillen in de effecten van HRM praktijken tussen 
de drie sectoren verwacht. Door middel van een meta-analyse worden deze verschillen 
getoetst voor drie typen HRM praktijken: praktijken gericht op het verbeteren van 
de vaardigheden, praktijken gericht op het stimuleren van de motivatie en praktijken 
gericht op het bieden van mogelijkheden. Daarnaast wordt er onderscheid gemaakt 
tussen prestatie binnen en buiten de functieomschrijving. De resultaten laten zien dat 
er verschillen tussen sectoren bestaan, maar dat ze complexer zijn dan verwacht. Het 
effect van praktijken gericht op het verbeteren van vaardigheden op de prestatie binnen 
de functieomschrijving is sterker in de private dan in de semipublieke sector, evenals  
het effect van praktijken gericht op het stimuleren van motivatie op de prestatie buiten 
de functieomschrijving. Verder is het effect van praktijken gericht op het bieden van 
mogelijkheden op de prestatie buiten de functieomschrijving sterker in de semipublieke 
dan de publieke sector. Andere verschillen zijn verwaarloosbaar of  niet significant. In 
het algemeen zien we dat de verschillen tussen de semipublieke sector aan de ene kant 
en de publieke en private sector aan de andere kant groter zijn dan de verschillen tussen 
de publieke en private sector. 

Hoofdstuk 3 toetst of  er verschillen zijn in de werk-gerelateerde attitudes en 
gedrag tussen werknemers in Rijksoverheid, Type 1 en Type 2 uitvoeringsorganisaties 
en bedrijven. We focussen specifiek op werktevredenheid, organisatiebetrokkenheid, 
proactiviteit en public service motivation (PSM; een individuele predispositie om het 
publiek te dienen). Gebaseerd op eerdere studies die verschillen tussen de publieke 
en private sector waarnemen, beargumenteren wij dat er ook verschillen binnen de 
publieke sector bestaan, met name tussen Rijksoverheid en uitvoeringsorganisaties. De 
resultaten geven aan dat werktevredenheid en PSM hoger is in publieke organisaties 
dan bedrijven, terwijl het omgekeerde geldt voor organisatiebetrokkenheid. Het beeld 
wordt echter genuanceerder wanneer er naar uitvoeringsorganisaties wordt gekeken. 
De organisatiebetrokkenheid en PSM van werknemers in uitvoeringsorganisaties 
zonder rechtspersoonlijkheid (Type 1 uitvoeringsorganisaties) is vergelijkbaar met 
werknemers in Rijksoverheid. De werktevredenheid en PSM van werknemers in 
uitvoeringsorganisaties met rechtspersoonlijkheid (Type 2 uitvoeringsorganisaties) is 
vergelijkbaar met werknemers in Rijksoverheid, terwijl de organisatiebetrokkenheid 
vergelijkbaar is met werknemers in bedrijven. Deze bevindingen laten zien dat de 
publieke sector niet als één homogene sector gezien kan worden.

In hoofdstuk 4 wordt een conceptueel model getoetst waarin doel ambiguïteit 
en regeldruk worden gerelateerd aan tevredenheid met HRM beleid en 
organisatiebetrokkenheid onder werknemers in Rijksoverheid, Type 1 en Type 
2 uitvoeringsorganisaties en bedrijven. De resultaten laten zien dat er zowel 
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overeenkomsten als verschillen zijn tussen de sectoren. De mate van doel ambiguïteit, 
het effect van doel ambiguïteit op tevredenheid met HRM beleid en het effect van 
tevredenheid met HRM beleid op organisatiebetrokkenheid zijn vergelijkbaar tussen 
sectoren. We zien wel verschillen in de mate en het effect van regeldruk. Zo is de mate 
van regeldruk het laagst in bedrijven en het hoogst in Type 1 uitvoeringsorganisaties. 
Type 1 uitvoeringsorganisaties worden ook het meest beïnvloed door regeldruk, 
aangezien het daar een negatiever effect heeft op tevredenheid met HRM beleid dan in 
de andere sectoren.

Het doel van hoofdstuk 5, de eerste empirische studie van deel 2, is om meer 
inzicht te krijgen in de HRM filosofieën en praktijken van uitvoeringsorganisaties en 
hoe ze tot stand komen. Aan de hand van interview data kan worden geconcludeerd 
dat er een hoge mate van gelijkenis is in de HRM filosofieën en praktijken binnen 
uitvoeringsorganisaties. De meerderheid van de uitvoeringsorganisaties ziet zichzelf  
voornamelijk als facilitator waarin de eigen verantwoordelijkheid van werknemers voor 
hun prestatie en ontwikkeling wordt benadrukt. De voornaamste rol van de organisatie 
is het ondersteunen van werknemers door het verstrekken van geld, tijd en faciliteiten. 
Deze rol wordt vaak uitgevoerd door het midden- en lijnmanagement. De keuze van 
veel uitvoeringsorganisaties om een faciliterende rol aan te nemen lijkt voornamelijk 
bepaald door externe factoren, met name maatschappelijke ontwikkelingen en andere 
overheidsactoren. In tegenstelling tot de meerderheid van de uitvoeringsorganisaties zijn 
er ook enkele uitvoeringsorganisaties die intensiever betrokken zijn bij de ontwikkeling 
van werknemers, bijvoorbeeld door het aanbieden van uitgebreide interne leer- en 
ontwikkeltrajecten. Een belangrijk doel voor deze organisaties is het opbouwen van 
lange-termijn relaties. De keuzes van deze organisaties lijken voornamelijk bepaald door 
interne factoren. Met name de kenmerken van de organisatie, zoals de organisatietaak, 
en de persoonlijke overtuigingen van invloedrijke interne actoren zijn bepalende interne 
factoren.

Hoofdstuk 6 bouwt voort op het vorige hoofdstuk door de impact te toetsen 
van externe factoren waar uitvoeringsorganisaties regelmatig mee te maken hebben, 
namelijk opgelegde organisatieveranderingen. Dit hoofdstuk focust specifiek op de 
impact die deze veranderingen hebben op de manier waarop HRM wordt uitgevoerd. 
We onderzoeken zes opgelegde veranderingen die het karakter en de structuur van de 
organisatie beïnvloeden, maar waarbij de uitvoeringsorganisatie wel blijft bestaan. Er 
wordt getoetst wat de impact van deze veranderingen is op de mate waarin werknemers 
het HRM beleid op dezelfde manier ervaren, de mate waarin HRM een rol speelt in 
de organisatie strategie en de relatie tussen HRM en andere afdelingen. De resultaten 
geven aan dat niet iedere opgelegde organisatieverandering een negatief  effect op HRM 
heeft. Veranderingen die gepaard gaan met ‘organisationeel verlies’, zoals de overdracht 
van taken naar een andere organisatie, kunnen wel gerelateerd worden aan een minder 
gedeelde ervaring van het HRM beleid onder werknemers, een kleinere rol van HRM 
in de organisatie strategie en een lager beoordeelde relatie tussen HRM en andere 
afdelingen. Aangezien veel uitvoeringsorganisaties regelmatig te maken hebben met 
organisationeel verlies door opgelegde veranderingen, is het aannemelijk dat veel van 
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hen te kampen heeft met problemen om HRM succesvol uit te voeren. 
In hoofdstuk 7 wordt een werknemer-gericht perspectief  ingenomen door te 

verkennen waarom mensen beginnen met werken bij uitvoeringsorganisaties. We 
focussen specifiek op (i) hoe belangrijk bepaalde werk attributen zijn voor de keuze 
van mensen om voor een uitvoeringsorganisatie te werken en (ii) welke structurele en 
individuele factoren deze keuzes beïnvloeden. Drie groepen van werknemers kunnen 
geidentificeerd worden gebaseerd op de werk attributen die belangrijk zijn voor hun 
baankeuze. De eerste groep, waarin de meerderheid van de werknemers geplaatst 
kan worden is gelabeld als ‘job-dominant identifiers’, aangezien voornamelijk baan-
gerelateerde attributen, zoals de aard van het werk, belangrijk zijn voor hun baan 
keuze. Een tweede, kleinere groep werknemers is gelabeld als ‘job and organization 
identifiers’, aangezien zowel organisatie-gerelateerde attributen, zoals beloningen, als 
baan-gerelateerde attributen belangrijk zijn voor hun baan keuze. Vergeleken met de 
‘job-dominant identifiers’ zijn mensen in deze groep gemiddeld iets jonger en hebben 
een hogere predispositie om het publiek te dienen (hogere PSM). Als laatste is er nog een 
kleine groep werknemers gelabeld als ‘non-identifiers’, aangezien zij niet lijken te gaan 
werken voor de baan noch de organisatie. Vergeleken met ‘job-dominant identifiers’ 
en ‘job and organization identifiers’ zijn ‘non-identifiers’ vaker man, werken vaker bij 
een uitvoeringsorganisatie met rechtspersoonlijkheid (Type 2 uitvoeringsorganisatie), 
hebben gemiddeld genomen lagere salarissen, lagere PSM en lagere percepties van de 
impact die hun organisatie heeft op de maatschappij.

Conclusies
Gebaseerd op de bevindingen van hoofdstukken 2 tot 4 is de conclusie van deel 1 
dat de claims met betrekking tot HRM in uitvoeringsorganisaties, in vergelijking met 
Rijksoverheid en bedrijven, niet worden ondersteund door empirisch bewijs. Over 
het algemeen lijken uitvoeringsorganisaties niet te opereren onder bedrijfsmatige 
omstandigheden en lijken ze mensen niet effectiever te managen dan Rijksoverheid. 
Deze resultaten geven aan dat uitvoeringsorganisaties niet zomaar gepositioneerd 
kunnen worden tussen Rijksoverheid en bedrijven. Daarnaast laten de bevindingen in 
deel 1 zien dat de veronderstelde tegenstelling tussen de publieke en private sector moet 
worden heroverwogen.

Gebaseerd op de bevindingen van hoofdstukken 5 tot 7 is de conclusie van deel 2 dat er 
een relatief  hoge mate van gelijkenis is binnen uitvoeringsorganisaties en hun werknemers, 
alhoewel er ook verschillen bestaan. Keuzes gemaakt door uitvoeringsorganisaties 
in hoe mensen worden gemanaged laten aanzienlijke overeenkomsten zien, zoals 
we zien in de faciliterende rol die veel uitvoeringsorganisaties aannemen. Gelijkenis 
tussen uitvoeringsorganisaties wordt voornamelijk bepaald door externe factoren. 
Met name door geldende werk-gerelateerde normen in de maatschappij en andere 
overheidsactoren. Differentiatie binnen uitvoeringsorganisaties lijkt echter voornamelijk 
bepaald door interne factoren. De bevindingen laten ook een hoge mate van gelijkenis 
zien in de keuzes die mensen maken om voor uitvoeringsorganisaties te gaan werken. De 
meerderheid van de werknemers is begonnen met werken bij een uitvoeringsorganisatie 
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voor vergelijkbare redenen, namelijk de aard van het werk. Daarentegen zijn er maar 
weinig werknemers die hun baankeuze hebben gemaakt vanwege de organisatie.

Concluderend kan gesteld worden dat uitvoeringsorganisaties in sommige 
opzichten vergelijkbaar zijn met Rijksoverheid en bedrijven, maar dat zij niet simpelweg 
gepositioneerd kunnen worden tussen de overheid en het bedrijfsleven in. Het zijn 
hybride organisaties die aan de ene kant een redelijk gelijkvormige groep vormt als het 
gaat om HRM en werk-gerelateerde attitudes en gedrag, maar aan de andere kant ook 
verschilt in wat HRM inhoudt en hoe het tot stand komt.
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DANKWOORD

DANKWOORD (IN DUTCH)

Nu het einde van mijn promotietraject in zicht is bij het schrijven van dit dankwoord is 
het me alleen maar duidelijker geworden hoe bevoorrecht je bent als promovendus. Je 
krijgt de tijd en geld om je ergens in te verdiepen, je eigen ideeën te ontwikkelen, fouten 
te maken, keuzes ter herzien, nieuwe vaardigheden en kennis op te doen en boeiende 
zijstappen te zetten. Ik ben mij de afgelopen jaren bewust geweest van deze pluspunten 
en heb daardoor ook veelal plezier en voldoening gehaald uit het schrijven van dit 
proefschrift. Het plezier komt niet alleen door het werk zelf, maar ook doordat allerlei 
mensen, zowel in het werk als privé, mij hebben ondersteund, geïnspireerd, gemotiveerd 
en geholpen. Ik wil op deze plek een aantal van hen uitlichten en bedanken.

Ten eerste wil ik mijn (co-)promotoren Sandra van Thiel, Beatrice van der Heijden en 
Peter Kruyen bedanken. Ik heb geluk gehad met jullie als betrokken en complementair 
begeleidingsteam. Sandra, je bent een begeleider die iedere promovendus zich zal 
wensen. Je was altijd geïnteresseerd en betrokken, maar je liet ook veel ruimte voor mijn 
ideeën. Daarnaast hield je altijd het grotere plaatje van het proefschrift in het oog. Je 
hebt mij ook erg geholpen bij het bekend worden met de bestuurskundige literatuur en 
bestuurskunde als academisch veld, iets waar ik bij de start van de promotie nagenoeg 
niets van wist. Beate, jouw enthousiasme en positiviteit werken enorm aanstekelijk 
en hebben er mede voor gezorgd dat ik in de afgelopen jaren ook altijd enthousiast 
bleef  over het onderzoek. Daarnaast hebben jouw gedetailleerde opmerkingen en de 
aandacht die je stak in de brieven naar hoofdredacteuren veel geholpen in het verbeteren 
en publiceren van ons onderzoek. Peter, van de drie was jij waarschijnlijk het meest 
kritisch en grondig, hoewel ik nooit het gevoel heb gekregen dat je jouw standpunten 
door wilde drukken. Inhoudelijk en methodologisch heb je veel bijgedragen aan het 
proefschrift, maar van jouw opmerkingen en suggesties over tekstopbouw en structuur 
heb ik misschien wel het meest geleerd. Sandra, Beate, Peter, hierboven noem ik 
jullie een complementair begeleidingsteam. Hoewel dit klopt, hebben jullie alle drie 
gemeen dat jullie mij mogelijkheden hebben gegeven om mij te ontwikkelen buiten het 
promotieonderzoek. Ik waardeer dit enorm en hoop met jullie allen in de toekomst 
vaker samen te werken.

Dank aan de leden van de manuscriptcommissie, Yvonne Benschop, Eva Knies, Dorien 
Kooij, Bram Steijn en Koen Verhoest, voor hun tijd en inspanning om het proefschrift 
kritisch te lezen en te beoordelen. 

Ik wil meerdere van mijn (voormalige) PhD collega’s bij de Radboud Universiteit 
bedanken, waaronder Rick, Bart, Fahad, Ruud, Lianne, Gaard en Robin. Rick, we 
begonnen min of  meer tegelijk aan ons proefschrift in een vervallen ruimte waarvan 
bijna niemand het bestaan wist. Vanaf  het begin hadden we een klik in onze manier 
van denken over onderzoek wat, naast het discussiëren over inhoudelijke en statistische 
kwesties, heeft geleid tot meerdere samenwerkingen en publicaties. Maar minstens zo 
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belangrijk zijn onze gedeelde interesses voor niet werk-gerelateerde zaken, zoals (goed) 
bier. Bart, jouw relaxte en nuchtere houding is een verademing in de academische 
wereld. Het heeft er in ieder geval mede voor gezorgd dat onze projecten samen met 
Rick zo soepel zijn verlopen, maar ook voor jou geldt dat interesses buiten het werk net 
zo belangrijk waren in ons contact. Fahad, je was altijd geïnteresseerd en in voor een 
grap (inmiddels volg je al even Nederlandse les dus dit moet je kunnen lezen...). 

Daarnaast wil ik iedereen bedanken waar ik in de afgelopen jaren mee heb mogen 
samenwerken in projecten buiten mijn proefschrift om. Dank aan de teams van de 
organisatie van de 10e HRM Network conferentie en de opdrachtonderzoeken waar ik 
betrokken bij ben geweest. Marlies, bedankt voor het geven van de mogelijkheid om 
me meer te verdiepen in (de complexiteit van) de onderwijssector, maar ook voor het 
meedenken over het vervolg van mijn carrière. Marieke, dank dat je, samen met Peter, 
mij de kans hebt gegeven om aan de slag te gaan als postdoc op een interessant project.

Dank ook aan al mijn familie en vrienden voor de steun, interesse, lol en afleiding in de 
afgelopen jaren.

Dank aan mijn paranimfen Floris en Stefan om naast mij te staan tijdens de verdediging. 
Ik ken jullie al (bijna) mijn hele en halve leven, iets wat volgens mij best bijzonder is. 
Ondanks dat we op professioneel vlak heel andere dingen doen, vinden we elkaar op 
persoonlijk vlak. Al is het tijdens een (bier)festival, in de kroeg, op vakantie of  gewoon 
bij één van ons thuis; het is altijd gezellig. Ik hoop, en weet eigenlijk wel zeker, dat we 
elkaar nog veel vaker gaan zien.

Pa, Ma, bedankt voor de onvoorwaardelijke steun en het altijd tonen van interesse in 
mijn leven. Nu ik zelf  een ouder ben, probeer ik deze eigenschappen van jullie over 
te nemen. Jullie hadden tot mijn master opleiding vast niet gedacht dat ik zou gaan 
promoveren, maar ik ben ervan overtuigd dat door de vrijheid die jullie mij gaven ik hier 
terecht ben gekomen.

Lieve Martine, door jouw belangstelling voor en activiteiten in onderzoek heb je een 
grote, zo niet de grootste, invloed gehad op mijn keuze om te gaan promoveren. We 
zijn ondertussen al langer bij elkaar dan dat we niet bij elkaar zijn en dat is in mijn ogen 
veelzeggend. Vanaf  het begin zijn we met elkaar meegegroeid terwijl we ook elk onze 
eigen interesses hebben behouden. Je bent zorgzaam, enthousiast, grappig, creatief  en 
altijd geïnteresseerd geweest in mijn onderzoek. We zijn in veel opzichten hetzelfde, 
maar je verrast mij ook nog bijna dagelijks. Ik kijk ernaar uit om elkaar nog meer te 
verrassen in de toekomst.

Lieve Arnaut, wat ben ik blij dat je in ons leven bent gekomen. Jouw vrolijkheid, energie 
en nieuwsgierigheid zorgen iedere dag voor een lach op mijn gezicht en jou te zien 
opgroeien is enorm bijzonder. 
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