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— Third, the functioning of all agencies may be audited by the National Audit
Office, which performs both financial and performance audits. This has in
some cases contributed considerably to the discourse on their management
(e.g. in the case of state participation in private law bodies; see Riigikontroll
2007).

— Fourth, characteristic of a small state with close social relationships, informal
means of communication and coordination play an important role in the
Estonian public administration. In some cases, this can work as a handy
substitute for formal tools of control, while in others it may disturb the institu-
tionalization of a more neutral control framework.

26.4 Recent debates and developments

Discussion on the recent debates and developments in the Estonian public
administration brings us back to the institutionalization of the state over the
20-year period. Initial reliance on the decentralized settlement of transition
problems has led to a segmented administrative system with strong ministries
supervising their areas of governance regarding both policy and structure. Such
a decentralized arrangement has shown both considerable strengths and weak-
nesses. Clear responsibility for certain policy fields has made it possible to find
relatively quick solutions to problems within those fields. But the same strength
has made it difficult to solve problems that engage several areas of governance as
they defy clear accountability and may involve strong clashes between different
agency ideologies.

Furthermore, the limited central coordination of structural development has
resulted in heterogeneity of organizational solutions, often not comparable or
compatible with each other. For example, one of the latest issues taken up by
the Estonian National Audit Office (Riigikontroll 2010) addressed the regional
representations of the government organizations, whose reform has been largely
uncoordinated and has resulted in different definitions of the ‘regions’ (combina-
tions of the counties) and region centres.

Coordination problems due to the segmented system of public administra-
tion have become more and more evident. There is a call for better horizontal
integration of policy sectors and for a WG approach. However, there is little
readiness among ministries to invest in horizontal coordination and to give
away their functioning autonomy. For example, the initiatives of furthering
cross-ministerial strategic-policy planning and creating more unity within the
civil service have met with institutional resistance and have moved on only
slowly.

Within policy sectors, the building-up of integrated administrations and
coordination through hierarchy has been expected to solve the problems. The
initial radical reorganization of the whole state in a short period of time moulded
a politico-administrative culture that has taken structural reform as a normal
part of everyday functioning and something that can be done quickly through
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changing legislation. The habit of solving administrative problems with structural
reorganizations in combination with the neo-liberal worldview strongly rooted in
Estonian politics has also resulted in quick structural changes in times of eco-
nomic crisis. The administrative developments of the last few years that have
taken place within ministry areas of governance have been dominated by merg-
ers of institutions, measures of standardization, optimization and centralization.
The search for efficiency has been a defining character of the latest reforms.

Last but not least, the ability of small ministries to supervise agencies operating
in their areas of governance has been questioned occasionally. Not surprisingly,
it has come up most recently within the area of the Ministry of Culture - the
smallest ministry with the second largest number of agencies to steer. It has also
raised again the question of the politics-administration dichotomy in the prac-
tice of supervising the agencies as there is no uniform approach to the division
of functions between ministers, secretaries general and vice-secretaries general in
steering the agencies.

Notes

1. Statistics Estonia, www.stat.ee (11 January 2010).
2. Civil servants make up around 91 per cent of the workforce of the central-government
institutions. The remaining nine per cent are technical-support staff employed under
labour law (Rahandusministeerium 2010).
3. This also applies to the country governments that are subordinated to the Ministry of
Internal Affairs.
4. ltissignificant that 76.8 per cent of the total assets were managed by the seven biggest
foundations (Rahandusministeerium 2009).

. A simple calculation results in one agency per official.

. Independence was formally regained in August 1991. However, a major reform of
administrative structure was already initiated at the end of 1989.
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INTRODUCTION

A large section of the recent international discussion on
public administration is concerned with the change in admin-
istrative organization. The discussion has followed a variety
of structural reforms pursued in states with different politico-
administrative cultures and historical backgrounds (see
Bouckaert et al., 2009; Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2011; Verhoest,
van Thiel, Bouckaert, & Lagreid, 2011). Nevertheless, as the
first article of this special issue demonstrates, the knowledge
available on the longitudinal continuity and change of public
organizations is still surprisingly limited (MacCarthaigh &
Roness, 2012).

The article at hand aims to contribute to this body
of knowledge by focusing on organizational change in
the context of Central and Eastern European (CEE) post-
communist transition to democracy. There are good reasons
to take a closer look at structural developments in this part
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of Europe.! The states of CEE with their all-embracing
structural transformations may be regarded as real-life lab-
oratories of institutionalization, deinstitutionalization, and
reinstitutionalization processes. The radical change in politi-
cal regime from communism to democracy was also accom-
panied by a significant adjustment in the institutional struc-
tures of the states. Nevertheless, the change in CEE admin-
istrative systems has been largely neglected in academic
research thus far. Zubek and Goetz’s (2010) overview of
the key works on state institutions in CEE countries demon-
strates the strong academic interest in the legislative and
political institutions (parliaments, party systems, political
executive, etc.) and the meager attention that has been paid
to the administrative organization.

At the same time, the analysis of institutionalization pro-
cesses within the CEE public sectors can contribute to the
several key issues of longitudinal continuity and change in
public organizations. First of all, there is the possibility to
gain more information on what happens to the public orga-
nizations in the context of the major overhaul of existing
political and economic systems—in which ways they persist
and in which ways they change. Second, the shift from the
planned economy to the market economy with its pressures
to restructure and retrench the CEE public sectors offers the
possibility to gain a better understanding of the termination
of public organizations and the issues related to abolishing

'In the context of this article, Central and Eastern Europe is considered
to cover the ten CEE countries that have joined the European Union.
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parts of the administrative structure. Last but not least, the
overwhelming changes that have taken place in CEE help to
cast further light on the factors that determine organizational
change and on how they combine in time to produce specific
institutional solutions.

The case of Estonia, with its 20 years of transforma-
tion, offers a good ground for analyzing these issues. On the
one hand, it is a country that, after regaining independence
from the Soviet Union in 1991, needed to establish state
structures corresponding to the demands of democracy and
market economy. This gives us the possibility to gain fur-
ther knowledge on the CEE post-communist administrative
development and on the change in public-sector organiza-
tions more generally. On the other hand, the background of
Estonia as a former member of the Soviet Union facilitates
having a closer look at the issues that surround administra-
tive change in the context of newly independent countries.
This context has specific characteristics; for example, those
related to the challenges of the initial phase of democratic
transition. In addition, with its population of 1.34 million,
Estonia is a small country, which permits inquiry about
the potential impact of a state’s size on the administrative
structure and its development.

The goal of the article is to contribute to the knowledge on
the longitudinal continuity and change of public-sector orga-
nizations by describing and analyzing the post-communist
administrative restructuring in Estonia. The analysis is based
on a research project that aimed to map the structural change
at the center of the Estonian government from 1990 to 2010.
The focus of the article is on two types of state organiza-
tions, namely, ministries (ministeeriumid) and their subordi-
nate government agencies, which are composed of boards
(ametid) and inspectorates (inspektsioonid). According to
the classification by van Thiel (2012), the ministries can be
grouped in category O (units of national government) and
the government agencies in category 1 (semi-autonomous
organizations without legal independence). According to the
classification by Gill (2002), Estonian government agencies
can also be categorized as “departmental agencies”—they do
not have their own legal identity separate from the state, and
they function under public law as subunits of the respec-
tive ministries. Ministries and government agencies form
a well-defined center of the executive branch in Estonia—
these are permanent units with full-time employees, listed in
the Government of the Republic Act (1995) (GRA), covered
by civil service regulations, and ascribed executive power by
the law.> They play a central role in the policy-making and
law enforcement processes and have functions related to the
principal concerns of the state. Other types of agencies that
function under the Estonian ministries not addressed in this

2The inspectorates are supposed to be more limited in their tasks, con-
centrating on the surveillance and law enforcement, whereas boards can also
have a role in policy making (a “steering function” according to the GRA).

study are mostly occupied with policy implementation in the
form of direct service delivery or providing support functions
to the ministries and government agencies. They are not cov-
ered by civil service regulations and, as a rule, have a greated
structural autonomy from the parent ministries.

In the following sections, the theoretical framework of the
analysis is first provided. It draws on the historical institu-
tionalism literature concerning the organizational structure
of public administration and its change and CEE democ-
ratization. The second section presents the methodology of
the study. In the third section, empirical findings from the
Estonian case are introduced. The fourth part of the article
discusses the findings of the case study. The focus is on three
issues of theoretical relevance—the high rate of change in
the core parts of Estonian public administration, the aspired
retrenchment of the administrative structure and its impli-
cations, and the combination of national and international
forces behind the changes.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The end of the 1980s and the early 1990s were a “critical
juncture” (Thelen, 1999, 387) for the Central and Eastern
European countries—a founding moment in time that had
the potential to send countries along different developmen-
tal paths. A fundamental change was possible, and the bases
of new political and economic systems were laid down
(Armingeon & Careja, 2008). Several authors have empha-
sized the magnitude and complicatedness of the changes
that the CEE countries had to undertake in their transi-
tion to democracy (see, e.g., Agh, 2001, 238; Hesse, 1997,
Schmitter & Santiso, 1998, 70). For instance, Offe (1991,
p- 871) conceptualized the CEE transition as “a triple trans-
formation” with a need to revise the most fundamental
structures of statehood—to go through the basic issues of
nationhood like territory and people, to undertake the mak-
ing of a new constitution, and to advance to determining
the “normal politics of allocation.” Particularly in the initial
phase of transition, a number of extraordinarily compli-
cated and time-consuming tasks had to be implemented
simultaneously in different spheres of life.

Such overwhelming changes were possible because of
a massive deinstitutionalization of political and economic
spheres caused by the demise of the communist regimes
(Zubek & Goetz, 2010). According to Olsen (2009, 10-11),
deinstitutionalization implies that “existing institutional bor-
ders, identities, rules and practices as well as shared con-
ceptions of legitimate resources and powers are becoming
contested and possibly discontinued.” That is what happened
with the collapse of the communist systems. The rate of dein-
stitutionalization was especially high in the so-called newly
independent states—for example, in the Baltic States, which
had formerly been parts of the Soviet Union (Randma-Liiv,
NakroSis, & Hajnal, 2011). In these countries, the question
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was not so much about reforming the state structures but
about building them up, because the administrative organi-
zations inherited from the socialist predecessors were both
inadequate and inappropriate.

The above-mentioned deinstitutionalization made it pos-
sible to shift to new values, identities, and paths of develop-
ment. The countries had to reinstitutionalize their politico-
administrative systems—to move to new orders with differ-
ent normative and organizational principles (Olsen, 2009).
Because politico-administrative development has a strong
inclination toward path dependency (Pierson, 2000), the
decisions made at the end of the 1980s and the beginning
of the 1990s can be expected to be momentous for the devel-
opment of the CEE administrative systems—the choices of
the initial phase of transition can be anticipated to have an
influence that spans over the next decades.

A crucial question is, what factors combined during this
critical juncture, and also later, to produce specific institu-
tional solutions? In general, there are three types of factors
that help to explain the specific trajectories of adminis-
trative change: first, the conscious strategies of political
leaders; second, the administrative culture and its under-
standing of the appropriate course of development (alias
historical—cultural context); and third, environmental pres-
sures, deriving both from international and national contexts
(see Christensen, Legreid, Roness, & Rgvik, 2007; Peters,
1992). Changes in the structure of the public sector can be
expected to be born in a complex interplay between these
three types of factors (Christensen et al., 2007). At different
points in time, they are expected to have different weights
and combinations.

With regard to the post-communist administrative trans-
formation in CEE, three general phases of development
appear with their distinctive contents and drivers of change
(Sarapuu, 2011). First, the initial phase of democratic tran-
sition at the end of the 1980s, and the beginning of the
1990s was characterized by a radical break with the old
legal, political, social, and economic orders and the early
formation of new structures. The post-communist structural
reorganization started at a time in history when the interna-
tional environment was dominated by neoliberal definitions
of problems and solutions for democratic governing. Though
the impact of international financial institutions (IFIs; e.g.,
International Monetary Fund, World Bank, EuropeanBank
for Reconstruction and Development) and their agendas has
been clearly recognized in the case of economic policies of
the young CEE democracies (see, e.g., Bruszt, 2002), it has
been more difficult to estimate the effect of IFIs and other
international actors on the development of public adminis-
trations. On the one hand, the external influence on the CEE
democratization has appeared in several different forms (e.g.,
consultancy, development aid, or conditions for financial
support) and, on the other hand, its impact has been depen-
dent on the domestic political preferences and configurations
(Zaborowski, 2005).

Therefore, it is generally concluded that the administra-
tive changes in the first phase of transition can be expected
to be driven most of all by the strategies of political elites
with a central aim to overcome the legacy of the previous
system (Hesse, 1997; Nemec, 2009). In terms of public-
sector structure, the communist system left behind an insti-
tutionally fragmented administration with large numbers of
ministries, central agencies, and specialized units (Beblavy,
2002; Goetz & Wollmann, 2001). At the same time, these
organizations were not part of a centralized, horizontally and
vertically well-integrated hierarchy, as is often presumed, but
of an amorphous system that endured thanks to accommo-
dating both the Communist Party’s organizational and its
members’ and administrators’ individual interests (Beblavy,
2002). There was no effective separation of powers, and
the executive branch was characterized by considerable rule-
making capacities (Hesse, 1997). The dividing lines between
public and private spheres as well as between political and
economic spheres were blurred (Hesse, 1997). Altogether,
the first phase of transition revolved around the combina-
tion of the communist legacy, domestic political opportunity
structures, and international influence.

Second, with their request to join the European Union
(EU) in the middle of the 1990s, the CEE countries entered
into a new period of development, characterized by increas-
ing adaptational pressures from the EU. The pursuit of
the EU membership is usually bound to the notion of
conditionality (see, e.g., Sedelmeier, 2008). Conditionality
reflects the presumption that, different from the previous
enlargements, the CEE candidate states had to demonstrate
administrative capacity and the ability to effectively apply
the acquis communautaire before accordance of full mem-
bership. Conditionality allowed a considerable intervention
of the EU in the administrative development of the candi-
date states (Grabbe, 2003). Nevertheless, this intervention
was not related to a concrete model or template, and the
influence of the EU on the development of candidates’ gov-
ernance patterns was limited by its own diffusion, partly due
to the diversity of its existent member states (Grabbe, 2003).
Therefore, there was again considerable room for domestic
factors to modify and translate the influence.

Third, with joining the EU (mostly in 2004), the Union’s
adaptive pressures receded, and the CEE states entered the
postaccession phase of development. Structural changes in
this time can be expected to arise from a complex interplay
between political strategies, historical-cultural convictions,
and environmental pressures, with none of them having a
specific CEE-related character anymore. Nevertheless, with
the global financial crisis and its intensive pressure on gov-
ernments emerging as a defining feature of the period (see,
e.g., Peters, Pierre, & Randma-Liiv, 2011), there were still
some shared drivers of change characteristic of this phase of
development, as well.

Altogether, these three periods had a considerable influ-
ence on the public-sector organizations, and substantial
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changes can be expected. One of the intriguing issues that
comes up in this context is the outcome of the CEE states’
intention to decrease the size of their public sectors inher-
ited from the communist predecessors (Nemec, 2009). Both
restructuring and retrenchment should lead to a high num-
ber of organizations being ended. However, it is not clear
to what extent states really are able to abolish parts of their
administrative structure (Adam, Bauer, Knill, & Studinger,
2007). Drechsler (2003) argued that despite the rhetoric, no
significant downsizing happened in the CEE countries.

Drawing on Adam et al. (2007), there are two dimen-
sions that help to analyze the probability of organizational
termination—the “external political motivation” in terms of
political incentives and, on the other hand, the “organiza-
tional stickiness” or the barriers to organizational decon-
struction (Adam et al., 2007, 229-232). The environment
of the CEE public sectors can be characterized as intensely
hostile toward organizations and their longevity, especially
during the initial phase of transition. First of all, there were
considerable political incentives for termination—political
turnover was high, the legitimacy of the previous systems
questioned, and budgetary constraints serious. Second, there
were also factors that lowered the organizational barriers
to their deconstruction—like the specialized/single-purpose
character of the communist administrative organizations or
their small size.

The effect of the latter attribute may be amplified further
by the size of the states in general. Many of the CEE coun-
tries can be characterized as small states (in terms of the size
of their populations). It has been demonstrated that small
states, due to the inherent constraints on resources, show spe-
cial traits in their public administrations, among them the
trend toward multifunctionality of organizations and posi-
tions (see Sarapuu, 2010; also Baker, 1992; Randma-Liiv,
2002). A grouping of functions gives them an advantage of
scale—allowing internal access to a wider range of skills and
permitting a more efficient use of scarce resources (Bray,
1991). Therefore, in the context of small post-communist
states, the specialized nature of the public-sector organiza-
tions can be expected to be an even more significant liability
and to lead to organizational terminations. Nevertheless,
there is little systematic knowledge on what actually hap-
pened to the public-sector organizations in those countries.
The issues raised above are explored further in the context of
Estonian public administration and its structural change.

METHODOLOGY

The empirical analysis is based on a research project that
sought to provide an overview of the Estonian administrative
development by mapping all events whereby full organi-
zations were established, terminated, or reorganized at the
center of the government from 1990 to 2010. The focus was
on ministries and their subordinate government agencies.

The regional structures of the agencies were deemed to be
parts of the organizations and were not counted separately.

Because the group of organizations analyzed has been
defined in the GRA since 1995 and every change has
demanded a legal initiative, it was possible to track its
reforms by analyzing various documents where the facts and
contents of the changes were preserved. More than 150 pub-
lic documents, among them legal acts, coalition agreements,
legislative initiatives, and their accompanying notes and
records of discussion in the Parliament (Riigikogu), were
analyzed. All used documents were retrieved from the elec-
tronic databases of the Parliament, the electronic database
of the State Gazette (Riigi Teataja), printed issues of earlier
State Gazettes (not available electronically), the archive of
Riigikogu, and other sources.

Three questions were asked when analyzing the relevant
documents:

1. What kind of change event happened?

2. What was its exact content, and how did it affect
the division of functions within the administrative
structure?

3. What was the rationale of the change (as presented in
the documents)?

Coding of the change events was based on the system used
for coding changes in the Norwegian State Administration
Database (NSA; see MacCarthaigh & Roness, 2012; also
Rolland & Roness, 2011) and carried out by the author.
The events were coded with regard to their impact on the
individual organizations (question 1) as well as on the admin-
istrative structure as a whole (question 2). With regard to the
individual organizations, seven different types of events were
detected though there were more types of events in the origi-
nal codebook. With regard to the administrative structure, the
changes were coded with regard to their impact on the func-
tional specialization of the government structure. The latter
can be characterized along vertical and horizontal dimen-
sions (see MacCarthaigh & Roness, 2012; also Christensen
et al., 2007; Lagreid, Rolland, Roness, & Agotnes, 2010;
Rolland & Roness, 2011); that is, the focus was on the divi-
sion of functions between ministries and their subordinate
agencies. Last but not least, all information provided on the
reasons of the change was gathered (question 3).

In terms of the timeframe, the original intention of the
mapping exercise was to cover structural changes since
regaining independence in 1991, because Estonia was then
free to reform its administrative and political structures.’
However, the mapping exercise identified that a first com-
prehensive reform of the administrative system and organi-
zational categories was already carried out in 1990. It was
initiated with the December 1989 Act on the Government

3Lieven (1993, 100) has even termed it a “Year Zero” for the three Baltic
States.


Marin
Rectangle


812  SARAPUU

of the Soviet Republic of Estonia (SRE), which provided
for a new ministry—agency structure and the abolition
of previous Soviet “labels” of organizations. The basic
structure and the labels that were then assigned to differ-
ent types of government organizations (ministeerium, amet,
inspektsioon) have persisted. Therefore, it was decided to
map the structural changes in the two decades from January
1, 1990, to January 1, 2010. On January 1, 2010, several
reorganizations prepared during the previous years came into
force, and these were also covered in the study.

In carrying out the mapping exercise, several constraints
appeared. The most important of these was related to the fact
that the configuration of ministries and their subordinate gov-
ernment agencies was exhaustively fixed for the first time
at the end of 1995 with the adoption of the GRA. It estab-
lished a positive basis for mapping between then and 2010.
However, gaining a thorough overview of change events
prior to 1995 was more problematic. Although the major-
ity of the facts of earlier change events were probably found,
due to the complexity and speed of the changes that took
place at that time, accompanied by poor documentation, their
exact content and rationale were often unclear, which there-
fore inhibited detailed coding. Consequently, in the empirical
part of this article, the results of the mapping are covered
in two temporal sections—from 1990 to 1995 and from
1996 to 2010. The first of these is more general, presenting
an overview of administrative changes during initial transi-
tion while the second focuses more specifically on change
events and the picture that they convey.

CHANGE OF ADMINISTRATIVE STRUCTURE
IN ESTONIA

Initial Transition From 1990 to 1995

A seminal legislative change on the administrative structure
was made before Estonia regained its actual independence.
With the December 1989 Act on the Government of SRE,
a new ministry—agency structure was created as one of the
steps taken toward increased self-determination within the
Soviet Union. The law stated that there were to be 17 min-
istries, a state chancellery, and state boards and inspectorates
under the steering of the government (Act of SRE Supreme
Council, 1989). To arrive at such a structure, in the first half
of 1990, two existing ministries (the Ministry of Housing
and Communal Affairs and the Ministry of Cereal Products)
were abolished, and ten ministries were established based
on the previously existing state committees (e.g., the State
Committee for Planning was reorganized into the Ministry of
Economic Affairs; Edict of the Presidium, 1989). One month
after the adoption of the Act, in January 1990, a number of
boards and inspectorates were established by renaming var-
ious existing executive units and giving them the status of
state agencies.

Estonia formally regained its right of self-determination
on August 20, 1991. In less than a year, a new constitu-
tion was drafted and adopted in a referendum on June 28,
1992. The constitution defined the most important organs
of the state and the basis of their functioning. With regard
to the administrative branch, it determined that the execu-
tive power of the state was vested in the government, which
was comprised of the prime minister and the ministers.
Corresponding ministries had to be established, pursuant to
the law, for the administration of the areas of government
(Constitution, 1992, § 94). The first democratic elections to
the Parliament Riigikogu took place in September 1992.

With the adoption of the constitution, principles for the
structure and functioning of the state had been determined.
Yet, in practice, there was no structure corresponding to
these principles and there had been too little time to work
out the necessary legislation for enforcing the new consti-
tutional framework. As a consequence, in the Fall of 1992,
the fresh legislators faced a major challenge. On the one
hand, there was the temptation to continue with the exist-
ing administrative structure and the legislative framework
inherited from the SRE in order to win time for analyzing
what kind of organizational structure was exactly needed.
On the other hand, there was the need to adopt a new GRA to
allow the coalition government to start functioning in accor-
dance with the democratic constitution (Riigikogu, 1992a,
1992b, 1992¢, 1992d). In order to solve the legal vacuum,
Riigikogu adopted the GRA hastily on October 20, 1992, one
day after the inauguration of the new government coalition.
The Act determined the main principles of working for the
government and provided the list of ministries that were to
be created. According to the Act, the structure of the exec-
utive had to be harmonized with it by March 1, 1993; that
is, within four months. The division of government into min-
istries and boards and inspectorates followed the line taken
in 1989.

According to the 1992 coalition agreement, the main task
with respect to government reform was to diminish the large
number of ministries, to bring various subordinate organiza-
tions under ministries’ control, and to cut the public sector
by one third. The main structural problem was seen to lie
in the issue of the incompatibility of, on the one hand, the
existing institutional structure (eighteen ministries, strong
autonomous central agencies, and an ambiguous number
of executive organizations with no clear system of orga-
nization and subordination) and, on the other, the desired
structure with fewer ministries, all agencies under a certain
ministry’s supervision, and political steering of the system.
Downsizing the executive structure was expected to lead to
savings on the costs of governing “between 3% and 30%”
(Riigikogu, 1992b). However, no detailed calculations were
made (Riigikogu, 1992b). Some of the functions had to be
established from scratch (e.g., at the beginning of 1990, there
were only twelve people working at the Ministry of Foreign
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Affairs [Vilisministeerium, 2002]; the Ministry of Defence
was established in 1992).

Active structural reform took place in 1993-1994. Several
ministries were merged into new ones (e.g., the min-
istries of Industry and Energetics, Trade, and Construction
were merged into the Ministry of Economic Affairs).
Restructuring also took place at the level of boards and
inspectorates. At least 10 new boards were formed (e.g., the
Competition Board, the Agency of Medicines, the Consumer
Protection Board). Most of the boards were established on
the basis of existing units that fulfilled respective or simi-
lar functions, usually through mergers. In some cases, the
basis of the new organization was very diverse. For exam-
ple, to establish the State Heritage Board, subunits of two
different ministries, of one state company, of Tallinn City
Government and a few positions from the Ministry of Culture
and Education were merged into a new organization.

By 1995, the first big wave of structural reshuffling was
over. However, the negotiations on the future developments
of the structure continued in the framework of preparing
the new GRA. One of the main issues of discussion was
the reorganization (i.e., reduction in number) of government
agencies and the general system of state institutions. The
results of the discussions were reported in the explanatory
note of the draft Act:

Big changes have been made with regard to simplifying and
downsizing the government machinery. As the first draft
foresaw 37 boards and 8 inspectorates in the ministries areas
of governance, the present revised draft lists 24 boards and
10 inspectorates. (1995, p. 2)

It was also decided to merge three ministries (Health Care,
Social Insurance, and Labor) into one (Ministry of Social
Affairs). The Government of the Republic Act (1995) (which
remained in force in 2011) came into force on January 1,
1996.

In sum, the beginning of the 1990s can be characterized as
a critical juncture that created the basis for new institutional
solutions. The events that took place indicate that the whole
Estonian politico-administrative system was deinstitutional-
ized and needed to find new identities, rules, and practices of
functioning. The initial decisions on the principles of the new
governance system were made under serious time pressure
and a heavy workload. Many government agencies were born
with the adoption of sectoral regulations—in the first years
of transition, when practically every policy field needed new
legislation, regulative change and institutional reform often
went hand-in-hand.* Such an environment created possibili-
ties for considerable organizational transformation as well as
for choosing new paths of development.

4This was also reflected in the high proportion of full-text laws adopted
in the Parliament Riigikogu (42.5% in the period 1992-1995; Pettai &
Madise, 2006).

Development From 1996 to 2010

The adoption of the 1995 GRA was another significant step
in the institutionalization of the Estonian administrative sys-
tem. It further developed the system adopted in 1992 but
provided much more detailed regulations on the buildup and
steering of the executive branch. As an important principle,
it was decided that the organizations with executive power
(ministries and their subordinate government agencies) must
be listed in the Act in the interest of stability. This made
their creation and abolition much more difficult and gave
Parliament the power to decide.

As can be seen from Table 1, institutional reforms also
continued in the second half of the 1990s and 2000s. Of the
forty government agencies listed in the 1995 GRA at the
time of its adoption, only eleven still existed in 2010 with
the same name and affiliation; four more had only changed
affiliation. As opposed to the twenty-seven boards and
thirteen inspectorates listed in the 1995 Act, there were
twenty-four boards and four inspectorates in 2010. Of the
twenty-four boards, however, eleven had been established
in the interim years. The population of inspectorates saw
even bigger changes—only two of the thirteen inspectorates
foreseen in 1995 were still in existence in 2010. Although
the structure of the ministries remained largely the same,
a merger of two ministries (Economic Affairs and Roads
and Communications) had taken place, and one ministry had
changed its name (“Research” was added to the Ministry of
Education).

It can be concluded that the structure of the center of
government was far from stable during the fourteen years fol-
lowing the adoption of the 1995 Act. As a result of the map-
ping exercise, forty change events were found that concerned
the ministry—agency structure; that is, by means of these
events, full government agencies or ministries were estab-
lished, ended, or reorganized (see Table 1). Of these forty
events, three were related to the ministries (one merger, one
change of name, and one change of geographical location®)
and thirty-seven primarily concerned government agencies.
With regard to the timing, the change events were distributed
rather evenly over the fourteen-year period, with the most
active years being 1997 (seven events), 2000-2002 (four to
six events per year), and 2009-2010 (three events per year,
all complex mergers).

Table 2 shows that the events modified both the vertical
and the horizontal dimensions of the government struc-
ture. First, there was an almost balanced record of moving
functions out from the ministries to the government agen-
cies and from the agencies to the ministries. There is no
reason to speak of strong vertical specialization or despe-
cialization during that period. Nevertheless, though min-
istries gave away mostly single functions, in four cases

5In 2001, the Ministry of Education was relocated to the second biggest
town of Estonia, Tartu, 185 km from the capital, Tallinn.
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TABLE 1

Change Events at the Center of the Estonian Government 1996-2010

Impact on the Specialization of the

Change Event Cases Exact Contents Administrative Structure Timings
Founding by secession—new 11 Change of form from a “board” to an Vertical despecialization (4) 1997/1997/1997/2004
agency established based “inspectorate”: 4 cases
on an existing agency or Change of form from an “inspectorate” to a Vertical specialization (2) 2000/2002
agencies “board™: 2 cases
New board established based on an existing Vertical specialization (1) 1998
inspectorate: 1 case
New agency established by complex merger No impact on the division of functions in 2010
that involves one existing agency and units the center; vertical despecialization of
outside the center of government: 1 case the public administration as a whole (1)
Agency established by complex merger that No impact on the division of functions in 2009
involves one existing agency and units the center; vertical despecialization of
outside the center of government: 1 case the public administration as a whole (1)
New agency established by complex merger Horizontal despecialization; vertical 2010
that involves three existing agencies and a despecialization of public
unit outside the center: 1 case administration as a whole (1)
New agency established by complex merger Horizontal despecialization (1) 2010
that involves three existing agencies and
other central government institutions: 1 case
Founding—new agency 9  New agency established: 1 case Horizontal specialization (1) 1998
established with no New agency established based on a unit from Vertical specialization and horizontal 1999
existing government the parent ministry: 1 case specialization (1)
agency involved in the New agency established, receives few functions ~ Vertical specialization and horizontal 1999/2001/2002
event from the parent ministry: 3 cases specialization (3)
Agency reestablished by reseparating functions ~ Vertical specialization and horizontal 1999
from the parent ministry: 1 case specialization (1)
New agency established based on functions or ~ Horizontal specialization (2) 2001,/2005
units previously outside the center of
government: 2 cases
New agency established by complex Vertical specialization and horizontal 2009
reorganization that involves units and specialization (1)
functions of the parent ministry and units or
functions outside the center of government:
1 case
Ending—abolishment of an 7 Agency ended, functions out from the center of Horizontal despecialization (1) 2000
agency without new government: 1 case
government agency being Agency ended, majority of the functions Vertical despecialization and horizontal 2000
born integrated to the parent ministry, some despecialization (1)
functions out from the center of government:
1 case
Agency ended, majority of the functions out Horizontal despecialization and vertical ~ 2001/2009
from the center of government, some despecialization (2)
functions to the parent ministry: 2 cases
Agency ended by integration to the parent Vertical despecialization (3) 1997/1997/2000
ministry: 3 cases
Merger—merger of two or 7 Merger of two agencies: 3 cases Horizontal despecialization (3) 2000/2003 /2004
more existing government Merger of three agencies into one: 2 cases Horizontal despecialization (2) 1997/2002
agencies Merger of five agencies into two agencies: Horizontal despecialization (1) 2008
1 case
Merger of two ministries: 1 case Horizontal despecialization (1) 2002
Change of affiliation— 3 Existing agency moved to the subordination of ~ No impact (3) 2002/2002/2007
change of the parent another ministry: 3 cases
ministry
Change of name 2 Change of name: 2 cases No impact (2) 1997/2003
Change of location 1 Change of location: 1 case No impact (1) 2001
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they absorbed full agencies.® On the horizontal dimension,
events both increasing and decreasing specialization took
place. However, the trend was clearly toward decreasing spe-
cialization. The number of ministries fell from twelve to
eleven. The number of boards and inspectorates decreased
by twelve (forty in 1996 compared to twenty-eight in 2010).
Although nine new agencies were established, at the same
time seven were discontinued and twenty-five participated in
different kinds of mergers (ten events coded as mergers or as
foundings by secession). There was no case of an existing
agency being split up into new agencies. On the horizon-
tal dimension, considerable despecialization took place since
1996.

Compared to the period from 1990 to 1995, the focus of
the reforms changed over the years. The first years of transi-
tion saw active reshuffling on the level of both the ministries
and the agencies, and the proper division of roles between the
two layers was at the very center of the discussions. In the
later years, the focus shifted more to the level of agencies.
When the division of policy fields into specific ministries
with their areas of governance became more or less insti-
tutionalized (no changes on the level of ministries since the
end of 2002), the focus moved to the structures for policy
implementation.

DISCUSSION

There are several details with regard to the Estonian case
that are relevant from the perspective of understanding the
continuity and change of public-sector organizations. These
concern the rate of change in the core parts of public admin-
istration, termination of administrative organizations, and the
factors that induce organizational change.

First of all, there has been a great deal of change among
the organizations chosen for the case study. The study
focused on ministries and agencies that form the center of
government in Estonia—that is, these are the organizations
that represent the core functions of a state and therefore could
be expected to be relatively more stable (Boin, Kuipers, &
Steenbergen, 2010; Peters & Hogwood, 1988). Nevertheless,
the pace of reforms has been significant in Estonia. There
were only a handful of ministries and agencies that existed
with the same name in 1990 and in 2010. The rate of change
has been remarkable also considering the fact that amend-
ing the GRA requires absolute parliamentary majority in
Estonia (Constitution, 1992, § 104), therefore making the
structural rearrangements much more demanding in terms
of political will. Consequently, it can be concluded that in
the context of an overwhelming transformation (for exam-
ple, during political and economic transition), the rate of

The change of form from a “board” to an “inspectorate” was coded as a
vertical despecialization because it entailed the movement of functions from
the agencies to their parent ministries.

organizational change is high, extends to the underlying logic
of administrative systems and, in the initial phases, does not
exclude organizations that in the later phases of development
can be expected to become more immune to the rearrange-
ments (e.g., ministries in the Estonian case). As proposed
by Randma-Liiv et al. (2011), in the case of newly indepen-
dent CEE countries, the deinstitutionalization and breaking
of previous paths of development seems to be especially
intense.

Second, the general trend of development has been toward
de-agencification; that is, declining numbers of government
agencies. This has happened against the background of
downsizing rhetoric, which has been “remarkably strong”
in Estonia (Drechsler, 2003, 37). Whereas all of the CEE
states expressed some intention to decrease the overall size of
their post-communist public sectors, Estonia has been char-
acterized as the most radical in this respect (Nemec, 2009).
The information gathered in the framework of the mapping
excersise did not indicate whether the center of the Estonian
government was really retrenched or simply restructured.
However, a glance at employment and civil service statistics
seems to confirm the preceding arguments against extensive
downsizing. Both the rate of public-sector employment and
the number of civil servants employed by the ministries and
their subordinate government agencies have not changed on
a large scale since 1997.

First of all, the rate of public-sector employment indeed
fell considerably in the years 1990-1997—from 74.3% of
total employment to 31.9% of total employment, altogether
by 42.4% (6% a year on average) (Statistics Estonia, 2011).
This can be related to the transition from planned to mar-
ket economy and the general restructuring of the economic
sphere.” Since 1998, the rate of public-sector employment
has ranged from 31.1% (1998) to 23.7% (2008), depend-
ing on the level of general employment and modifications in
the statistical basis (27.6% in 2010; see Figure 1) (Statistics
Estonia, 2011). Second, the statistics on the civil service
are only available for the years since 1997 and indicate
that the number of civil servants employed at the center of
government (i.e., in the ministries and their subordinate gov-
ernment agencies), though fluctuating a bit in the interim
years, was largely the same in 1997 and 2010 (18,381 vs.
18,523) although the number of the organizations employ-
ing them decreased considerably during the same period
(Estonian Public Service, 2011).® These figures lend support
to the argument that despite strong rhetoric, it has mostly
been restructuring that has happened at the center of Estonian

It is estimated that there were 10,000 small and approximately
500 medium to large state-owned enterprises in Estonia in the Fall of 1991
(Gillies, Leimann, & Peterson, 2002). The most active years of privatiza-
tion were 1993-1997. By the end of 1997, 472 medium- to large-scale
privatizations had taken place (Gillies et al., 2002).

8Because of the inconsistency of civil service statistics over the years,
the number of civil servants also includes people employed in a few other
agencies not covered in this study.
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Note. Based on data from Statistics Estonia (2011).

government and not so much downsizing. From the perspec-
tive of the continuity and change of public organizations in
general, there are two kinds of implications. First, it appears
to be difficult to abolish parts of administrative structure even
in an environment that is receptive to large-scale reorganiza-
tions and retrenchment. Second, these findings cohere with
Peters and Hogwood (1988), who found that departmental
agencies do change as often as other organizations; however,
their change is mostly related to reorganization and not so
much to pure termination.

The issues above direct attention to the third crucial
topic—the factors behind organizational changes. In the con-
text of the CEE post-communist transformation, it is the
relationship of national and international factors that appears
to be the most intriguing issue. On the one hand, a consid-
erable influence of IFIs, EU, and international management
doctrines that can be assembled under the label new pub-
lic management (NPM) is predicted. On the other hand, the
mediating role of the domestic environment and the political
power relations is emphasized. Consequently, it is the inter-
play of external and internal factors that must be at the very
center of the analysis of the CEE administrative change.

Estonia, with its young national-conservative political
elite, was among the best pupils in class to adopt the
neoliberal worldview promoted by the international finan-
cial institutions. Its reign has been supported by the political
structure with two main parties carrying the worldview—Pro
Patria Union and the Reform Party—firmly institutionalized
in the political landscape and with a considerable record
of being in power.” Drechsler (2000, 269) found that the

9The former was leading the coalition governments of 1992-1994
(Prime Minister Mart Laar) and 1999-2002 (Prime Minister Mart Laar) and
has been in the ruling coalition since the spring of 2007. The latter has been
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“somewhat extreme libertarianism” to be found in Estonia
is an “unsurprising reaction against the Soviet past and
finds resonance in Estonian’s predisposition to individual-
ism and to a historical distrust of the state.” This dominating
neoliberal worldview has had a strong influence on the
way the state and its development have been perceived.
However, the structural reforms carried out at the center
of the Estonian government have been different from the
NPM-type structural reforms in the Western democracies
characterized as agencification—breaking up rigid and inert
bureaucracies into smaller, task-specific performance-based
units that have clear goals and accountability mechanisms
(Talbot, 2004). Instead, the reforms that have taken place
can be characterized as de-agencification and consolidation
of the structure.

There are several possible explanations for that. First, the
initial conditions of the reforms in Estonia were very dif-
ferent from those in the established democracies. Instead of
large and rigid ministerial bureaucracies, Estonia inherited
an institutionally fragmented administrative system with a
high number of relatively autonomous individual organiza-
tions. Consequently, the reforms focused on aggregating the
system and establishing mechanisms for steering and con-
trol. Although there has clearly been an important role for
NPM in Estonia, its influence has been relegated to the level
of individual programs and policies, and its impact on the
fundamental structure has not been so significant (Randma-
Liiv, 2005). Second, the elite’s belief in the “lean” state and
the narrow focus on microlevel efficiency in Estonia have
led to a reluctance toward investing in public administra-
tion and a strong rhetoric of streamlining that was especially

holding the position of prime minister since 2005 (Prime Minister Andrus
Ansip) and has persisted in government since 1999 (twelve years in a row).
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visible during the first decade of transition and the global
economic crisis at the end of the 2000s (see also Raudla,
2011; Raudla & Kattel, 2011). This has pushed reformers
toward de-agencification and the formation of larger mul-
tifunctional structures. They have hoped that government
agencies in Estonia would become more sustainable through
the reforms and that the reorganizations would help to cut the
costs of governing. Saving on the costs has been supposed
to come from the optimization of support services previ-
ously provided in every single organization instead of one,
as well as from eliminating the overlaps between agencies’
responsibilities. The reasons given for creating the multi-
functional government agencies cohere with the theoretical
discussion on constraints characteristic to the small states.
Consequently, the small-state context has probably also had
its impact on the structural development and has been one of
the factors mediating international influence.

Though it can be argued that the changes in administra-
tive system have been generally internally driven in Estonia,
a phase can be pinpointed in the twenty years of devel-
opment, when the international factors have clearly had a
strong impact on the direction of the reforms. It is the period
of accession to the EU. During that period, a considerable
number of change events took place. In the establishment
of the Agricultural Registers and Information Board or
the Data Protection Agency, for example, EU requirements
featured prominently in the explanations. However, most
important, the years 1999-2000 brought a significant change
in the principles of structuring the government organization
in Estonia—the previous trend of abolishing agencies was
reversed and boards became legitimized as the main form
of subministerial executive unit. The change was induced by
the conflict of the existing policy with the EU emphasis on
favoring independent regulatory agencies. The impact of EU
conditionality was evident.

Nevertheless, in the postaccession period, wide-ranging
attempts for consolidation returned. In the years 2008-2010,
seven complex mergers or complex reorganizations of the
government agencies took place, often also embracing func-
tions from outside the center of the government. Seven
agencies ended their existence in larger multifunctional
structures, where the regulation and oversight of differ-
ent policy fields was brought together to single integrated
administrations. Therefore, it can be argued that due to the
conditionality and the ongoing institutionalization of the
administrative system, the EU had a penetrating influence
on the Estonian public administration. However, when the
conditionality ceased, the internal factors became prominent
again and started to modify the reforms in the direction seen
more suitable for the local context. A similar reorientation
or even reversal of the reforms implemented after gaining
actual EU membership has also been noted in the field of
civil service systems (Mayer-Sahling, 2011).

In sum, an important conclusion is that the deinstitu-
tionalization of the whole politico-administrative system at

the beginning of the 1990s made it possible for interna-
tional factors to have an influence on the development of
administrative structure that would not have been feasible
in established democracies with their entrenched values and
working practices. Due to the “gaps” in the administrative
fabric, there was much more room and receptiveness for the
international actors to exert their influence. However, this
influence cannot be taken at face value. Also in this context,
there were domestic mediating forces at work. A general
implication for the research on the longitudinal continuity
and change is, therefore, that it is not possible to understand
administrative development by focusing on certain types
of dominant explanatory factors only, but the combination
of different factors at a specific point in time needs to be
addressed.
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The article focuses on the issue of admi-
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communist context. The case of the Estonian
administrative system is analyzed. The article
aims to find out how and why a decentralized
administrative structure has formed in Estonia.
To fulfill this aim, the current organizational
landscape of the Estonian public administration is
described and its trajectories of development over
the 20-year period are discussed. The analytical
framework of the article draws on organization
theory and literature on post-communist transition.
It is found that during the 20 years of regained
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1. Introduction

The focus of this article is on the administrative structure and its development in a
post-communist context. The administrative structure has a vital importance in a state
for it directs the way public policies are designed and implemented. Organizational
forms and their modes of operation create constraints on and possibilities for
actors’ use of discretion and, as a result, shape their behavior in the policy process
(Christensen et al., 2007). Changes in a state’s organizational structure may alter the
balance between different values, shift the focus on tasks to be performed and increase
or diminish the potential for political control (Laegreid et al., 2008; Egeberg, 1999).
Consequently, administrative structure has a critical role to play in the functioning
of a politico-administrative system.

The last few decades have seen a lot of reform effort directed at changing the
administrative structures of states, both in the countries of ‘West’ and ‘East’. In the
countries of Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), the structural reforms have been of
an overwhelming magnitude. The radical shift of political regime from communism
to democracy also necessitated changes in the institutional structures of the states.
Especially in the countries that were formerly part of the Soviet Union, the question
was not so much about reforming the states’ organizations but building them up, as
the structures assumed from the communist predecessors were inadequate and in
some policy fields even absent. Consequently, the CEE countries faced the challenge
of building up administrative institutions that would be able to fulfill their roles in
a democratic policy-making and implementation cycle. Among other things, it also
meant reforming the mechanisms of cooperation and coordination in a situation where
the communist party as a central coordinating power had lost its position. Considering
that most of the CEE countries inherited fragmented administrative systems with a
high number of individual organizations, many of them designed as single-purpose
agencies (Beblavy, 2002; Goetz and Wollmann, 2001), this was not an easy task.

The article at hand focuses on the post-communist development of administrative
structure in one of the CEE countries — Estonia. In Estonia, a decentralized
administrative system has formed during the 20 years since regaining its independence
in 1991. In terms of structural development, Estonia has moved from a fragmented
system inherited from the Soviet Republic to a segmented system that relies on strong
ministries supervising their areas of governance regarding both policy and structure.
The ministries are rather small and their role is mostly confined to policy formulation.
The implementation of the policies is carried out by various agencies under their
supervision. Such a decentralized arrangement has shown both considerable strengths
and considerable weaknesses. On the one hand, there is clear accountability for certain
policy fields, accumulation of professional knowledge, the possibility for relatively
quick problem-solving and the need to spend fewer resources on central coordinating
units. On the other hand, difficulties related to solving problems that engage several
areas of governance have arisen as they defy clear responsibility and engage clashes
between different agency ideologies. Calls for a better horizontal integration of policy
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sectors and for a whole-of-government approach have been voiced by social actors,
the National Audit Office and other experts. Most recently, the coordination problems
have been underlined by the OECD (2011) review of Estonian governance which
résuméd that there is considerable room for development in terms of joined-up policy
design and implementation.

The aim of this article is to find out how and why such a decentralized administrative
structure has formed in Estonia during the 20 years of regained independence
and transition to democracy. Why has Estonia’s post-communist administrative
development advanced from a fragmented to a segmented system? To fulfill this aim,
first, the current organizational landscape of the Estonian public administration is
described and analyzed and, second, its trajectories of development over the 20-year
period are discussed. The analytical framework of the article draws on organization
theory and literature on post-communist transition. The approach applied to the
organizational change can be defined as ‘transformative’ (see Christensen et al., 2007,
pp. 165-175) — it is expected that changes in the structure of the public sector are
born in a complex interplay between conscious and planned strategies of political and
administrative leaders, cultural-historical features and reform pressures originating
from the external context of organizations. At the nexus of these diverse factors of
influence, transformations occur (Christensen et al., 2007). The goal is to explain
how they have combined in the case of Estonian administrative development. The
perspective adopted can also be termed institutional. The article attempts to find
out how the Estonian administrative structure has institutionalized — what kinds of
working practices have become entrenched and why?

The empirical part of the analysis is based largely on a research exercise started
in 2008 with the aim to achieve an overview of the administrative development by
mapping all events whereby full organizations have been established, terminated or
reorganized at the center of the Estonian government from 1990 to 2010. The mapping
of events relied on the analysis of various documentation (legislative initiatives
and their accompanying notes, records of discussion in the parliament Riigikogu,
newspaper articles, different surveys and analysis etc.) in which the content and
explanations of reorganizing Estonian government structures have been conserved.
This knowledge has been complimented with information from other secondary
sources on the organization of the Estonian public administration and its development
(audits by the Estonian National Audit Office, reports by the Ministry of Finance,
Public Service Yearbooks etc.). The analysis of documented information has been
further supported by informal conversations with key persons who have participated
in the change processes at various points in time.

2. Theoretical framework

2.1. Administrative structure

There is a growing amount of international academic discussion on the issues
related to the administrative structure of states. A big part of the discourse focuses on
the phenomenon of ‘agencification’, its nature and effects (for a comparative treatment
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of CEE and Western European countries see van Thiel, this issue). In their essence,
these discussions revolve around the organizational architecture of states and the
division of functions between different actors in the system. For the research interest
of this article, the concept of ‘specialization’ is of central interest. Agencification has
meant increasing specialization of the state structures. Also in the context of CEE,
it is relevant to find out how the specialization of administrative structure has been
addressed in the process of transition to democracies.

Specialization can be analyzed along two dimensions — vertical and horizontal
(Christensen et al., 2007; Egeberg, 1999; Leegreid et al., 2008). The vertical specialization
indicates how political and administrative tasks and authorities are allocated among
organizations at different levels, i.e. between ministries and their subordinate agencies.
In terms of process, it means a conversion of existing state organizations or functions
into units that are organizationally further away from the central political authorities
or the transfer of tasks to such units. The horizontal specialization focuses on how tasks
and authorities are distributed among different organizations at the same hierarchical
level, i.e. between ministries or among government agencies. Horizontal specialization
in terms of process means that existing organizations are split into smaller sub-units
or that new organizations are founded at the same hierarchical level.

In the context of a complex administrative structure, there is another side to
specialization — it enhances the need for coordination (Verhoest and Bouckaert, 2005,
p. 104). Peters (1998, p. 296) refers to coordination as ‘an end-state in which the
policies and programmes of government are characterized by minimal redundancy,
incoherence and lacunae’. Coordination becomes manifest in ‘instruments and
mechanisms that aim to enhance the voluntary or forced alignment of tasks and
efforts of organizations’ (Bouckaert et al., 2010, p. 16). In accordance with the two
dimensions of specialization, there are also two dimensions to coordination (Bouckaert
etal., 2010, p. 24). Horizontal coordination appears between organizations on the same
hierarchical tier within government, e.g. between ministries. Vertical coordination
takes place when higher-level organizations (e.g. ministries) coordinate lower-level
actors’ (agencies) actions.

New Public Management (NPM) type of agencification reforms made manifest
the negative effects of specialization. It has been discovered that agencification and
NPM’s narrow focus on organization level efficiency resulted in decoupled policy
cycles, meta-organizational coordination problems and loss of states’ overall policy
capacity (Verhoest and Bouckaert, 2005). ‘Managerial efficiency was displacing
political effectiveness’ (Verhoest and Bouckaert, 2005, p. 104). This trade-off led
to a renewed emphasis on public-sector coordination. ‘Re-integrating government’,
‘whole-of-government’, ‘joined-up’and ‘single’ government initiatives have brought
attention back to the importance of coordination within the organizational architecture
of states and its relevance for governments’ policy capacity (Verhoest and Bouckaert,
2005; see also Christensen and Leegreid, 2007; Halligan, 2007). Governments’ policy
capacity is also something that countries of Central and Eastern Europe have tried to
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build up in the process of transition to democratic governance. Among other issues, it
has meant the need to deal with instruments and mechanisms that bind their public
sectors together in a situation where the communist party as the supreme coordinating
centre disappeared. Whatever the results, the change of administrative structure has
consisted of many smaller or bigger transformations that have led to the structural
configurations present in CEE countries after two decades of development.

2.2. Administrative change in CEE

There are different factors that help to explain the specific trajectories of
administrative change. Basically, these explanatory factors can be grouped into three
types: first, the conscious strategies of political leaders, second, the administrative
culture and its understanding of the appropriate course of development (alias
historical-cultural context), and third, environmental pressures, deriving both from
international as well as national contexts (see Christensen et al., 2007; Peters, 1992).
According to the transformative approach, changes in the structure of public-sector
organization can be expected to be born in a complex interplay between these three
factors (Christensen et al., 2007, pp. 165-175). Political structure, historical-cultural
context and environmental pressures have also been seen to combine for change in the
post-communist reforms of the CEE countries (see e.g. Armingeon and Careja, 2008;
Crawford and Lijphart, 1995; Eriksen, 2007; Goetz, 2001; Hesse, 1997; Meyer-Sahling,
2009). These combinations have been invariably born in specific points in time —
institutional arrangements are usually ‘a product of situation-specific compromises’
(Olsen, 2009, p. 18). The factors combine at different moments in time to produce
specific institutional formations.

With regard to the historical institutional analysis that this article is in its essence,
there are two central conceptions that must be taken into account. These are the
congcepts of ‘critical junctures’ and ‘developmental pathways’ (Thelen, 1999, p. 387).
The first denotes that there are crucial founding moments that send countries along
broadly different developmental paths. The second points to the fact that further
evolution of the structure is always constrained by past trajectories. For the CEE
countries, the end of the 1980s and the early 1990s were a critical juncture —a moment
in time where fundamental change was possible and the basic rules of the coming order
in the polity, economy and society were set (Armingeon and Careja, 2008). Several
authors emphasize the magnitude and complicatedness of the changes undertaken
(see e.g. Agh, 2001, p. 238; Schmitter and Santiso, 1998, p. 70). Offe (2004, p. 502)
has characterized the initiated transformation as ‘a revolution without a historical
model and a revolution without a revolutionary theory’. At that time, a choice of
different developmental pathways was possible. However, politico-administrative
development has a strong inclination towards ‘path dependency’ (Pierson, 2000),
which means that the first years of post-communist transition were a time of critical
decisions that established the basis for the future development. Nevertheless, both
the transformations of the first years of transition and the changes appearing in the
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latter years of development can be expected to be born in the interplay of the three
types of factors named above. It is just reasonable to anticipate that in different points
in time they have different weight and combinations.

The analysis of the CEE post-communist development offers several periodizations
trying to capture the temporal spirit of the transitions (see e.g. Hesse, 1997; Lippert
et al., 2001; Nemec, 2009). Altogether, three general phases are manifest with regard
to the content and drivers of administrative change.

First, the initial phase of transformation (starting usually at the end of the 1980s
or the beginning of the 1990s) was characterized by a radical break with the old legal,
political, social and economic orders and the early formation of new structures. When
stability increased, a more systematic approach both to economic and institutional
reforms became possible. As Hesse (1997) has convincingly argued, in the initial
years of transition, public-sector reform was guided less by an assessment of the new
requirements associated with political and economic change than by the intention to
overcome the legacy of socialism. The demise of the communist system constituted a
massive de-institutionalization of political and economic spheres (Zubek and Goetz,
2010). Especially in the former Soviet states, the question was not so much about
reforming the states, but building them up as the structures inherited from commu-
nism were both inadequate and inappropriate.

Furthermore, the communist system of ruling left a legacy of institutionally frag-
mented administration. As Goetz and Wollmann (2001, p. 867) describe the situation
in four Central European states (Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland):

The central executives consisted of a very high number of ministries, including
the sectoral ministries and other central agencies. Many of the latter were
formally attached to the Office of the Council of Ministers, but operated largely
autonomously. The central state apparatus was institutionally fragmented and
specialized units proliferated.

The same has been emphasized by Beblavy (2002), who shows that the communist
systems bestowed to their democratic heirs highly specialized administrations with
a big number of individual organizations that were often based on a single-purpose
agency principle. At the same time, these organizations were not part of a centralized,
horizontally and vertically well-integrated hierarchy, as is often presumed, but
of an amorphous system that endured thanks to accommodating both the Party’s
organizational and its members’ and administrators’ individual interests (Beblavy,
2002).

In the first phase of transition, the administrative changes can be expected to be
driven most of all by the strategies of political elites with an aim to overcome the
legacy of the previous system. In that, they were considerably assisted by different
international donors who rushed in with financial help and consultancy right after
the collapse of the communist regimes (see e.g. Randma-Liiv, 2005).

Secondly, with their request to join the European Union, CEE countries entered
into a new period of development characterized by increasing adaptational pressures
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from the EU. The pursuit of the EU membership is usually bound with the notion
of ‘conditionality’ (see e.g. Sedelmeier, 2008). Conditionality reflects the presump-
tion that the CEE candidate states had to demonstrate administrative capacity and
the ability to effectively apply the ‘acquis communautaire’ before accordance of full
membership. Conditionality allowed a considerable intervention of the EU in the
administrative development of the candidate states. There were several mechanisms
for that — besides gate-keeping also the provision of legislative and institutional tem-
plates, technical assistance, benchmarking and monitoring, advice and twinning
(Grabbe, 2003). However, it should also be noted that there were limitations to the
potential impact of these mechanisms, too. These were related to the ‘aspects of
uncertainty’ involved in the process (see Grabbe, 2001, 2003). Among others, there
were no EU-wide rules or models of public administration, and the influence of the
EU on the development of candidates’ governance patterns was limited by its own
diffusion, partly owing to the diversity of its existent member states. Nevertheless,
as the accession coincided with the general administrative reform and the burden
of adopting the acquis was significant, there are good reasons to expect the process
to have transformative power (Goetz, 2001; Grabbe, 2001). Not only because there
was a considerable ‘misfit’ between the EU expectations and candidates’ administra-
tive institutions (Borzel and Risse, 2003), but also because there were political and
administrative elites present in CEE motivated to ‘restore’ their country’s place in
Europe and to adapt to the EU-level pressures. Drechsler (2005, p. 100) has even
argued that the reforms geared to the increase of ‘administrative capacity’ have been
primarily EU-driven in CEE.

Third, with joining the EU (in 2004 for most of them), the international adaptive
pressures resumed, and CEE states found themselves in a new situation where they
were on their own in deciding on the further development of their administrative
systems. By that time, it should be possible to talk about CEE countries as ‘normal
democracies’. Structural changes of this post-accession time can be expected to be
born from a complex interplay between political strategies, historical-cultural convic-
tions and environmental pressures without any of them having such a defining role
as they did in the previous two phases. Nevertheless, this last phase of development
has seen the arrival of the global financial crisis that has put new and intensive pres-
sure on governments to change, either for economic reasons in order to cut the costs
of governing or for political reasons to change the economic policies that have been
seen to contribute to the crisis. However, the reactions to the crisis can be presumed
to be highly context-specific, and there is no one template for these reforms (Peters
et al., 2011). In the international environment, this last phase has also seen the re-
newed emphasis of coordination and ‘whole-of-government’ initiatives mentioned
above. Among other things, this has meant the re-strengthening of the centres of
government (both political and administrative) for building coherence in policies
and their implementation (Bouckaert et al., 2010, p. 19). Considering that the coor-
dinative capacities of the centres of government were generally weak in CEE (Goetz
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and Margetts, 1999), the latter shift in the international rhethoric could be expected
also to reverberate in the CEE context.

3. The case of Estonian public administration
3.1. Description of the administrative system

Estonia is a small country with an area of 45,227 km? and a population of 1.34
million. In 2009, the Estonian public sector engaged 26.6% of its employed work-
force (Statistics Estonia, available at www.stat.ee, accessed on January 11, 2010).
Around half of the public-sector employees (51%, 72,410 people) were working in
its state institutions and the rest in 227 local governments (Rahandusministeerium,
2010). The workforce of eleven Estonian ministries counted 2,448 employees (civil
servants and support staff together), i.e. with the exception of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, which constitutes one large unitary structure with its foreign representations,
there were 200 or less people working in most of the individual ministries. Execu-
tive government institutions covered by the civil service employed just fewer than
20,000 employees all together. Civil servants make up around 91% of the workforce
of the central government institutions. The remaining 9% are technical support staff
employed under labor law (Rahandusministeerium, 2010).The small size of Estonia
was reflected in the size of its state structure.

A central trait of the Estonian administrative system is its reliance on ministerial
responsibility. Although ministries are small, they represent strong administrative
actors that have considerable leverage over the issues belonging to their areas of gov-
ernance. Other coordinating centers in the system (the Government Office and the
Prime Minister’s Office, the Ministry of Finance) are equipped with restricted coor-
dinating powers and, in addition, often constrained by limited resources. The role of
the ministries is mostly confined to policy formulation while the implementation of
the policies is carried out by various agencies under their supervision. In accordance
with the ministerial responsibility, all public organizations are more or less directly
subordinated to specific ministries, and their communication with the Cabinet goes
through the parent departments.

Consequently, it can be said that the Estonian administrative structure is consi-
derably specialized both in vertical and horizontal terms. Agencies play an important
role in the Estonian state. They employ the vast majority of the public-sector employees
and spend most of the state budget. As Estonia is historically strongly rooted in
continental European legal thinking (with a considerable German influence), its public
agencies are usually also differentiated and categorized by their legal status. Four
types of agencies can be identified — (1) government organizations, (2) state agencies,
(3) public institutions, and (4) private law bodies, with a central role for the state
foundations. The first two of these can be classified as semi-autonomous bodies
without legal independence, public institutions are legally independent organizations
with managerial autonomy, and foundations fall into the category of private law-based
not-for-profit organizations established on behalf of the government (van Thiel and
CRIPO team, 2009). See Table 1 for an overview.

61



Table 1: Organization of Estonian public administration 2010

Type of
organization

Number!

Legal status

Employment
relationships

Staff/share?

List/examples

Ministries

1"

No legal
personality

Civil service

2,448/3.4%

Education and Research, Justice,
Defence, the Environment,
Culture, Economic Affairs and
Communications, Agriculture,
Finance, Internal Affairs, Social
Affairs, Foreign Affairs

Government
organizations
(boards,
inspectorates)

27

No legal
personality

Civil service

10,438/14.4%

Defence Resources Agency, Data
Protection Inspectorate, National
Heritage Board, Consumer
Protection Board, Civil Aviation
Administration, Veterinary and Food
Board, Police and Border Guard
Board, Language Inspectorate

Government institutions

County
governments

15

No legal
personality

Civil service

608/0.8%

Harju, Hiiu, Ida-Viru, Jégeva, Jarva,
Laane, Laane-Viru, Pdlva, Parnu,
Rapla, Saare, Tartu, Valga, Viljandi,
Véru

Other
government
institutions

No legal
personality

Civil service

6,406/8.8%

State Chancellery, Estonian National
Archives, Prosecutor’s Office,
Estonian Defence Forces, prisons
(5 units)

State agencies

150

No legal
personality

Labor law

8,672/12%

Estonian Children’s Literature
Centre, Répina Gardening School,
Parnumaa Centre for Vocational
Education, Estonian Literary
Museum, Agricultural Research
Centre, Veterinary and Food
Laboratory, Haapsalu Orphanage

Public institutions

21

Legal persons,
public law

Labor law

10,257/14.2%

Health Insurance Fund,
Unemployment Insurance Fund,
Defence League, Auditing Board,
Public Broadcasting, National
Opera, National Library, Academy of
Sciences, public universities (6)

Foundations

66

Legal persons,
private law

Labor law

9,547/13.2%

Environmental Investment Center,
Estonian Film Foundation, Estonian
Science Foundation, Enterprise
Estonia, North Estonia Medical
Center, Russian Theatre

" Sources: Ministry of Finance; Register of State and Local Government Organizations, Ministry of Finance, available
at http://register.fin.ee/register/index.php, accessed on December 30, 2010.
2 Staff: total number of employees on December 31, 2009; in government institutions both civil servants and support
staff are included. Share: % of total workforce employed by the state institutions (72,410, including judiciary and
legislative branch). Source: Rahandusministeerium 2010.

First, government organizations are agencies that are financed from the state
budget, operate under the direct supervision of ministries and do not have a legal

personality of their own. Together with ministries, county governments and a few

other organizations, they form the group of ‘government institutions’. According
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to the Government of the Republic Act (GRA), their main function is to exercise
executive power — to perform state supervision and to apply the state’s power of
enforcement. Most of the government organizations have regulatory tasks, both in
the fields of economic and social regulation. A list of these agencies is provided in
the GRA, in which also two specific types of organizations are described — boards
(ametid) and inspectorates (inspektsioonid). The latter are supposed to have more
limited tasks, concentrating on regulation and law enforcement, whereas boards can
also have a role in policy elaboration. Ministries with their subordinate government
organizations form a well-defined core of public administration in Estonia that is
critical from the perspective of policy-making and using the state’s power of execution.
The size of government organizations varies considerably (from 17 to 1,800 officials
and an exceptional 7,000 in the Police and Border Guard Board), and they are often
considerably larger than their parent departments. The government organizations
are the only type of agencies in Estonia covered by civil-service legislation. As the
government organizations operate closest to the ministries, their autonomy is restricted
more than is true for other types of agencies. The policy autonomy of government
organizations is first of all determined by the legislation regulating their field of
functioning. In some cases, there is a very high policy autonomy prescribed by law,
especially for the economic regulators (e.g. Competition Board).

Second, state agencies (with the full name of ‘state agencies under supervision
of government institutions’) are financed from the state budget, but their main
function is not to exercise public authority (GRA). These agencies are basically policy-
implementation organizations that serve government institutions in the fields of
culture, education, research and others. Except for eleven social-service units (mostly
orphanages) that are supervised by the county governments, all state agencies report
directly to the ministries. Although the scale of activities in this group is rather wide,
there are some tasks that dominate; there are 33 museums, 69 educational institutions
(secondary schools, vocational schools, institutions for pupils with disabilities etc.),
several research institutes and a number of agencies providing support services to the
ministries (IT, accounting). State agencies form a very mixed group, and there is no
common management structure prescribed. The autonomy of the state agencies can
vary quite a lot depending on their task; there is more independence for some (e.g.
schools) and less for others that operate closer to the parent ministries.

Third, public institutions are public organizations created by law (i.e. parliamentary
decision) to serve public interests. Issues related to their tasks, financing and
functioning are normally addressed on a case-by-case basis. Several institutions that
have traditionally possessed considerable autonomy (e.g. public universities) or whose
profession presumes the right to self-government (e.g. the Estonian Bar Association,
the Estonian Chamber of Bailiffs and Trustees in Bankruptcy) belong to this category.
Besides these, four public foundations managing the assets of a specific purpose (e.g.
Health Insurance Fund, Unemployment Insurance Fund) also have the status of public
institutions. In accordance with the diverse nature of this type of agencies, their
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steering and supervision varies considerably and is prescribed by the individual case
laws. However, this category includes organizations that have traditionally enjoyed
high autonomy.

Fourth, the state can establish or have shares in three types of private law bodies:
enterprises, not-for-profit associations and foundations. The last-mentioned have
an important role to play in the Estonian public administration. Foundations are
not-for-profit entities whose purpose is ‘to administer and use assets to achieve the
objectives specified in their articles of association’ (Foundations Act). Of the 66
foundations established by the state, 45 are operating under ministry supervision.
Besides a few theaters and a couple of small research institutes and several medical
institutions, there are a number of influential bodies in this group that the state uses to
channel EU structural support to the Estonian economy, infrastructure, environment
and higher education (e.g. Enterprise Estonia, Environmental Investment Center,
Foundation Archimedes). In 2008, they managed 668 million EUR in total assets.
Foundations have their basis in private law. Differently from the other agencies, they
are treated as a distinctive group and annually reviewed by the Ministry of Finance,
which is responsible for administering the state’s assets. Foundations’ management
structure is prescribed in law; they have a supervisory board and a chief executive
or a management board appointed by the supervisory board.

The four types of agencies described above — government organizations, state
agencies, public institutions and foundations - are not evenly distributed between
different policy areas and ministries. The most populous field of governance falls to the
Estonian Ministry of Education and Research; the high number of state schools make
up for more than one third of all agencies (91 all together). The second largest policy
field when it comes to agencification is culture, because of the high number of state
agencies (mostly museums) and a considerable number of different foundations (60
agencies all together). Together, the fields of education and culture oversee almost two
thirds of all Estonian agencies. In other areas of governance, the number of agencies
is considerably smaller. For example, the ministry that by itself spent 45% of the
whole Estonian state budget in 2010 — the Ministry of Social Affairs — supervises 17
agencies. Nevertheless, with a few exceptions, in most policy fields, there are agencies
from all four legal types.

3.2. Functioning of the system

As already argued above, Estonia operates a decentralized administrative system
where the responsibility for public policies and programmes lies with individual
ministries, and such an arrangement is also supported by budgetary and strategic
planning frameworks. However, the ministries are rather small and in everyday
work rely very much on their subordinate agencies, where most of the professional
knowledge is located. Due to the constraints on resources (money, people, expertise),
the ministries’ capacity to supervise and steer their subordinate agencies’ daily
functioning is limited. From the ministries’ point of view, most mechanisms for steering
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the performance of subordinate organizations are managerial ones; the annual budget
of government organizations and state agencies is negotiated for and determined by
the parent ministry, strategic workplans are coordinated by the ministries as well as
the management of support functions. The general framework of vertical coordination
relies strongly on ex-ante control mechanisms. Regardless of the investments made
into developing the strategic planning, ex-post control tools are often used as an
ad-hoc reaction to specific problems. Due to the complexity of the issues handled
by the agencies (especially government organizations), their frequent monopoly of
expert knowledge and limited resources of the ministries, the influence of agencies
on policies can be very high. For example, in terms of vertical specialization, there
are a number of organizations in operation with specific tasks allocated to them, but
the mechanisms for vertical coordination are limited.

In terms of horizontal coordination, problems due to the segmented system of public
administration have become more and more evident. Most of all, these are related to
the decentralized arrangement of policy design and implementation. Coordinating
centers in the system are equipped with restricted coordinating powers and, in
addition, often constrained by limited resources. The Government Office is mostly a
technical support unit to the Cabinet (although hosting units for EU coordination and
strategic planning), and the Prime Minister’s Office consists of a handful of people.
The strongest mechanisms of coordination in the system belong to the Ministry of
Finance, which is responsible for the budgetary process. Such a decentralized system
has effectively reproduced itself and has been reluctant in according coordinating
powers to some central units. Horizontal coordination mechanisms that have been
built into the system (e.g. consultation of draft regulations, management of EU affairs)
are based on network-type cooperation and in that way reinforce the central role of
ministries in deciding over the policies falling to their areas of governance.

Decentralized decision-making also applies to the administrative policy. The
limited central coordination of structural development has resulted in heterogeneity
of organizational solutions, often not comparable or compatible with each other.
For example, one of the latest issues taken up by the Estonian National Audit
Office (Riigikontroll, 2010) addressed the regional representations of the government
organizations, whose reform has been largely un-coordinated and has resulted in
different definitions of the ‘regions’ (combinations of the counties) and region
centers. Similar heterogeneity is also manifest among the private law bodies of the
state. The Ministry of Finance has attempted to use its coordinating power to foster
the steering of the foundations according to the performance-management principles.
Individual ministries are expected to define specific goals that the foundations
operating in their areas of governance have to pursue, to evaluate their achievement
on a yearly basis as well as give their opinion in every annual report on the necessity
of the foundations to be continued. However, the success of this attempt has been
dependent on the line ministries’ capacity and willingness to do it and has varied
to a great extent.
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Consequently, there is a call for better horizontal integration of policy sectors
and for a whole-of-government approach. As has been recently pointed out by OECD
(2011), the Estonian administrative system has demonstrated ability to work in a
‘joined-up fashion’. However, it has shined more in times of crisis or when a more
immediate policy response is needed than in ‘business-as-usual activities (OECD,
2011, p. 26). Furthermore, the cooperation on these occasions has relied very much
on personal contacts and informal networks. In order to transform the joined-up
way of working into an every-day mode of operation, there is the need to make it
part of the administrative culture (OECD, 2011). However, it takes the issues back
to the administrative policy. The whole-of-government approach presumes that
there are some shared values in the system, some standardization and a shared
administrative culture. As Peters (1998, pp. 298-299) has pointed out, shared values
and organizational logics support coordination and make it more likely to appear
without using authority or disrupting organizational routines. Nevertheless, in Estonia,
also the civil-service system is decentralized, and there are few mechanisms that bind
the cultures of different organizations together (e.g. the civil-service code of ethics
could be mentioned here). The initiatives of creating more unity within the system
have met with institutional resistance and have moved on only very slowly. So, the
issues related to the coordination of sectoral policies cannot be solved without dealing
also with the management of the administrative organization itself.

To conclude, Estonia operates an administrative system where the vertical and
horizontal specialization has helped to enhance the micro-level policy capacity of
single organizations, both ministries and their subordinate agencies. However, this
specialization has not been balanced with coordination mechanisms that would
foster the macro-level policy capacity of the government as a whole. Why such a
decentralized administrative structure has evolved in Estonia and what have been
the factors behind its development will be analyzed in the next section.

3.3. Development of the system

The research undertaken for analyzing the institutional development of the Estonian
administrative system shows that such a decentralized system has emerged and taken
root in a combination of different factors. Over the two decades of development, specific
factors have combined in favor of specialization over coordination. The three general
phases of CEE development described above are also visible in the development of the
Estonian administrative structure (see also Lauristin and Vihalemm, 1997; Ténnisson
and Randma-Liiv, 2009; Viks and Randma-Liiv, 2005). In different phases, specific
dominating drivers and motives for change appear.

First of all, it is important to look at the basis from which the structural reforms
started. Estonia re-gained independence formally in August 1991. However, a major
reform of administrative structure was already initiated at the end of 1989 as a part of
aspirations to gain more independence within the Soviet Union. With the December
1989 Act on the government of the Soviet Republic of Estonia, a new ministry-agency
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structure was created. The law stated that there were 17 ministries, a State Chancellery
and state boards and inspectorates under the steering of the government. To arrive at
such a structure, in the first half of 1990, two existing ministries were abolished and
ten ministries were established based on the previously existing state committees.
Many existing units were given new labels of ‘boards’ or ‘inspectorates’. The official
restoration of independence in the following year led to a massive restructuring of the
public administration. However, these reforms were already building on the changes
initiated in 1990.

Structure-wise, the early reformers faced two central problems. First, the system
inherited from the Soviet Republic was highly fragmented and consisted of a
large number of executive organizations with no clear system of organization and
subordination. Second, several core functions of the state needed to be built from
scratch (foreign affairs, defence) or reorganized completely (economic affairs). For
example, at the beginning of 1990, there were only 12 people working at the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs (Vilisministeerium, 2002). Furthermore, the division of functions
between the local, regional and state levels had to be decided again. The regional level
ceased to exist as a tier of self-government, and several of its functions were given to
the central government agencies (see Sepp and Veemaa, 2010 for a further discussion).

With respect to the organization of the executive branch, very basic questions came
out from the discussions of that time — the debate revolved very much around optimal
number and task portfolios of ministries and government organizations, as well as the
subordination relationships between them (Riigikogu, 1992a; 1992b; 1992¢). Problems
were mostly seen to lie with various government agencies that, in spite of being placed
in specific areas of governance, functioned rather independently and were formally
subordinated to the Cabinet, not individual ministers. At the beginning of the 1990s,
both ministries and government organizations were reorganized actively, most of all
through mergers and different kinds of successions.

In this first phase of transition, critical decisions for the further administrative
development were taken. For this article, reliance on a decentralized arrangement
of policy design and implementation is of prime interest. It becomes clear from the
research that the foundations to a segmented administrative system were already laid
down in the initial stage of transition and the further development has followed this
path. Reasons for that can be found in the strategies of political leaders, the historical-
cultural context as well as environmental pressures. The next sections discuss how
they have combined in time.

To begin with, there were several reasons for the choice of a decentralized
system and reliance on the responsibility of individual ministries at the outset of the
administrative reforms. First, in a situation where the communist party as a coordinating
center had disappeared and a new state structure had been established formally
with the adoption of the democratic constitution in June 1992, the whole system of
governance was in its essence de-institutionalized. In such a context, the inception
of new democratic coordination mechanisms and decision-making procedures was
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necessary but extremely complicated. It was difficult to decide what was needed.
Furthermore, the high uncertainty, enormous workload and intensive time pressure
of the early transition made the decentralized problem-solving approach seem like
the only working solution. There was no time for coordination and consultation. Last
but not least, the aim of overthrowing the legacy of centralized and overwhelming
soviet public administration meant that the political elite were very cautious towards
all manifestations of centralization. Consequently, a decentralized arrangement was
deemed a proper solution.

By the time Estonia started to move towards the membership of the European
Union (the application was submitted in November 1995), initial stability had been
achieved and the basic ministry-agency structure was agreed on. Nevertheless,
‘simplifying’ and ‘downsizing’ the government machinery still stood high on the
to-do list of the Government (Explanatory note to the draft act on the Government
of the Republic, 1995), and, most of all, it was supposed to appear in the form of
reducing the number of government organizations, as these were perceived to lead
to a doubling of the number of centers of executive power next to the ministries.
The aim was to reduce the vertical specialization of the administrative structure.
On January 1, 1996, the new Government of the Republic Act came into force that
prescribed a decentralized administrative system with strong ministries responsible
for specific areas of governance. Although ministries were accorded more power for
steering agencies in their areas of governance, the strengthening of the horizontal
coordination mechanisms was much more modest and the attribution of coordinating
power to some central units was avoided. The decentralized system had already
institutionalized enough in order to reproduce itself.

The latter was also reflected in the organization of the Estonian national accession
process, where the issues were divided between ministries according to their mandates
and the coordination was based on the network type of cooperation instruments. Such
a solution strengthened again the position of individual ministries. Furthermore, the
sectoral approach of the EU itself cannot be underestimated. On the one hand, the EU’s
competence in different sectors varies, so do the legislative procedures and decision
rules applied (Kassim, 2003, p. 87). On the other, the EU’s reliance on a sectoral
approach in evaluating and supporting administrative development in CEE has been
noted (see e.g. Jacobs, 2004, p. 322; Dimitrova, 2002, p. 179). As a consequence, the
Estonian decentralized administrative structure was further institutionalized in the
process of the EU accession. Nevertheless, it is important to note that at the same
time, it was also increasingly discerned in Estonia that its public administration
needs better mechanisms for coordination. Therefore, although accession to the EU
strengthened the decentralized architecture of the Estonian state, it also helped to
institutionalize coordination that is needed in a functioning democratic state. Last
but not least, due to the EU pressure, the previous policy of terminating government
organizations (mostly through mergers to the parent ministries) was abolished and
reversed in order to accommodate regulatory responsibilities in accordance with
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the EU rules. Also several new agencies were created in the form of private-law
foundations. The accession process also increased the vertical specialization of the
structure potentially creating new problems of coordination (see also Suurna and
Kattel, 2010, for a more general CEE discussion).

Such adecentralized administrative system as is present in Estonia could not develop
if it was not supported by the historical-cultural context or, in other words, prevailing
values within the organization and its environment. The initial aim to overcome the
legacy of a centralized Soviet system was already mentioned. Nevertheless, there is
another aspect that deserves attention. The post-communist structural reorganization
started at a time in history when the international environment was dominated by neo-
liberal definitions of problems and solutions for democratic governing. Bruszt (2002)
has brought out that in the initial years of economic reforms in the CEE countries,
the policies were basically shaped by the ‘Washington consensus’, and the building
up of regulative state capacities began long after the introduction of liberalizing
measures. In the case of Estonia, the seed of neo-liberalism fell on fertile ground and
took strong roots. Its reign has been supported by the political structure with two
main parties carrying the worldview — Pro Patria Union and the Reform Party — firmly
institutionalized in the political landscape and with a long record of being in power.
In their comparative analysis of administrative traditions of the three Baltic States in
1993 and 2001-2002, Ngrgaard and Winding (2005) concluded that out of the three,
Estonia was leaning the most towards the contractual state epitomized by the Anglo-
Saxon countries. Furthermore, Lauristin et al. (2005, p. 6) claim that also the Estonian
media have been oriented towards the liberal market economy and individualistic
values. Drechsler (2000, p. 269) finds that the ‘somewhat extreme libertarianism’
to be found in Estonia is an ‘unsurprising reaction against the soviet past and finds
resonance in Estonian’s predisposition to individualism and to a historical distrust
of the state’.

Although this neo-liberal mindset of the politico-administrative elite has also
meant a high receptiveness to the ideas of NPM (Drechsler (2004, p. 391) even
claims that Estonia is ‘one of the CEE countries closest to NPM models’), with regard
to the administrative structure the impact is not so straightforward. The reforms
undertaken can rather be summarized as down-sizing and trimming of the system
with agencification appearing mostly as a response to the pressures of acceding to the
EU. Nevertheless, this dominating neo-liberal worldview has had a strong influence
on the way the state and its development have been perceived in Estonia. The elite’s
belief in the ‘lean’ state and the narrow focus on micro-level efficiency have led to the
reluctance towards investing into coordinating functions (often discerned as ‘doubling’
the work) and administrative development more generally. As resumed recently by
OECD (2011), ‘the apparent ambivalence of politicians and administrative leaders
regarding reforms seems to reveal a lack of shared understanding about the role of
the public administration for ensuring Estonia’s future’.
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4. Conclusion

Estonia operates a decentralized administrative system. A central trait of it is its
reliance on ministerial responsibility. Such a decentralized arrangement has shown
both considerable strengths and considerable weaknesses. On the one hand, there is
clear accountability for certain policy fields, accumulation of professional knowledge
and less need to spend resources on coordination. On the other hand, problems related
to a segmented administrative system have become more and more evident — there
are difficulties related to solving problems that engage several areas of governance,
policies are not coherent, and solutions to the ‘wicked issues’ get postponed.

The aim of this article was to find out how and why such a decentralized administrative
structure has formed in Estonia during the 20 years of regained independence and
transition to democracy. The applied approach to the organizational change can be
defined as ‘transformative’ — it was expected that changes in the structure of the public
sector were born in a complex interplay between conscious and planned strategies of
political and administrative leaders, cultural-historical features and reform pressures
originating from the external context of organizations. The goal was to explain how
they have combined in the case of Estonian administrative development.

It was found out that over the two decades of development, specific factors
have combined in favor of specialization over coordination. This can be summed
up in two points. First, the aim of overthrowing the legacy of centralized soviet
public administration by introducing considerable decentralization, the following
institutionalization of the decentralized system in combination with the sectoral
approach of the EU and the organization of the Estonian accession process in a way of
dividing the issues between ministries according to their mandate have contributed to
the development of a public administration with strong ministries having considerable
leverage over the issues falling to their areas of governance. Second, the neo-liberal
worldview of Estonia’s politico-administrative elite and its inclination towards a lean
state and down-sizing as a measure to promote performance have led to the reluctance
towards investing into coordinating functions and administrative development more
generally. Nevetheless, understanding the need for coordination has been accumulating
in time, and with ‘whole-of-government’ initiatives being the international vogue, there
is growing attention to it also in Estonia.
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ABSTRACT

The focus of this paper is on the institutional structure of public administration. A
comparative analysis of administrative structures and their functioning helps to
explain the processes of public policy-making and implementation both on the
national and international levels. Although the number of cross-national studies is
growing, there is little research adopting the size of a state as a possible variable. To
fill in this gap, the paper aims to explore how the size of a state can influence its
institutional structure and politico-administrative behavior by looking into the litera-
ture that can be assembled under the label of “small state studies”. It is concluded
that there seems to be support for the idea of “the continuum of size”, and five traits
of smaller state administrations can be brought out. These are limited scope of activ-
ity, multi-functionalism, reliance on informal structures, constraints on steering and
control, and high personalism. Implications of the findings are discussed.

Key Words: comparative public administration, small states, administrative structure.

1. Introduction

In a recent lecture held at Tallinn University of Technology, an Estonian ex-minister
of Social Affairs recalled that he was a kind of super-minister when meeting with his
colleagues in Europe as the same area of responsibility (health, labor, pensions,
social security, family, equal opportunities) was usually covered by three different
ministers in other states. Within the same series of lectures, the top executive of a
government foundation responsible for advancing Estonian economic development
made an observation that he did not know any partner organization in other European
countries that would have covered so many economic sectors and fields (besides
industrial development also foreign investment, tourism, regional development and
civil society). Both executives related such multi-functionality to the small size of
the Estonian state and its limited resources.

The previous examples allow one to hypothesize that administrative structures
in a small country can be expected to differ from administrative structures in a large

30



Comparative Analysis of State Administrations: The Size of State as an Independent Variable

country. That would be an important finding as institutional structure has a major
impact on a state’s performance. For comprehending the processes of public policy-
making and implementation in a particular country, it is important to analyze the
way the respective political-administrative system is organized, how it is structured
and how it functions. Those participating in the policy processes act on behalf of
formal organizations. The organizational forms and their modes of operation create
constraints and possibilities on actors’ use of discretion and as a result affect
both the content of public policies and the ways these are implemented (Christensen
et al. 2007).

Nevertheless, the size of states is a rare variable in institutional analysis and
comparative public administration, which usually try to find explanatory factors
from the political system, the politico-administrative culture, task characteristics or
internationally rationalized management recipes. To fill in this gap, the aim of the
paper at hand is to explore how the size of a state can influence its institutional struc-
ture and politico-administrative behavior, whether there are absolute values from
which on the size starts to be relevant and what implications this could all have for
the international comparative research on public administration. For finding answers
to these questions, the literature that can be assembled under the label of “small state
studies” is examined.

2. Theory on small states

A researcher committed to the aim of finding out how the size of a state can influence
its institutional structure finds out quickly that “small” is a very relative concept. It
depends on the perspective and the other side of the comparison. There are studies
on “small” states like the Netherlands, Belgium, Austria or Finland that can be char-
acterized small in the context of Europe, especially in the European Union before the
last big enlargement (see e.g. Katzenstein 1985; Thorhallsson 2000; Kickert 2002;
Tiilikainen 2006). On the other hand, there is quite a voluminous literature on small
island states, mostly in the Caribbean and the South Pacific, the majority of which
can be characterized not simply as small but as microstates (e.g. Bray and Packer
1993; Sutton 2006; Sutton and Payne 1993; Commonwealth Secretariat 1987).

In this context, it is not surprising that almost every discussion on small states
starts with the issue of definition. From the perspective of political science, there are
basically two streams in the studies, the first focusing on small-state behavior in the
international arena (see Ingebritsen et al. 2006 for a collection of influential texts)
and the other on their special constraints and advantages in maintaining statehood at
home (e.g. Baker 1992a). Respectively, these research streams rely on different
definitions. The interest of scholars of international relations is mainly in small states
as “small powers”, defining them through simple negation (those states that are not
great powers), in terms of capabilities (limited possession of power resources, e.g.
population, area or GDP) or in relative terms (those states that are not able to change
the present power configuration and conditions for policy-making on international
level) (Thorhallsson and Wivel 2006; Neumann and Gstohl 2006). The focus on
small states as small powers allows for a very flexible approach to the countries
being studied, making “small” dependent on the other part in the comparison or even
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possibly equal to “weak”. Although small states’ behavior on the international level
could be expected to also be influenced by institutional configuration at home, there
is surprisingly little research on that. Of the few examples, Neumann and Gstchl
(2006, 11-12) refer to East (1973), whose research on foreign policy rejected the
assumption that small-state behavior is the result of the same general processes of
decision-making that are found in larger states. Instead, different institutional solu-
tions for carrying out foreign policy were found.

The second perspective concentrating on the issues of statehood is usually
engaged in finding more absolute criteria for defining “small”. The focus being on
the question of when the scale makes a difference? The most wide-spread criterion
chosen within this stream is the size of a state’s population (see e.g. Baker 1992a;
Randma-Liiv 2002). Small states have most commonly been defined as those states
with a population of 1 million or less (Raadschelders 1992, 27). Recent studies by
the Commonwealth Secretariat and the World Bank have employed the boundary of
1.5 million (Crowards 2002, 145). There are also attempts to give more objective
categorizations of states by combining population with other characteristics
like area and GDP (see Crowards 2002). A few studies have set the cut-off point
higher, e.g. to 3 million people (Armstrong et al. 1998, referred to in Crowards
2002, 145).

However, every such definition is arbitrary. Small states are characterized by
enormous diversity (Baker 1992b, 5) and thanks to the “combinatory complexity”
(Nielsen 1999, referred to in Pirotta et al. 2001, 155), it is very difficult to say what
function the size exactly has. The picture is complicated by other variables such as
culture, geographical location, area, wealth, historical background and institutional
fidelity (e.g. Bray and Packer 1993, 231; Sutton 1987). Furthermore, most of the
states analyzed within the second stream are not only small but also developing
which brings in special problems of public management and institutional perfor-
mance (see e.g. Randma, 2001).

Although these reservations are recognized by the students of small-country
statehood, they still share the standpoint that the scale does make a difference'. Bray
and Packer (1993, 37) argue that although small states are very different, it is pos-
sible to identify some common political, economic and social patterns. Raadschelders
(1992, 28) refers to the seminal study by UN Secretariat (1971), which found that
small states had several common administrative problems which were aggravated by
their size. It follows from this perspective that small states are likely to present some
common institutional characteristics regardless of their other traits. Although the
view of what is a “small state” is quite different within the international relations
perspective, there is a common understanding there, too, that the scale matters.

It was argued above that within the stream of international relations, there are
very few studies that would approach the states’ foreign-policy behavior through
their domestic institutional structure. Nevertheless, there is a highly interesting book
by Thorhallsson (2000) on small states in the EU that offers some insight in that

1 See e.g. Pirotta et al. 2001, 155; Bray and Packer 1993, 230; Raadschelders 1992, 32; Farrugia 1993;
Randma-Liiv 2002.
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respect. Thorhallsson is led by the question of whether the small size of an admin-
istration affects the state’s behavior in the decision-making process of the EU and if
so what distinguishes it from the behavior of larger states. He compares seven
smaller EU states (Denmark, Ireland, Belgium, Portugal, Greece, the Netherlands
and Luxembourg) with five larger states (Germany, France, the United Kingdom,
Spain and Italy) based on a research framework that seeks to analyze whether the
special characteristics of smaller states brought out by Katzenstein (1985; strong
corporatism and concentrated economic interests) influence their approach in
the decision-making process of the EU in the areas of the Common Agricultural
Policy and the Regional Policy. Thorhallsson comes to the conclusion that a new
variable — the size of the state’s administration and its characteristics — should be
taken into account:

The characteristics of the administrations of the smaller states are key factors
in explaining how smaller states operate in the decision-making processes in
the CAP and the Regional Policy. These features are in contrast to the cha-
racteristics of the administrations of the larger states and their EU working
procedure ... (Thorhallsson 2000, 221).

It follows that there seem to be special administrative characteristics both when the
focus is on small states as a rather restricted category and when the focus is on states
that are small or distinctively smaller in comparison to large states. The conclusion
supports those who claim that it makes sense to conceptualize “a continuum of size”
(e.g. Bray 1991, 13; Bray and Packer 1993, 91). In that view, the states can be
expected to have certain characteristics or to present specific behavioral patterns the
more one goes down the scale (size of population being the criterion). Small island
states could then be treated as a kind of laboratories of smallness representing the
specific traits in their full character. In the next section possible administrative traits
of smaller states are discussed in more detail.

3. The impact of size on public administration

Farrugia (1993, 221) claims that it is important to understand that senior officials in
small states work under conditions which are significantly different from those of
their colleagues in larger states, even if their official titles and duties appear identical.
According to Thorhallsson’s (2000) study, the same appears to be true for smaller
states in the EU (which would be categorized as large states by many small state
scholars). Based on the available literature, the size can be expected to influence
public administration mostly through two mechanisms: first, through the limited
availability of resources, most of all human capital, and secondly, through special
social ecology.

Population is deemed to be the most relevant indicator for small-state adminis-
trations (Baker 1992b, 11-15; Raadschelders 1992, 28-29). Small population means
a small number of actors involved in administration, limited possibilities for special-
ization and a limited pool of skilled persons to perform indispensable roles in the
public service. The small size of the social field is expected to lead to a particular
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social ecology composed of a closely knit community with highly personalized rela-
tionships (Farrugia 1993, 221).

Related to these two mechanisms, five traits of smaller states can be brought out
based on the discussion in the literature. These five traits are: limited scope of activ-
ity, multi-functionalism, reliance on informal structures, constraints on steering and
control, and higher personalism.

3.1 Limited scope of activity

The burden of independent statehood is much higher for small states than larger
ones. There are certain functions that a state has to fulfill regardless of its size, from
maintaining an education system to defending its interests on the international level
(Baker 1992b, 7). Lowenthal (1987, 37) claims that small-state governments are both
meddlesome and burdensome. Comparatively they must mobilize more administra-
tive resources to deal with public problems. It may influence both the scope of tasks
undertaken and the content of policy choices.

For instance, Bray (1991) has found in his study of the Ministries of Education
in small states that there is strong pressure to prioritize. In light of the limited
resources, the tasks cannot be dealt with in as much depth as would be desirable and
with regard to certain functions, a decision has to be made not to undertake them at
all (Bray 1991, 42-49). Often these decisions have to be taken in the face of pressure
to establish organization structures comparable to large states (Raadschelders 1992,
28)2. However, in a small state, every decision to promote activities in the public
sector addresses the fine tradeoff between public-service excellence and competition
for scarce resources with private enterprises (Warrington 1992, 229). With regard to
the content of policies, sometimes the question is whether to undertake certain func-
tions nationally or to buy them from abroad, e.g. education of certain rare specialists
(Bray and Packer 1993, 49; Baker 1992b, 17).

The pressure to prioritize and the need to be very conscious about one’s aims are
similarly emphasized in the stream of studies focusing on small states’ behavior on
the international level. In practice, these express themselves in a limited number of
goals pursued and a higher degree of activity in the spheres of vital interest. For
example, Thorhallsson (2000, 91-93) found that if an issue discussed on the EU level
is not of vital importance, a small state will give its officials some room for maneu-
ver. Strict instructions are given in negotiations which concern the state’s primary
interests. This differs from the behavior of larger states that provide their negotiators
with strict guidelines on all occasions. Hay (2002) argues that the limited scope of
Luxembourg’s foreign policy goals can be explained by the size of the state. The
small size acts as a hindrance to Luxembourg’s foreign-policy capabilities, and there-
fore only a careful selection of the most important goals is promoted.

2 E.g. Baldursson (2000) brings an example of the Council of Europe’s pressure to Iceland to follow the
rule that women and young prisoners should be kept in separate prisons. However, this would be quite difficult
to implement in a country where there is an average number of 4-6 female prisoners and 0-2 juvenile prisoners
at any given time.
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3.2 Multi-functionalism

The small size of states limits specialization and pressures public institutions
towards multi-functionalism (Farrugia and Attard 1989; Bray and Packer 1993;
Randma-Liiv 2002). It appears both on the level of individual officials as well as
entire public organizations. According to Farrugia (1993), it is usual for one senior
small-state official to be responsible for several sectors, which in larger countries are
catered for by separate units. They have to act at the same time as top administrative
executives as well as leading professionals in their particular fields. Public servants
have to cope with multi-grade and multi-disciplinary duties (Randma-Liiv 2002,
377). Small states also tend to have more multi-functional ministries, as the group-
ing of functions gives them an advantage of scale as it provides internal access to a
wider range of skills and permits more efficient use of resources (e.g. technical sup-
port staff) (Bray 1991, 40-41).

The tendency towards multi-functionalism has also been noted in the studies on
small-state foreign policy. Thorhallsson (2000, 81) found that Permanent
Representatives (PR) from smaller states cover more subjects within the EU than
PRs from large states. They tend to be generalists rather than specialists and do not
have time to specialize in particular policy fields as they have to deal with a greater
variety of subjects. Furthermore, in the smaller member states, there is often no
clear-cut division between policy formation and implementation, as the same offi-
cials are responsible both for negotiating directives in the Council and incorporating
these into law. In the larger states, on the contrary, negotiations are exclusively in the
hands of policy experts and implementation is a responsibility of particular officials
(ibid., 99). Hay (2002, 220) brings out that Luxembourg’s wide coverage of coun-
tries with diplomatic relationships is achieved through unusually broad portfolios of
its Foreign Service officers. Although a wealthy country, the number of bureaucrats
that can be devoted to foreign policy is still limited.

Such multi-functionalism has a further aspect. As put forward by Farrugia (1993,
222) “in small states it is simply essential for many people to be multi-functional and
that includes mixing politics with the bureaucracy as much as it includes mixing
other functions”. I.e. the politics-administration dichotomy is even more difficult to
maintain in smaller states than in large ones. More tolerance towards movement
between the administrative and political spheres can be expected and also more of
such mobility in practice (Randma-Liiv 2002; see also Hay 2002, 221; Kersell 1992,
290; Sikk 2006). As will be discussed in the following sections, in smaller states the
bureaucrats can also be expected to be more influential policy-makers than their col-
leagues in larger states. That contributes further to the blurring of lines between
administering and political decision-making.

3.3 Reliance on informal structures

Related to the constraints on undertaking a wide scope of public tasks and the need
to cope with multiple functions, small-state administrations tend to rely more on
flexible and informal structures in their work than larger states. The interaction
between units is characterized by the lack of machinery for formal coordination and
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heavier reliance on informal means of communication (Raadschelders 1992, 28).
The small-state tendency to adapt structures and jobs to people rather than to fit
individuals into formal organizational frameworks (Randma-Liiv 2002, 380) chal-
lenges the instrumental perspective of organization structure, which sees the norms
for practices as something that exist independently of the personal characteristics of
the individual holding a position (Christensen et al., 2007, 24). In smaller states,
it is more difficult to apply hierarchical and strictly routine-based organization
structures.

The higher informality of the working procedures is also one of the most impor-
tant findings by Thorhallsson (2000, 85-90). In fact, according to him, the adoption
of a flexible strategy and informal working procedures is the central mechanism that
allows smaller states to cope with the increasing demands of the EU decision-making
process. Thorhallsson found that in the smaller states, the direct channels of consul-
tation and information between Permanent Representatives in Brussels and their
national officials in ministries are more often on an informal basis than in the large-
state administrations. Furthermore, individual officials and administrative units use
their basic knowledge of what scope they have for action and what is expected of
them, therefore not needing to ask mandate for every issue that comes up.

3.4 Constraints on steering and control

Warrington (1992, 228) argues that genuinely independent scrutiny of administrative
processes is perhaps the most elusive goal in small states. He relates the problem to
intense partisanship in political activity. However, the same issue is also brought up
by other researchers, mostly in connection to the management of specialist knowl-
edge (e.g. Randma-Liiv 2002; Bray and Packer 1993; Farrugia 1993). The institu-
tionalization of control mechanisms demands resources prescribed for that task as
well as expert knowledge. Smaller states tend to be constrained in both. As argued
above, the smaller scale of a state sets limits on specialization. This applies to orga-
nizations as well as individuals and, besides multi-functionalism, it leads to the
accumulation of specialist knowledge to a limited number of positions and individu-
als. Furthermore, constraints on resources may not allow dealing with this informa-
tion asymmetry that appears in the system in ways that could be desired. For instance,
several authors (e.g. Randma-Liiv 2002; Bray and Packer 1993; Farrugia 1993)
argue that in small states it is possible for a person to define the post, rather than the
reverse. Among other reasons, it is related to the lack of specialists to draw up spe-
cialist job descriptions. The same can be extended to the organizational level and
drawing up regulations for specialized agencies.

Different configurations of steering and control have also been found in compar-
ing the working procedures of smaller and larger EU member states. According to
the study by Thorhallsson (2000, 82-84), both the Permanent Representatives of
smaller states and senior officials in their domestic ministries have considerably
more autonomy in handling EU issues than the officials of larger states. Smaller-state
officials could often decide on their own how to proceed with problems at hand while
officials of larger states always had specific guidelines for action. The ministers of
smaller states limited their involvement to only highly politicized matters.
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Thorhallsson (2000, 85-86) relates this autonomy to trust that is built not only on the
small size of the administrations and resulting close relationships, but also upon a
network of officials with a similar background, education and views.

However, there may also be more practical reasons for such autonomy. As
smaller states tend to have smaller organizations dealing with specific public prob-
lems, they have to rely more on individual expertise. When many intervening man-
agement levels are missing, problematic issues will reach quickly to the very top
(Bray 1991, 16). Therefore, there is an incentive built into the small systems to trust
the competence of individual officials and units.

3.5 Higher personalism

A central finding of small-state studies is that these states are characterized by a
particular social ecology, one aspect of which is a web of highly personalized rela-
tionships (Farrugia 1993, 221). A classical text by Benedict (1966) maintains that the
criteria of scale for a society are the number and quality of role-relationships. If the
social field is small, then many roles have to be played by relatively few individuals.
That leads to particularistic social relations which extend over a considerable time-
span and are affectively charged. I.e. another person’s activities and performance are
not evaluated on some more or less fixed general criteria, but on who he or she is.
Lowenthal (1987, 35) characterizes small state relationships with the term “managed
intimacy” — as their inhabitants meet over a long period of time in different role-re-
lationships, they must get along with one another.

From the perspective of public administration, a combination of close social
relationships and limited resources can be expected to lead to some specific traits
and behavioral patterns. First of all, public officials have to operate professionally
within a network of people with whom they are personally acquainted, related or
connected. The separation of different roles (e.g. an auditor, a friend from university
days and a co-member of the children’s school board) may be difficult or even unre-
alistic (Baker 1992b, 18). On the other hand, close social relationships mean, that
there is usually less distance between executives and lower levels of organizations.
This direct access to the top is one of the factors that make the EU decision-making
process in the smaller member states much smoother and quicker (Thorhallsson
2000, 82-83).

A further characteristic of smaller states is that their civil servants can be more
influential policy-makers than their colleagues in larger states. Those who work in a
small system are in a position to influence it directly, both for the good and the bad.
A less institutionalized system allows for a higher degree of personal intervention
and a corresponding ad-hoc approach to issues (Sutton 1987). On the other hand,
small-state officials are more easily personally identified with specific decisions and
their consequences. That may put great personal pressure on them and lead to avoid-
ance of decision-making (ibid.). Finally, the higher importance of single officials in
co-effect with the small pool of skilled people and specialist knowledge leads to high
sensitivity of organizations to workforce mobility. An individual decision to change
one’s career may result in an enormous dislocation of institutional expertise and even
a systemic crisis (Baker 1992b, 15-16).
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4. Implications for comparative research

It was found in the previous sections that five traits can be expected to influence
policy-making in the smaller states. These traits were: a limited scope of activity, a
tendency towards multi-functionalism, reliance on informal structures, constraints
on steering and control, and higher personalism. The analysis of the statehood and
social ecology of smaller states has led several small-state scholars to the conclusion
that concepts and practices prescribed by conventional public administration theory
and exemplified by the Weberian bureaucratic organization have to be adapted in the
small-state context (Baker 1992b; Bray and Packer 1993; Randma-Liiv 2002; see
also Kersell 1992, Warrinton 1992). A Weberian bureaucracy marked by hierarchy,
division of labor and routines (Christensen et al., 24) appears difficult to apply in
systems that are characterized by horizontal informal relations, multi-functional jobs
and a strongly felt need for flexibility.

A number of further implications for comparative research on public administra-
tion and public policy-making can be brought out based on the previous discussion.
In their essence, these are theoretical or constructive claims that need to be verified
by empirical studies as the research on administrative structures from the perspective
of countries’ size and its impact is very little so far.

1) There seem to be administrative traits more characteristic to smaller states
both when the focus is on small states as a restricted category (e.g. with a
population under 1.5 million) and when the focus is on states that are small
in comparison to large states (e.g. smaller states in the EU). The conclusion
supports those who claim that it makes sense to conceptualize “a continuum
of size”. In that view, the states can be expected to have certain characteristics
or to present specific behavioral patterns the more one goes down the scale.

2) The perceived resource constraint on small administrations and the following
tendency of public organizations to be more multi-functional than their coun-
terparts in large states leads to several interesting issues. Christensen et al.
(2007) bring out multi-functionality as one of the main differentiating factors
between public and private organizations. For them, it manifests in coping
with partly conflicting considerations, such as “political steering, control,
representation and participation by affected parties, co-determination of
employees, sensitivity vis-a-vis users, transparency, publicity and insight
into decision-making processes, predictability, equal treatment, impartiality,
neutrality, quality of services, professional independence, political loyalty,
efficiency and effectiveness” (ibid., 7). From that perspective, the public
organizations of smaller states can be characterized as “double multi-func-
tional”. Besides coping with competing considerations, they also tend to
cover several policy areas and/or embrace different activities (e.g. service
delivery, regulation, policy advice, research etc. See Bouckaert and Peters
2004 for a categorization). It can be expected to influence their autonomy
and performance in the policy-making process. If multi-functional organiza-
tions give civil servants opportunities for discretionary judgment and a
degree of freedom in assessing what considerations to emphasize (Christensen
et al. 2007, 7), then double multi-functionality could increase this room for
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maneuver even bigger. What impact could it have in combination with the
general tendency of small-state civil servants’ having more discretion due to
informal structures and constraints on steering and control?

3) A number of issues arise if one combines the small-state tendency towards
multi-functionalism with the international trend of “agencification” (see
Talbot 2004). The creation of agency-type organizations is in its essence an
attempt to clarify the link between tasks and roles on the one hand and formal
organization structure on the other. “The ideal seems to be to set up one
organization for each task” (Christensen et al. 2007, 16). However, the small-
ness of small states limits specialization. There is a potential conflict between
small-state characteristics and the international vogue. Therefore, it would be
relevant to analyze the existence and performance of agency-type units from
the perspective of a state’s size and to see how the recent idea of autonomous
agencies has been translated to the national contexts. Is there any function for
the size of the state?

4) If agencies form an important part of small-state administration (and often
they do), then issues of autonomy and performance rise. First, the necessity
of sharing time and attention as well as the need to develop adequate levels
of knowledge and skills simultaneously in various areas tends to weaken the
expertise of the multi-functional officials (Farrugia 1993). Second, vertical
specialization diminishes the potential for political steering and control
(Egeberg 1999, 166). In the small-state context, this will be amplified by
constraints on resources that can be used for steering as well as by the poten-
tial lack of specialist knowledge to effectively control the subordinate units.
Furthermore, as relationships within small administrations tend to be charac-
terized by higher personalism and informality, the institutionalization of
neutral control mechanisms by the supervising unit may be disturbed.
Besides increasing the autonomy of agencies, the difficulties of control by
the parent ministry may leave more room for it to other stakeholders, e.g.
interest groups. The small-state trait of higher personalism will also give a
different flavor to that issue as well as to the issue of trust within administra-
tion and in the relationships between administration and society.

5) The environment of public organizations in smaller states deserves further
attention. Policy output normally reflects the interaction between govern-
ment bureaucracies and several other institutions and organizations (Egeberg
1999, 161). From the perspective of small-state administration-stakeholder
relations, it may appear that there is both a high impact of interest groups on
policy-making, especially if there are few strong industrial sectors in the
country, and no capable partners in the society to cooperate with. There is a
tendency for government to be much more dominant in small than in medi-
um-sized and large states (Bray 1991). That and the limited possibilities for
specialization also in the market and society may constrain the development
of capable and motivated partners in the private or the third sectors.

6) The institutionalization of organizational environment in smaller states may
differ also by its ingrained values. There are several references in the litera-
ture to the special socio-cultural traits of small states. E.g. Lowenthal (1987)
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maintains that besides managed intimacy, there are two more clusters of traits
that tend to feature small states: conservatism and adherence to tradition, and
a pervasive concern with autonomy. As the social and economic fabrics of
small states tends to be more fragile than in larger states and their inhabitants
share a common sense of vulnerability, risky and innovative decisions may
meet with profound distrust. That, in combination with the personification of
decisions, may lead to the avoidance of decision-making. In addition, people
in smaller states zealously guard their statehood, and generally there is a
strong sense of national and cultural identity (Sutton 1987, 18-19; Bray
1991). The latter is likely to affect the content of political choices (e.g. see
the discussion of language policy in Iceland, Corgan 2004).

Egeberg (1999) brings out that those who focus on formal administrative
structures do not necessarily figure out in what ways alternative arrangements
might intervene in the policy processes and ultimately shape policy outputs.
This claim seems to be even more relevant in the context of smaller states that
are characterized by a reliance on informal working procedures and high per-
sonalism. The five traits of smaller states all point towards bounded rationa-
lity and the probability that the logic of appropriateness has bigger explana-
tory power in the smallstate context than the logic of consequence. Therefore,
in analyzing public administration and policy-making in smaller states, due
respect has to be given to values, informal structures and personalities.

The high degree of interpersonal communication and informality can be
expected to have a strong impact on policy processes, both positive and
negative. Factors that may facilitate cooperation may also obstruct and com-
plicate it. Ideas and standpoints can be communicated more easily and
quickly. In case of effective feedback mechanisms, policies and decisions
can be revised in short time. However, necessary decisions and actions can
simultaneously also be modified, adjusted and sometimes totally neutralized
by personal interventions and community pressures (Farrugia 1993, 222-
223). There is also the threat that disagreement on one issue may not extend
only to related matters but also to totally unrelated issues (ibid.). Differences
in personality may produce conflicts which are not easy to solve in small
organizations and which may lead to considerable consumption of energy
and time (Bray 1991, 26). Coordination and communication problems are
more probable to occur because of a heavier reliance on informal means of
communication and the weaker machinery for formal coordination.

5. Conclusion

The aim of the paper was to explore how the size of a state can influence its institu-
tional structure and politico-administrative behavior, whether there are absolute
values from which on the size starts to be relevant and what implications all this can
have for the international comparative research on public administration. In order to
find answers to these questions, the research on small states was studied. The litera-
ture review shows that “small” is a very relative concept, depending on the perspec-
tive and the other side in the comparison. Nevertheless, there seems to be evidence
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to talk about a continuum of size. In that view, the states can be expected to have
certain characteristics or to present specific behavioral patterns the more one goes
down the scale (size of population being the criterion).

Based on the discussion in small-state studies, it was argued above that regard-
less of the “combinatory complexity” involved, size can be expected to influence
public administration mostly through two mechanisms: first, through the limited
availability of resources, most of all human capital, and secondly, through special
social ecology. Related to these two mechanisms, five traits of smaller states can be
brought out: limited scope of activity, multi-functionalism, reliance on informal
structures, constraints on steering and control, and high personalism. Combined with
organization theory and topical issues in public administration research, these traits
lead to several theoretical observations that could inform further comparative
research in public organizations, their structure, autonomy and performance.

The review of literature on small states showed that although there is a shared
feeling that the scale makes a difference, there is actually very little information on
the potential relationship between the size of a state and the operation of its admin-
istrative structures. Empirical research is almost non-existent, especially on small
economically developed democratic states. Although it will not be easy to isolate the
impact of size from other independent variables at play, there is reason to look more
into it through comparative international research to test and develop the explana-
tory power of the arguments presented above.
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INTRODUCTION

The process of creating geographical maps—cartography—
involves creating scale representations of space and territory
at a given time and in a given physical context. The process
of administrative mapping as examined here shares some of
these goals—including the use of agreed-upon measures to
capture and represent state administration at a given time.
However, unlike cartography, our mapping work is dynamic
and concerns changes to administrative systems over time.
In addition, mapping state administrations is a nonspa-
tial process; that is, it is concerned with the relationships
(normally hierarchies) between entities, and the resources
of those entities (financial, staff numbers etc.) do not
accord them any particular weighting in the map. Thus, our

Correspondence should be addressed to Muiris MacCarthaigh, Institute
of Public Administration, 57-61 Lansdowne Road, Ballsbridge, Dublin 4,
Ireland. E-mail: mmaccarthaigh@ipa.ie

administrative mapping is akin to a series of snapshots taken
across time, from which we can discern patterns and trends.

In this special issue we have reported some results from
mapping exercises related to public sector organizations in
Estonia, Hungary, Ireland, Lithuania, and Norway. Even if
they constitute country-specific studies of a limited num-
ber of state administrative systems, they emerge from a
wider international research network on public sector orga-
nizations. As with the analysis of autonomy and control
of state agencies, which was primarily based on common
national surveys (see, e.g., Verhoest, van Thiel, Bouckaert, &
Lagreid, 2012), the intention is to expand the range of cases
and conduct more detailed comparative research on longitu-
dinal continuity and change in public sector organizations in
the future.

The contributors to this special issue have used a variety
of data and selected different time periods in order to analyze
the nature of organizational change over time. Moreover,
whereas some countries have been the subject of much schol-
arship in the field of public administration, others are more
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scarcely investigated. Even though the development of the
Norwegian state administrative system has been the sub-
ject of much analysis (e.g., Lagreid, Rolland, Roness, &
Agotnes, 2010; Legreid & Roness, 2003), Rolland and
Roness (2012) present new insights into that system by
analyzing the complete post-World War II period and the
policy areas in which public organizations have operated.
Comparatively less is known about the Irish administrative
system, but MacCarthaigh (2012) seeks to address this by
identifying key developments over its ninety-year existence
and the changing contours of the state administrative system.

The country studies of Estonia (Sarapuu, 2012), Lithuania
(NakroSis & Budraitis, 2012), and Hungary (Hajnal, 2012)
examine organizational change after 1990. They expand con-
siderably our knowledge of Central and Eastern European
(CEE) countries, where the focus has tended to be on the
development of political institutions and systems rather than
their systems of public administration. At the same time,
these countries have recently gone through overwhelming
structural transformation that raises many theoretical and
methodological issues about the nature of public sector orga-
nizational change. The articles also range in focus, from the
Irish study’s holistic approach, focusing on the effects of
change on the administrative system as a whole, to the exam-
ination of the movement of functions between organizations
in Hungary. The articles also provide some new insights as
to how the administrative systems of small states respond to
wider environmental challenges.

In the introduction we surveyed the development of the
field and discussed some conceptual and definitional issues
concerning what are (different types of) public sector orga-
nizations and what are (different types of) organizational
change (MacCarthaigh & Roness, 2012). These discussions
are to some extent based on previous attempts at classi-
fying organizations and change events (e.g., Hardiman &
Scott, 2010, Hardiman & Scott, 2012; Rolland & Roness,
2010, Rolland & Roness 2011; Roness, 2007). Even if not
all conceptual and definitional issues have been solved, or
may be solved, the introductory discussion forms the basis
for the country-specific mapping exercises. Moreover, in the
introduction we pointed at different theoretical perspectives
that might be employed in explaining organizational change.
Even if they have not been used systematically and in a sim-
ilar way in all country-specific studies, the findings from
these studies may tell us something about what determines
organizational change in state administrative systems.

In this conclusion we will point at some of the results
from these mapping exercises. What do they tell about the
relevance of conceptual and definitional issues and theo-
retical perspectives? Are there any common threads across
countries, or are these issues and perspectives primarily
country specific? We will also discuss how and to what extent
the common threads may form an agenda for future research
that we believe holds potential for significant contributions
to the study of public sector organizations.
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CLASSIFYING PUBLIC SECTOR
ORGANIZATIONS AND CHANGE EVENTS

Each of the country studies presented here have emerged
from a wider international research network. And in
each case, reference is made to categorizations that have
emerged from these cross-national efforts as identified in
MacCarthaigh and Roness (2012). In particular, the catego-
rization developed by van Thiel (2012) for distinguishing
between different types of public sector organizations by
identifying increasing degrees of structurally devolved forms
has provided a useful template. Categorizations used by
the Organization for Economic Development (OECD, 2002)
have also proved instructive in other cases where distinctions
are made between organizations according to a number of
criteria, including source of funding, legal form, and degree
of political control. Most of the case studies, however, iden-
tify the importance of legal form as a tool for differentiating
between organizations in their respective states.

The UN’s classification of the functions of government, or
COFOG categorization, has been utilized in the Norwegian
case to illuminate variety across administrative organizations
over time. However, as Rolland and Roness (2010) identi-
fied, the utility of the ten COFOG categories lies less in their
identification of the functional tasks performed by organiza-
tions (regulation, advisory, etc.) and more so in the policy
domains (agriculture, economic affairs, etc.) they attribute to
organizations. As an internationally recognized categoriza-
tion, however, COFOG remains a useful starting point for
cross-national comparison.

The Irish State Administration Database (ISAD, cf.
Hardiman, MacCarthaigh, & Scott, 2012) also codes pub-
lic organizations by COFOG categories, though they are
not presented in the case study that forms part of this spe-
cial issue. Instead, an alternative categorization has been
developed that focuses on the issue of task by building
on Dunleavy’s (1991) bureau-shaping model, which also
presents ten different task options. This functional catego-
rization has allowed for a much enhanced analysis of the
Irish administrative system, but more testing of its applica-
tion to other administrative system is needed to determine its
utility for comparative research.

For all other country studies, various efforts have been
made to distinguish between the policy fields in which pub-
lic organizations operate and to identify which policy fields
were more subject to organizational change. And though the
primary focus of this special issue is on the forms of orga-
nizational change adopted over time, there is considerable
scope for greater examination of the relationship between
changing political priorities and the choice of organizational
forms adopted in those fields.

An important question for any attempt at classifica-
tion of public organizations is where a boundary might be
drawn between state and non-state and having the capac-
ity to capture boundary-crossing. Examining organizational
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emigration from and immigration to the public sector can
point the way to great theorizing as to the role of state admin-
istrations over time and the role of political preferences in
determining the shape of administrative systems. Of course,
the boundaries of the state itself are ambiguous and blurred,
and the specification of where we draw the boundary lines is
necessarily contestable.

An alternative approach that has been developed in
the context of the Norwegian State Administration (NSA)
database is the positioning of organizations within a wider
hierarchy (cf. Rolland & Roness, 2010; http://www.nsd.
uib.no/civilservice). By comparing the arrangement of the
hierarchy at different points in time, the centralization and
decentralization of organizations to different levels over
time can be traced. In addition to this vertical dimension,
the Norwegian database has coded organizations along a
horizontal dimension by recognizing different types of orga-
nization at each level and the distribution of tasks between
them. Mapping in this hierarchical manner may not be pos-
sible in other administrative systems, however, where such
organizational demarcations are not clear.

Therefore, in order to develop more generalizable models
for comparison, what emerges from our work is the limit-
ing nature of any single classificatory system and the need
instead to think of multiple dimensions (and consequently
categorizations) of what determines state-ness. By extension,
we must also envisage different types of public organization
and the multiple ways in which public power can be exerted.
By using more flexible models, we can more readily cap-
ture and understand the complexities and vagaries of national
administrative systems.

The issue of state size is also important—the country
studies presented here cover unitary states, with four of
them having populations of less than five million. In larger
and federal jurisdictions, tracking organizational change
becomes more problematic. Equally, the quality of record-
keeping is an integral part of historical mapping, and work
for several of the case studies (e.g., Estonia, Hungary,
Ireland) identify that it may not always be possible to obtain
quality records disclosing change events.

Central to the concept of mapping is not just the iden-
tification of state organizations but also capturing the life
cycle of those organizations and the reasons for changes in
that life cycle. In relation to the different categories of orga-
nizational change, our starting point has mirrored that of
previous scholars in the field. Based on ideas from the lit-
erature of population ecology in organization theory, three
types of organizational change are discernible throughout the
articles in this special issue: birth events, survival events,
and death events. However, as the country studies reveal,
it is necessary to further distinguish between the different
types of birth, survival, and death events, and the contrib-
utors have each identified how they have sought to handle
diversity in organizational change. This is not an easy task:
as the article by Hajnal (2012) points out, there are particular

methodological difficulties in distinguishing between differ-
ent types of events. He argues that what we classify as a
change (in particular, as a birth or termination) can deter-
mine what is or is not considered to be a new organization,
which in turn affects our population count of agencies.

MacCarthaigh and Roness (2012) identify the different
event types used in the Norwegian and Irish databases.
Though the Irish database uses almost half the number of
event types as the Norwegian database (twelve as opposed
to twenty-three), it more closely integrates the relevant
events with the associated organizations (or units) such that
it provides a relational database. The article on Estonia
has adopted the detailed classification scheme developed in
Norway and presented in that case study, and the article
on Lithuania utilized the change event scheme developed to
capture change in an Irish context. Though the approaches
are slightly different, they both still open up to greater and
more detailed scrutiny the nature of organizational change in
response to domestic and wider environmental forces.

In general, the case study articles identify that organiza-
tional foundings from preexisting organizations (secessions
and splits) and terminations into other organizations (absorp-
tions and mergers) are more common than pure foundings
and terminations. For example, in Norway, though there were
more than twice as many pure foundings than foundings
based on existing units, there were four times as many termi-
nations into existing units than pure terminations. This is true
also in the Irish case where those periods in which straight-
forward organizational births or deaths occur are usually the
same periods when more complex births from preexisting
organization as well as mergers and absorptions of organi-
zations occur. In other words, periods of increased change
event frequency are characterized by variety in the types of
change taking place.

Adopting a deeper interrogation of what exactly consti-
tutes a change event, the Hungarian case study presents the
first attempt to systematically use event history analysis and
survival functions in a European public sector context. In so
doing, it poses some challenges to the findings of the other
articles concerning autonomy and the likelihood of termina-
tion. This brings us to the other main issue informing the
articles in this special issue—how we might best explain the
occurrence of organizational change.

EXPLAINING ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE

The academic literature on organizational change in the
public sector offers several ideas and perspectives for
explaining the birth, survival, and death of public organi-
zations. Nevertheless, there remains considerable room for
supporting these ideas with analyses of actual longitudinal
continuity and change. Few studies exist that systematically
explore the changing shape and character of state administra-
tive systems (cf. Bouckaert & Peters, 2004). The articles in
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this special issue have provided several relevant and original
insights with regard to this topic.

The central questions of explaining organizational devel-
opment revolve around the relationship of structural, cul-
tural, and environmental factors in inducing organizational
change. The way they combine in time must be in focus
both when one analyzes the structural change of whole
administrative systems (e.g., comparing states) and when
concentrating on the developments at the level of individ-
ual public organizations within states. Different perspectives
emphasize different factors and accord more weight to one
or other of them—either structure, culture, or environment.
However, there is considerable scope for learning how the
combinations work in practice, when one or other type of the
factors gains prominence.

On the level of states and whole administrative systems,
the impact of environmental factors has gained considerable
attention. Here the question revolves around the institutional
isomorphism and alleged convergence of state administra-
tive systems under international pressures. From the articles
in this special issue, three central international factors at
play emerge—the spread of international management doc-
trines (and most of all new public management [NPM]),
membership in and accession to the European Union (EU;
Europeanization), and the global economic crisis. All of
them are expected to have significant influence on national
administrations.

The evidence that international reform doctrines result
in similar structural reforms within public administration is
weak. In the Norwegian case, it is found that periods of
significant agencification preceded NPM and the decline of
agencies started well before post-NPM doctrines on despe-
cialization (Rolland & Roness, 2012). In the Estonian case,
the reforms have been completely different from NPM-type
structural reforms and can be, instead, characterized as de-
agencification and consolidation of the structure (Sarapuu,
2012). In Lithuania, we also find significant departure
from ideal-type NPM models (Nakrosis & Budraitis, 2012).
Nevertheless, in Ireland, a period of rapid agencification
took place in accordance with the predictions of the con-
vergence perspective (MacCarthaigh, 2012). The findings
point toward the importance of the domestic structural condi-
tions and, most of all, national reform programs and political
preferences in understanding administrative reorganization.

The same argument can be made when looking at the
evidence on the impact of the two other key international
factors mentioned above—the global economic crisis and
EU membership. Although the global economic crisis with
its intensive pressure on governments appears as the defin-
ing feature of the international environment in the end of
2000s, its impact on the administrative systems has not been
equal. Although the effect of the crisis and, first of all, its
pressure to reduce the size and cost of the state is more or
less pronounced in the case of four countries represented
in this issue—Estonia, Hungary, Ireland, and Lithuania—it
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does not appear as a prominent issue in the Norwegian case.
Similarly, the factor of accession to the EU emerges as a
critical driver of change in the context of the CEE countries
(Nakrosis & Budraitis, 2012; Sarapuu, 2012) but does not
have such a momentous role in the case of administrative
change in Ireland or Norway.

The differential impact can be related to the specific char-
acteristics of domestic contexts. Whereas Norway has been
largely intact from the crisis due to its large reserves of oil
money and specific characteristics of its economic system, in
the case of the CEE countries, the big role for the EU condi-
tionality can be related to the post-communist restructuring
of their administrative systems and ongoing institutionaliza-
tion processes that allowed the EU (and other international
actors) to have an influence that would not have been feasi-
ble in established democracies with their entrenched values
and working practices. Altogether, it can therefore be con-
cluded that despite the shared environmental pressures, the
state administrative systems retain distinctive structural and
cultural features that define them over time and that moderate
the environmental pressures.

The most important role among the domestic structural
features is accorded to the political opportunity structures,
the turnover of governments, and the particular party constel-
lations in government. For instance, Nakrosis and Budraitis
(2012) found a link between the turnover of governments
after a large change in the parliamentary majority and the
intensity of organizational changes in Lithuania. However,
it is not clear whether specific configurations result in pref-
erences for different types of reform. Rolland and Roness
(2012) found that party constellations in government are
only to some degree reflected in organizational change in
the Norwegian state administration. In Estonia, the domina-
tion of neoliberal political forces in the government has not
resulted in NPM-type agencification within the administra-
tive structure (Sarapuu, 2012). It is also not always clear to
which extent and under which conditions the intended reform
programs lead to actual changes. For example, NakroSis
and Budraitis (2012) note that despite three initiatives of
government-wide organizational reforms in Lithuania, the
systemic effect on the agency landscape was produced only
by the last of them. It was the stability of the Lithuanian
government 15 that ensured continuity in the implementa-
tion of its reform program. Here, an institutional approach
to public sector organizations can be of explanatory value.
In addition, the potential influence of political preferences
and reform programs could be analyzed against the back-
ground of the wider politico-administrative systems with
their specific structures and cultures that either support the
political elites in their reform endeavors or hinder them.

Among other characteristics, the form and extent of
specialization along the horizontal and vertical dimen-
sions of the administrative structure offers potential for a
better understanding of the direction of political reform
programs. For example, as with other Nordic states, the
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Norwegian state administration employs a high degree of
task specialization (Rolland & Roness, 2012). In addition,
the variety of organizational forms is more limited than
in the Whitehall systems. As evidenced in the Irish case,
Whitehall systems allow for a wide variety of organizational
forms and comparative ease with which organizations can be
created to meet particular political or administrative needs
(MacCarthaigh, 2012).

These politico-administrative systems provide politicians
with very different playgrounds with regard to the implemen-
tation of potential administrative reform programs and may
explain, for example, the rate of NPM-type agencification
or post-NPM de-agencification. The importance of the form
and extent of specialization becomes evident also in the case
of CEE countries where, for example, the high level of spe-
cialization of the administrative structures inherited from the
post-communist predecessors provided politicians with very
different conditions for reform than in the Western democ-
racies (Sarapuu, 2012). In the CEE case, frequent reversals
in the trajectory of structural reform can be related to the
absence of a clear agency model (NakroSis & Budraitis,
2012) or where the adoption of regulation on the struc-
tural features of the agencies has been induced by previous
unregulated growth of government organizations and units
(Hajnal, 2012).

The characteristics of the administrative structure are also
important when focusing on the changes in the level of indi-
vidual public organizations and analyzing their life cycles
and longevity. Formal structure determines the ease with
which the organizations are subject to redesign or reorga-
nization. As the country studies in this special issue identify,
some state organizations appear to be more susceptible to
reform than others. For example, in the Norwegian case,
some types of organization were rarely terminated, such as
integrated civil service organizations (Rolland & Roness,
2012). A similar conclusion can be made on the basis of
administrative restructuring among the Estonian ministries
and government agencies (Sarapuu, 2012). By way of con-
trast, however, Hajnal (2012) found that the stronger the legal
and structural insulation of agencies in Hungary, the higher
their risk of termination or subjection to reorganization.
That finding deserves further analysis and contextualiza-
tion. In addition to confirming the importance of the legal
form, Kaufman’s (1976) suggestion that public organizations
gravitate toward legal forms that offer more security from
arbitrary abolition by government seems to be borne out. For
example, in the Irish case, a large portion of the organiza-
tional redesign occurring between 1990 and 2010 was due
to the conferring of statutory authority on formerly nonstatu-
tory bodies, which provided organizations with greater legal
autonomy and protection from arbitrary political decisions
(MacCarthaigh, 2012).

The case studies lend support to the argument that the task
and policy field matter in terms of organizational longevity.
In the Irish case it was found that agency terminations

were more likely to occur in those organizations that were
involved in the provision of advice to government and in
direct service delivery. In contrast, there were few termina-
tion events relating to those organizations involved in adju-
dicatory (grievance-handling) activities, contracting of ser-
vices, transfers of funds, or taxing matters (MacCarthaigh,
2012). In Lithuania, the process of agencification was not
even across policy areas but differed in time and pace
(Nakrosis & Budraitis, 2012). However, none of the country
contributions to this special edition identify a national pref-
erence for particular types of organizational change. Instead,
we find that event types occur rather randomly and in no
particular order. Major administrative reorganizations can
thus involve pure foundings and terminations in tandem with
changes to preexisting organizations. Altogether, in inter-
preting these findings, it has to be kept in mind that the
variation in goals, tasks, and identities of existing public
sector organizations may provide for differences concern-
ing the prevalence of organizational forms and the types of
organizational change.

The country case studies in this special issue have pro-
vided very relevant new information with regard to explain-
ing the change and continuity of public sector organizations.
They have also indicated that this field of study can ben-
efit from extending the conceptual toolbox of researchers.
For example, the article by Rolland and Roness (2012)
usefully adopts the concepts of state construction, decon-
struction, and reconstruction. The articles on Estonia and
Lithuania identify how the administrative structures of those
states were deconstructed following the regime change and
then reconstructed to meet the demands of EU accession.
In Ireland, a longer period of state construction from inde-
pendence in 1922 was followed by state reconstruction dur-
ing the economically prosperous period between 1990 and
2008, only for a period of deconstruction to begin as a result
of economic crisis. In Hungary, too, we find evidence of
state deconstruction. In a similar vein, examining organi-
zational emigration from and immigration to civil services
(Rolland & Roness, 2012) can point the way to better the-
orization of the role of state administrations over time and
the role of political preferences in determining the shape of
administrative systems and according importance to differ-
ent tasks. Furthermore, the Irish focus on the evolvement
of state’s functions with its suggestion for the emergence of
an adjudicatory state directs attention to the potential of the
longitudinal analysis to contribute to the knowledge on the
changes in the role and types of the states over time.

Last but not least, the discussion on explaining the orga-
nizational change has demonstrated that there is much that
organization theory can offer to the discipline of public
administration. The analysis of the life cycles of individual
organizations facilitates learning about the development of
state administrative systems as a whole. Furthermore, the
application of research from population ecology with its
focus on the adaptation of organizations and the ability of the
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environment to support specific populations of public sec-
tor organizations can offer new insights for explaining the
change of administrative systems. For example, the argument
that the development of the Estonian public administration
has been influenced, among other things, by the small size
of the state with its constraints on the resources available to
the public sector matches well with the central notions of the
population ecology perspective.

FUTURE RESEARCH

The single greatest obstacle to further cross-national research
concerning longitudinal continuity and change in public sec-
tor organizations is the absence of a uniform definition of
what constitutes (different types of) public sector organi-
zations (Bouckaert & Peters, 2004; van Thiel, 2012). And
notwithstanding the efforts of contributors to this special
issue to more closely align their research focus, terminolog-
ical and methodological problems persist when seeking to
determine what constitutes organizational change and how
we might usefully map it. However, we believe that the arti-
cles in this special issue advance in no small way the field of
organizational life cycle mapping by presenting new empir-
ical findings, methods of capturing change, and avenues for
further inquiry.

Adam, Bauer, Knill, and Studinger (2007) usefully iden-
tified some deficiencies with regard to research design in
respect of organizational termination in public administra-
tion: (a) selection bias toward U.S.-based organizations,
(b) lack of comparisons across countries, (c) lack of com-
parisons across time, and (d) lack of comparisons across
subpopulations. The contributions to this special issue coun-
teract the first challenge, and a number of the articles
also challenge the third and fourth perceived deficiencies.
However, the second deficiency is one that must clearly be
attended to more closely in the next stage of research.

Bouckaert and Peters (2004) discussed some problems
in the study of agencies, including limited and nonran-
dom samples. The Comparative Public Organisation Data
Base for Research and Analyses (COBRA) and Comparative
Research Into Current Trends in Public Sector Organization
(COST-CRIPO) networks have made considerable efforts to
address these issues and to advance the field (cf. Verhoest
et al.,, 2012). Surveying the outputs of these and other
networks, Verhoest and Lagreid (2010) identified that the
principal challenge for future research in the field involves
developing more systematic comparative studies over time
that consider cross-national, administrative-level, and policy
area differences. They also identified the need for quality
data to progress this work, as well as to analyze the dynamics
informing reform and change and the short- and long-term
effects of major structural reform programs.

We find that current classifications for capturing organi-
zational change and life cycles are predominantly country
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specific or population specific, and a more encompassing
classification of change events that can travel across adminis-
trative systems is necessary to advance the field. The articles
presented here identify some of the pitfalls to be avoided in
this endeavor and also some of the avenues that offer most
promise in achieving a robust scheme for within-country as
well as cross-country research. As well as having classifica-
tion schemes, the quality of data sources (and particularly
pre—digital age data) available to researchers will determine
in large part the range in time for which observations can be
made. As several of the articles identify, in post-communist
states, the data sources are relatively recent and not always
comprehensive. Hence, the Hungarian case study only cov-
ers the period 2002-2009. In the Irish case, uncovering data
for the early decades of the state’s existence required sev-
eral years of primary research, including archival searches.
By contrast, the development of the Norwegian database was
facilitated by high-quality and consistent records available
since the postwar period.

With respect to change events, this special issue has
sought to go beyond simple dichotomies concerning the life
and death of organizations by distinguishing between dif-
ferent types of births, survival, and deaths of organizations.
Even if, as outlined by MacCarthaigh and Roness (2012),
the change event types used in the NSA database and the
ISAD are specified somewhat differently, they are defined
in ways that make comparisons across states possible and
may form a basis for more comprehensive comparisons in
the future. As for the NSA and the ISAD, other country-
specific databases must also be constructed in a relational
and dynamic way that makes analysis of longitudinal con-
tinuity and change possible. To a considerable extent, this
is the case for the Estonian, Hungarian, and Lithuanian
databases employed in this issue.

Another avenue for potential researchers in the field of
organizational change concerns the organizational forms that
are addressed. On the one hand, there is the possibility to
gain more comparative knowledge on the formal organiza-
tions that are covered by the typologies used in the case
studies of this special issue (e.g., OECD, 2002; van Thiel,
2012). On the other hand, there is still very little systematic
research on the more fluid organizational forms that fre-
quently emerge within administrative systems. Here we refer
to the temporary units, networks, and partnerships, public—
private partnerships, and other trans-boundary arrangements
that are often used to overcome institutional boundaries or
to join-up policy programs and that play a very important
role in the exercise of state power. Such organizational forms
can be distinguished from the non-temporary formal units at
the national/state level, which this special issue has concen-
trated on and which still need to be covered with systematic
classifications and research.

With regard to theoretical perspectives for future
research, Adam et al. (2007) have identified several factors
or determinants of change that should be examined. The
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case studies in this special issue have indicated the need
to address these factors of change in a comprehensive
way—there is still a considerable room to find out how those
determinants of change that seem to have the greatest weight
in influencing the longevity of public sector organizations
(e.g., political turnover, pressure from surrounding environ-
ment, or budgetary constraints) work in the context of other
circumstances. In other words, future research could, among
other things, focus on the specific factors of organizational
change, either structural, cultural, or environmental, and
analyze their function in time in combination with the
other critical traits of the politico-administrative system and
international environment.

Verhoest and Leagreid (2010) also pointed to the need
to develop an appreciation of the multiple driving forces
at play in determining the changing structures of public
administration systems and how many of the broad gener-
alizations concerning the reasons for administrative reform
do not tally with empirical findings. This is particularly the
case in attempting to understand the changes underway in
the contemporary period, in which the reforms are multidi-
mensional and seek to build on previous reforms in order to
meet new objectives and values. Thus, though mapping exer-
cises provide a means for putting a frame or context around
the development of a state administration, for deeper com-
prehension it is also necessary to engage in more theoretical
development that can help us understand why these change
occur.

Engaging in more theoretical development would also
facilitate improving our knowledge concerning the func-
tioning of the most intriguing of the explanatory factors
of the continuity and change of public organizations that
often works as the mediator for the others—the strategies
and reform programs of the political elites and their ability
to bring about expected change in the face of institutional
resistance and resilience. In doing that, the characteristics of
individual organizations must be taken into account as well.
As argued by Verhoest, Roness, Verschuere, Rubecksen, and
MacCarthaigh. (2010), for example, the type of task under-
taken by an organization, or its policy field, appears as a
critical factor in shaping its autonomy and interference from
political leaders or parent departments, therefore constituting
important variables in the future research.

In conclusion, we are persuaded of the importance in
mapping public sector organizations and change events as
a necessary first step toward more comprehensive analy-
sis of public administration over time and across countries.
For scholars of public administration, there is a clear argu-
ment that the structure and organization of central govern-
ment is important in determining how decisions are made.
A robust mapping agenda would facilitate greater explo-
ration of the link between changes in organizational structure
and other types of resources (e.g., financial, staff numbers)
and what the public sector organizations do. Thus, the map-
ping exercises constitute an infrastructure where other types

of information may be linked. For example, in the Norwegian
database, in addition to information on policy area (COFOG
classification for all organizations for the whole period) and
task portfolio (for all state agencies in selected years, 1989,
1999, 2009), there is also available information on staff
resources for each year from 1998 onwards, as well as plans
for including information on the contact patterns for min-
istries and state agencies (based on questionnaires to civil
servants from 1986, 1996, and 2006). The Irish database also
caters for financial and personnel resources with a view to
determining more comprehensively the true cost and size of
the administrative state over time.

Last but not least, mapping public sector organizations
and change events can considerably contribute to other issues
of relevance in the analysis of public administration. For
example, Verhoest and Lagreid (2010) discussed the rela-
tionships between proliferation and coordination, autonomy
and control, and performance and results of public sector
organizations. In the collaborate endeavors on analyzing the
interplay and dynamics of organizational factors in public
administration, mapping exercises offer great potential to
supplement case studies of particular (types of) organizations
or policy fields. We also believe that such exercises deserve
a greater focus in their own right. It is our aspiration that
the articles contained in this special issue will play a role in
the development of this exciting and rich aspect of public
administration research.
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