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The central research topic of this paper focuses on the influence public agencies (as administrative actors)
have in the policy decision-making process. All too often, it is assumed that policies are shaped and decided
upon by political actors, and that administrative actors are only implementing policies. This paper reports on
a case study that investigated the influence of political and administrative actors in the policy-making process
in the field of mobility (public transport) in Flanders (Belgium). The paper has a descriptive, as well as an
explanatory component. Firstly, I have looked at which actors really decide on the content of the policy
(preparation, determination, implementation, evaluation). I found that the policy process is indeed to a large
extent dominated by politicians. But in some cases and depending on policy-program, also the public agency
may be able to influence the policy decision-making process in a considerable way. Secondly I present an
explanatory model that tries to explain why public agencies may or may not be involved in the decisionmaking process. This model encompasses 7 factors that can be related to principals and agents incentives and
capacities to take or (in the case of the principal) grant some policy decision making authority to the agency.
The empirical data on which this paper is based come from a single embedded case study (1 organisation –
the Flemish public transport company, 2 policy programs) for which I conducted an extensive document
analysis, and a series of written questionnaires and oral interviews with people that are embedded in Flemish
mobility policy.
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In the first part of this article, I introduce the research questions, the empirical context in which the research
will be conducted, and the main concepts that are dealt with in this research.

5HVHDUFKWRSLFDQGTXHVWLRQV
The discussion about the involvement of administrative actors in the policy decision-making process is a
discussion that has lasted for a long time in both academic and practitioner’s circles. Although some
academics do not agree that the policy-operations divide (the strict dichotomy between policy making as a
politician’s prerogative, and policy implementation as an administrative task) is a real feature of the NPM
ideal type agency (“the dog that did not bark”, Pollitt et al. 2004), many Western governments have attempted
to install executive agencies that have a task in implementing policy, during their recent public sector
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reforms1. A clear case is New Zealand where the reforms adopted the principle of single-purpose agencies
and divided responsibility (Boston et al in Christensen and Laegreid 2001), or “the decoupling of policy
advice and execution agencies, and the separation of outputs and outcomes as distinguishing the
responsibilities of ministers and CEO’s” (Hood 1990). Recently however, as Gregory (2002) observes, the
governmental policy is to reverse the negative effects of the “fragmented” public sector in New Zealand
(“putting the public sector together again”): “coordination efforts are to reverse the policy-operations split of
the reforms of the eighties and nineties, seeking for a better integration between operational outputs and
policy outcomes”. The Next Steps program in the UK also has some features of the policy-operations divide.
As it is explained by Derek Lewis, in Schick (2002) “the aim of Next Steps was to describe more precisely the
respective jobs of ministers and civil servants … ministers being responsible for setting policy … civil
servants in charge of making it happen, having the autonomy to get on”. These two examples show that in
pioneering NPM countries such as New Zealand and the UK, the policy-operations divide was a substantial
part of the agencification reforms. If agencies are “vehicles of NPM” and the policy-operations divide is part
of the NPM-doctrine (Gruening 1998), then there is a “doctrinal” justification to consider this feature as a
part of the ideal type agency. NPM is a reaction to the “old bureaucracies” that combined policy work and
implementation in the same often very large administrations (Schick 2002). In terms of Aucoin (1990), the
policy-operations divide is justified by NPM-advocates by referring to two major sets of ideas. Firstly, the
primacy of politics school urges for a political domination of policy-making. Secondly the managerialist
school urges for a better specialization of tasks (single-purpose agencies, closer to citizens, efficiency etc.).
Also in countries where NPM has only been adopted in later stages, the policy-operations divide has been a
substantial ingredient in the attempt to reform the public sector. For example in the Flemish governmental
public sector reform project (BBB: “Beter Bestuurlijk Beleid”, or Better Governmental Policy), much
emphasis is put on the policy-operations divide, resulting from the primacy of politics (Memorandum of
Understanding Decreet Bestuurlijk Beleid):


´7KH DLP RI WKH SULPDF\ RI SROLWLFV DQG PLQLVWHULDO UHVSRQVLELOLW\ LV WR FRQGXFW SROLFLHV WKDW DUH GHPRFUDWLFDOO\ OHJLWLPLVHG « WKLV LV EHVW

DFKLHYHG WKURXJK D FOHDU DQG FRQVLVWHQW GLYLVLRQ RI WDVNV DQG UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV LQ WKH )OHPLVK SXEOLF VHFWRU   EHWZHHQ SROLWLFV DQG

DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ SROLF\GHWHUPLQDWLRQYHUVXVSROLF\VXSSRUWDQGSROLF\H[HFXWLRQ   EHWZHHQSROLF\VXSSRUWDQGSROLF\H[HFXWLRQ GHSDUWPHQW
YHUVXVDJHQF\ DQG  EHWZHHQSROLWLFVDQGFLWL]HQVDQGVRFLHWDODFWRUVµ

Some authors thus observed that ´PDQ\FRXQWULHVWKDWKDYHLPSOHPHQWHG130UHIRUPVLQFUHDVHGKRUL]RQWDOVSHFLDOL]DWLRQ

RIDGPLQLVWUDWLYHIXQFWLRQV«RIWHQFRXSOHGZLWKDFOHDUHUVHSDUDWLRQRISROLWLFDODQGDGPLQLVWUDWLYHIXQFWLRQVRIZKLFKWKHJRDOLV

DVKDUSHUVWUXFWXUDOVHSDUDWLRQRIWDVNVUHODWHGWRSROLF\DGYLFHUHJXODWLRQDQGFRQWURORZQHUVKLSSXUFKDVHDQGSURYLVLRQDQGVR

RQµ (Christensen and Laegreid 2001). As such we can consider the policy-operations divide, part of the
specialization doctrine of administrative reform (Hood & Jackson in Pollitt et al. 2004), as being part of the
agencification reforms that came along with NPM.

1 Pollitt et al. claim that the policy-operations divide is not part of the NPM for both doctrinal (e.g. purchase-provide
instead of policy-operations divide) and empirical reasons (where the policy-operations divide does not form a part of
the agency movement, e.g. some agencies are purposely designed for policy roles, like regulatory agencies or agencies
with an advisory task).
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Although normative practitioner doctrines such as NPM have inspired governments to establish agencies that
had their main tasks on the “ operations” -side of the “ policy-operations coin” , several authors have found that
the empirical reality may be different than the normative and doctrinal prescrptions suggest. According to
Jacobsen (2006) there has been many research (e.g. Svara 1998, 2001, Aberbach et al 1981, Aberbach and
Rockman 1988, Kingdon 1995) that showed an “ extensive, though varying, intermeshing of the two spheres
[political and administrative]” . This view is formulated by Svara (1998, 2001) who claims that the “ politicsadministration dichotomy is an aberration” . Based on research – mainly in US local governments – Svara
proposes an alternative model of complementarity:
´7KHUHDUHVKLIWLQJERXQGDULHVLQERWKWKHSROLF\DQGDGPLQLVWUDWLYHDUHQDVDQGFKDQJHVLQWKHEHKDYLRURIERWKWKHVHWVRIRIILFLDOV>SROLWLFLDQV

DQGEXUHDXFUDWV@&RXQFLOPHPEHUVDUHPRUHDFWLYHLQLQLWLDWLQJVSHFLILFSROLF\SURSRVDOVLQUHVSRQVHWRSUHVVLQJSUREOHPVDQGPRUHZDU\RI

DFFHSWLQJ WKH PDQDJHU·V UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV WKH\ DUH OHVV LQWHUHVWHG LQ GHILQLQJ WKH PLVVLRQ RI WKH FLW\ DQG VHWWLQJ ORQJWHUP JRDOV &RXQFLO

PHPEHUV DUH YRWLQJ OHVV DWWHQWLRQ WR EURDG RYHUVLJKW RI DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ DQG DUH PRUH FRQFHUQHG DERXW LQWHUYHQLQJ LQ UHVSRQVH WR VSHFLILF

FRPSODLQWV0DQDJHUVDUHQRWPRUHDFWLYHLQSROLF\EXWUDWKHUPRUHH[SRVHGDVSROLF\LQLWLDWRUV²SDUWLFXODUO\FRQFHUQLQJJRDOVDQGORQJWHUP

DSSURDFKHVµ.

In this view, complementarity entails “ ongoing interaction, reciprocal input, and mutual deference between
elected officials and administrators. Administrators help to shape policy and they give it specific content and
meaning in the process of implementation. Elected officials oversee implementation, probe specific
complaints about poor performance and try to fine tune in performance problems” (Svara 2001). Research by
Jacobsen in 30 Norwegian municipalities (2006) shows further that the relationship between the political and
administrative sphere is a variable “ opening up for the possibility that it may vary among contexts, structures,
demographics and over time” . Fedele et al. (2005) point at a similar phenomenon: “ the experience in many
countries highlights examples of minister’s involvement in agency managerial and operational matters … [on
the other hand, also] the study of two agencies in Italy seems to indicate an influential role of the executive
agencies in the policy formulation process, with a potentially ‘political’ role” .
The practitioner’s and academic interest in this topic, has inspired for an in-depth investigation of the policyoperations divide in practice. Therefore, two key research questions are formulated, that will be refined
during the conceptual discussion in the next section of this article. The first research question is descriptive,
and looks for what actors decide about the content of the policy. The second question is explorativeexplanatory, and tries to figure out why these actors are so much (or so poorly) involved in the policy
decision-making process.

(PSLULFDOFRQWH[W
2QHDJHQF\
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The empirical setting of investigation is the Flemish public sector. Because of the complexity of the concept
of policy autonomy (cf. infra), I decided to study one single embedded case study. The case organization I
selected is the Flemish Public Transport Company (VVM De Lijn), which is a large player in the field of
public transport and mobility. It was established in 1991 as a merger of three regional public transport
companies. It is a territorially decentralized organization which has one central headquarters, and five regional
(one per province) offices. It also has a board, headed by a president and representing the key share- and
stakeholders of the VVM such as the government, the Flemish local and provincial authorities, and the
unions.

General Council
(71% shares Flemish
Region)

Board

Director-General

Personnel

Entity
West-Flanders

Marketing &
Strategy

Entity
East-Flanders

Finances

Entity
Antwerp

Technics &
Exploitation

Entity
Flemish-Brabant

Research

Entity
Limburg

The VVM is one of the largest public companies in Flanders, with over 7000 employees (of which 80% blue
collar such as technicians and bus drivers). It is a functionally decentralized agency, with a public law legal
legal personality. Its task is principally to provide public transport which means organizing and providing bus
and tram services all over Flanders. The political oversight authority of the VVM is the Minister of Mobility,
and his/ her cabinet of advisors (politically appointed advisors).The administrative oversight authority is the
unit of Persons Traffic and Airports, which is a unit of the Administration of Roads and Traffic, itself a subdivision of the Ministry of the Flemish Community2.
7ZRSROLF\SURJUDPV
For investigating the extent to which the agency is involved in the policy decision making process in the field
of public transport and mobility, I selected two policy programs: “ basic mobility” and “ Pegasus” . The choice
for both policy programs is inspired by the sampling logic for my case study which is crucial in small-N case
study research (see e.g. Van Thiel 2000). Both policy-programs have some similar, as well as different
features. Firstly, there are some important UHVHPEODQFHV between both policy programs. Both policy initiatives
are relatively recent which is what makes them easily accessible for conducting research. Next to that both
2

This is the administrative situation in the period before BBB was implemented.
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policy-programs have a relatively high impact and visibility. Basic mobility is the restructuring of the supply of
public transport in the whole Flemish region, and in every single local authority. This policy affects virtually
every citizen, and especially the users of the public transport. Pegasus mainly affects the region of the Flemish
Diamond3 and the people who live there (57% of total population in Flanders), and a lot of home-work
travellers, as the region hosts many employers (more than 60% of the workforce is located in the Flemish
Diamond). In both programs, the VVM is the implementer of the policy, by delivering public transport
services. For basic mobility there are implementation projects in all local authorities in Flanders (the level of
implementing basic mobility is the local authority or a cluster of local authorities). For Pegasus one clear
example of an implementation project is the so called Minder Hinder measures4 in Antwerp. Furthermore,
both policy-programs stem from policy needs that are politically and societally recognized. This can be
illustrated by the fact that both programs address problems that are related to two of the key-pillars of the
Mobility Plan Flanders: (1) guaranteeing access to mobility for every citizen in Flanders and (2) guaranteeing
the accessibility to the Flemish economic centres. As such, basic mobility is part of the social policy
component of public transport, whereas Pegasus is to be considered as part of the societal component of
public transport. Finally, both programs are also to a large extent financially comparable. Although the
realization of all projects in the Pegasus-plan would cost approx. 1,15 billion euro (investments), the
realization of parts of Pegasus via the Minder Hinder measures stand for a cost of approx. 50 million
investment costs (buying trams and buses) and an annual exploitation cost of 21 million euro (during the
renovation works). The continuation of the initially temporary Minder Hinder measures in the future will cost
13 million euro annually (exploitation cost of continuation of Minder Hinder measures). Basic mobility costs
125 million euro annually at top speed implementation from 2007 on (approx. 86 million in 2004).
Notwithstanding these similarities, there is RQHFUXFLDOGLIIHUHQFH between both policy programs as well. The level
to which the policy program of basic mobility is formalized and detailed is much larger than the level to
which the policy program of Pegasus is formalized. In terms of Huber and Shipan (2002) this means that the
policy of basic mobility is spelled out with a much larger level of detail compared to the policy of Pegasus.
The bottom line is that basic mobility is arranged via a decree that was voted in Parliament, and via
accompanying governmental decisions. These regulations arrange the way basic mobility is to be implemented
in the field with a large level of detail (which suggests that the level of formal autonomy or discretion of the
VVM in implementing the policy is low). Both large parts of the content of an implementation project in the
field, as well as large parts of the process and procedure of how a project is to be implemented, are strictly
regulated by this formal framework. Secondly, by having arranged basic mobility via a decree, a commitment
has been made which has direct political and budgetary consequences. Basic mobility is defined as a right for
the citizens in a decree and as such it has to be implemented within the time set and with budgets that have to
be reserved for implementing the services that guarantee this right. On the other hand, the policy of Pegasus
3 The “ Vlaamse Ruit” is the economic centre of Flanders. This region, in English the “ Flemish Diamond” , is located
between the cities of Antwerp, Ghent, Brussels and Leuven.
4 “ Minder Hinder” is the total of measures taken to decrease the negative effects of the renovation of the R1 in 20052006 (ring road Antwerp, one of the busiest highways in Europe). This renovation decreased the capacity of the R1 with
15%, hence large traffic problems were expected. The Minder Hinder measures had to anticipate these traffic problems
(by amongst other temporarily increased supply of public transport by the VVM).
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is only formalized to a small extent. Its formal status is a policy plan that has been taken up in the
governmental agreement, implying a commitment by the government to take initiatives that start the
implementation of the Pegasus-plan. Such a commitment has less direct consequences than a decree as it is
not implying a right that has to be fulfilled by law. Next to that, the way the implementation projects that are
under the Pegasus-umbrella are to be implemented is specified in a less detailed way as is the case for basic
mobility. The formal discretion of the VVM in implementing the projects of the policy of Pegasus can thus
be considered as much larger than is the case for the projects under basic mobility.

:+2'(&,'(62132/,&<"
&RQFHSWDQGPHWKRG
In order to be able to answer our first (descriptive) research question, a two step approach is followed. Firstly,
I identified the main policy decisions that were taken during the policy decision-making process (via
document analysis). Secondly, I investigated to what extent the various actors in the policy field were engaged
in taking these decisions. Therefore, I used a very broad concept of policy autonomy for my research
purposes (Verschuere 2006):WKHOHYHOWRZKLFKDJLYHQDFWRUGHFLGHVRQWKHFRQWHQWRIWKHSROLF\ EURDGVHQVH 7KHVHGHFLVLRQV
DERXWWKHFRQWHQWRIWKHSROLF\DUHWDNHQGXULQJGLIIHUHQWVWDJHVLQWKHSROLF\SURFHVVHDFKVWDJHKDYLQJLWVRZQGLVWLQFWIHDWXUHV

LQYROYLQJ GLIIHUHQW NLQGVRI SROLF\FKRLFHV WR EH PDGH DQG SROLF\GHFLVLRQV WR EH WDNHQ The different stages I distinguish

between are the preparation-, determination-, implementation- and evaluation-phases. As such, “ policy
autonomy” is about “ taking or at least influencing decisions about policy content” which is conceptually not
the same as “ delivering policy advice” . Delivering policy advice is a role which agencies take up in a lot of
instances (Brans et al. 2003), and can be defined as the set of activities that are undertaken with the aim to
optimize the policy-design of an actor, the policy-decision by an actor or the policy-processing by an actor.
As such delivering policy advice is not equal to deciding about the content of the policy, or making policydecisions. In fact an agency that delivers a large extent of policy advice (during the conception of a decree for
example) may have large policy autonomy in the case the suggestions made by the agency – in its role as
policy advisor – about the desirable content of the policy have been taken over by the eventual policy
decision-makers. Next to that, the same agency may have low policy autonomy in case the suggestions by the
agency have been rejected. Policy autonomy as I have conceptualized is also different from the formal policy
decision making in the political arena. If we only would look at policy autonomy in the sense of the ability to
take the formal decision that approves the policy, then no agency would have policy autonomy, as in a
democracy the formal policy decision is a prerogative of elected politicians (e.g. parliament voting a decree).
My conceptualization of policy autonomy is to be considered as the extent to which the agency has had input
in, or influenced the eventual content of the decisions that were made about the policy in different stages of
the policy process (thus not only in the determination-phase, but also during the preparation, the
implementation and the evaluation).

6

For answering my descriptive research question I rely on two data-sources. Firstly I collected all kinds of
documents on the policy programs under scrutiny which I analysed in a qualitative way. I systematized these
documents, and I summarized these documents by only retaining the crucial information (“ what decisions are
taken” , and “ who has taken these decisions” ). Secondly, I distributed a standardized questionnaire to 41 keyrespondents (24 responded, approx. 60%). These respondents were very diverse (people from VVM, from
the ministerial cabinet, independent experts, MP’s, etc.) but have in common that they are very familiar with
the policy-programs under scrutiny. The respondents had to tick the influence of actors in the policy
decision-making process on a 1-10 scale. The data from these questionnaires were quantified and used for a
quantitative analysis (“ who has taken the decision about the policy?” ). Based on both data-sets, I was able to
draw a triangulated picture on what actors where involved and to what extent, in the decision-making process
on the policy of “ basic mobility” and “ Pegasus” , per policy phase (preparation, determination,
implementation and evaluation).

(PSLULFDOUHVXOWV
:KDWDFWRUVGHFLGHGRQWKHSROLF\RIEDVLFPRELOLW\ SROLF\SURJUDP "
The SUHSDUDWLRQ of basic mobility took place in the period before 2000 and involved mainly decisions on the
vision about what basic mobility is and on the principles about what the policy should look like. In this phase
“ basic mobility” as a policy issue was defined and refined. Firstly, the goals of the policy were specified.
Essentially basic mobility wants to resolve the problem of “ traffic poverty” and mobility inequality in society.
Secondly, the intention to formalize this policy via decree was expressed in order to define “ basic mobility” as
a social right. This social right applies to “ all citizens, in all region of Flanders” , notwithstanding special
attention is given to certain groups that are considered risk-groups and as such vulnerable for suffering from
traffic poverty (disabled people, elderly people, people living in rural areas etc.). Thirdly, the intention has
been expressed to delivering basic mobility by specifying explicit output norms for the public transport
services. Public transport is to be delivered within acceptable time-limits and distance limits, and therefore
norms and criteria should be developed (frequency of service, number of bus stops, amplitude of service
etc.). Fourthly, the belief was growing that not only service delivery norms were necessary but that also a new
and modernized system of organizing the public transport network was considered necessary (netstandardization) within which the public transport supply of public management should be framed (the later
“ netmanagement” , cf. infra).
In 2001 the decree on basic mobility was voted in the Flemish Parliament and in 2003 two important
Governmental Decisions (concerning basic mobility & netmanagement) were accepted. As such, the policy
was politically determined and approved in this period. The major decisions that were made in the
determination phase of the policy of basic mobility deal with the content of the decree and the content of the
governmental decisions. The goals, as well as the target groups of the policy were decided upon already to a
large extent during the definition of the policy in the preparatory phase, and are reflected in the decree and
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the governmental decisions. What has been decided in this stage, are the principles within which concrete
norms and criteria for service delivery should be framed. These principles have been formalized in the decree,
and the norms and criteria have been arranged via the governmental decision on basic mobility that
accompanies the decree. The norms deal with frequency of service, maximum waiting time between two busservices, and the distance between home and first bus stop. Another key decision that was made in the
governmental decision on basic mobility is about the program of implementing the policy of basic mobility. A
formula for making an objective needs-analysis is decided upon (“ in which local authorities does the supply
of public transport deviates the most from the norms of basic mobility?” ). Based on this formula a priority
list was made that arranged the order of implementation of basic mobility in the Flemish local authorities.
Also netmanagement has been determined. This is the system which has to be applied by the VVM in order
to build their net of public transport lines all over Flanders in the most efficient way. Essentially,
netmanagement defines the quality criteria upon which the public transport network needs to be organized.
As such this system of netmanagement is considered to be the most important instrument to realize the
policy of basic mobility.
The implementation of basic mobility started in 2000, although the decree and governmental decisions were
not politically approved by then. Therefore, the implementation of basic mobility can analytically be studied
in two phases: the implementation that took place before and after 2003 (date of formalization of the policy
in decree and governmental decisions). Considering the implementation of the policy, two crucial policydecisions are important. Firstly, on the program-level one has to decide where (in which local authority) the
policy should be implemented first (knowing that by 2006 every local authority in Flanders should have basic
mobility according to the decree). Therefore, an objective needs-analysis was made that compared current
and desired supply according to the norms of basic mobility, in every local authority. Because the norms for
service delivery were not specified yet in the period 1999-2000, one relied on norms from the draft versions
of the decree and the governmental decisions. Based on this needs-analysis a priority list of local authorities is
made that determines the implementation order of the policy of basic mobility. Secondly, at the individual
project-level one has to decide how basic mobility will be implemented in the field. This is the question how
to achieve the norms of the decretal framework. Important decisions are about what public transport lines
need to be organized, what vehicles (types of buses) need to be used, and where the services need to be
supplied. Individual implementation projects have to be drafted and implemented at a very operational level:
deciding where to drive, when to drive, what vehicle to drive etc.
The evaluation of basic mobility is done on two levels. First there is the annual evaluation of individual
implementation projects by an audit commission (composed by the VVM, the oversight administration, the
stakeholder-organization, and an external auditor). The main task of this commission is to check whether the
service levels in individual projects meet the decretal norms. In these annual individual project evaluations the
VVM delivers data about the bus-lines and based on these data it is controlled whether the evaluation criteria
are met. Secondly there is the program-wide evaluation which has been done in 2005 and still continues. In
this evaluation the map of Flanders has been taken and blind spots (places were no projects have been
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implemented yet) are identified. Based on this evaluation a decision was made about how the remainder of
implementation projects will be executed. The evaluation of basic mobility did not put the policy itself into
question, because government and minister have repeatedly expressed their belief in the principles of the
policy. What has been questioned however was the way in which the policy should be implemented in the
future. This was also recognized in some interviews I conducted: “ the evaluation is not about the policy of
basic mobility as such, but about how to implement basic mobility in the most efficient and effective way” .
The comparison that was made in the evaluation between the still existing blind-spots on the one hand, and
the budget that is available for completing basic mobility on the other hand, has urged for a “ pragmatic”
implementation (reality check of theoretical norms of the decree, cf. supra). Resulting from this evaluation,
two crucial decisions have been made. Firstly, the decision to strictly prioritize the projects (local authorities)
that have not been served by now. Secondly, in implementing the policy, some pragmatism is needed.
Therefore 10 criteria are developed that should be taken into account, and that deal with the way how basic
mobility is to be implemented in a more realistic and efficient way ( e.g. which vehicles to use, how frequent
and when the services should be delivered, etc.).
Having presented the major policy decisions that were made in the different stages of the policy process of
basic mobility, the question remains what actor(s) have influenced or shaped these decisions.
3ROLF\SKDVH

3HULRG

Preparation

-2000

Determination (decree
& governmental
decision basic mobility)

19992002

Determination
(governmental decision
netmanagement)

20012003

Implementation before
2003 (program)

19992002

Implementation before
2003 (projects)
Implementation after
2003 (program)

20002003
20022005

Implementation after
2003 (projects)
Evaluation

20032005

.H\SROLF\GHFLVLRQVPDGH
Mainly decisions about the principles of the
intended policy
-Policy goals and societal effects to be
reached.
-Intention for a decree
Mainly choices about the content of the
policy
-Service delivery output norms
-Refinement and explicitation of output
norms
Mainly decisions about quality norms and
standards for public transport delivery and
public transport networks

,QSXW
990
LOW

.H\DFWRU
Minister and
cabinet of Mobility

LOW

Minister and cabinet
of Mobility

HIGH

-Minister and
cabinet of mobility
-VVM central
services
Minister and cabinet
of Mobility

Mainly decisions about the process of
implementing the policy: priority list for
implementation
Mainly decisions about how individual
projects should be implemented in the field
Mainly decisions about the process of
implementing the policy: priority list for
implementation

LOW

Mainly decisions about how individual
projects should be implemented in the field
Mainly decisions about pragmatic
implementation of the policy in the field

HIGH

HIGH
HIGH

HIGH

VVM provincial
entities
-VVM (central and
entities)
-Minister and
cabinet of Mobility
-Oversight
administration
VVM provincial
entities
-VVM central
-Minister and
cabinet of Mobility
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The table above is the summary of the answers to this question. It shows what actor(s) was (were) decisive in
the key policy decisions made about the policy of basic mobility I discussed above. It also shows the input or
influence of the key implementing agency VVM. Per phase in the policy cycle, the table shows the
triangulated research results (data in the table are based on both the documentary analysis, as well as on the
questionnaire analysis, cf. supra). As the table shows, the policy of basic mobility has been determined to a
large extent by the minister of Mobility and his cabinet. The principles of the policy (outcomes, goals to be
reached) have been prepared to a large extent politically. Other actors, like the VVM, were only to a very
small extent involved. The same pattern can be observed in the determination-phase of the policy. The
content of the decree and of the governmental decisions has been decided upon to a large extent by the
minister of Mobility, without any significant input from other actors. The only exception is the governmental
decision on netmanagement, in which the VVM was able to set some directions about how to organize the
public transport nets. The third important decision that was largely taken by the minister alone, has been the
program of implementing the policy. At this stage, priority lists of local authorities were basic mobility needed
to be implemented, were set. From then on, the influence of the VVM started to grow. Especially the
provincial entities of the VVM (responsible for delivering public transport services in their province) started
to dominate the decision-making process, that was more and more operational by then (individual project
decisions: where to drive, when to drive, what vehicles to drive etc.). Finally, at the time of the program-wide
evaluation of the policy of basic mobility, the decisions were to a large extent shared by the minister of
Mobility and by the VVM central services (decisions about the future of the policy).
:KDWDFWRUVGHFLGHRQWKHSROLF\RI3HJDVXV SROLF\SURJUDP "
At the end of the nineties societal consensus started to grow that one of the key policy issues for the future
was the preservation of the accessibility of the “ Flemish Diamond” , the economic heart of Flanders. One of
the measures to be taken to fight ever growing traffic jams and traffic congestion was the development of a
high quality public transport net. Around 2000 three issues came together. Firstly the key policy goal for
future mobility policy was set by the Mobility Plan Flanders and by the parliamentary debates surrounding
this Plan. One of the key pillars of this Plan was that the Flemish Diamond as a region should be kept
accessible in the future. Therefore traffic jams should be attacked and a long-term public transport strategy
for the largest cities and their suburban regions should be developed. Secondly it was clear that part of the
solution lay in an ameliorated public transport net. Therefore a high quality net of public transport (buses and
trams) should be developed. Thirdly, and contrary to basic mobility (which is a policy that applies to the
whole of Flanders) this policy is specifically targeted at a specific region and as such mainly applies to the
people that live there and that work there. In this preparatory phase which preceeds the drafting and the
determination of the eventual plan important strategic choices thus have been made about the importance of
the issue of accessibility, and the likely role to be played by public transport in a policy towards such
guaranteed accessibility.
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In 2003 the eventual choices were made about how the problem of the accessibility in the region could be
addressed by the use of public transport. These choices are made explicit in the Pegasus-plan, which is the
merger of the plans that were developed earlier by the VVM provincial entities for the cities of Antwerp and
Ghent and for the Brussels region. These separate plans were taken together in an overall plan for the
Flemish Diamond. In this plan the policy goals and the desired policy output have been made concrete. The
plan contains mainly choices about how public transport may help to reach the policy goals expressed. The
aim is to reach extra travellers for public transport and to decrease traffic jams in the region. This goal is
operationalized in explicit targets (80 million extra travellers for public transport by 2025), to be reached by
ameliorating the bus and tram net in the region. As such crucial decisions have been made about what the
ambition is, what the time-frame is what infrastructure is needed, what type of vehicles are to be used, and
about where the services have to be ameliorated or extended.
Pegasus, which originated as a “ plan” that has to address the mobility needs that were identified earlier,
became “ official policy” in 2004 when the new Flemish government (Leterme I) took up the entire Pegasusplan in its governmental agreement with the ambition “ to start taking action for the realization of it” . Unless
basic mobility which is a middle-long run project that is formalized in a decree and has to be implemented by
a date that has been specified in advance, Pegasus is a long term policy project which is not formalized in a
decree (cf. supra). The implication is that the Pegasus-plan is to be realized and implemented piece by piece in
function of budgetary and policy opportunities, whereas for basic mobility an implementation program is
made that orders the implementation of individual projects in the field (cf. supra).
So far only few projects under the umbrella of Pegasus have been started with implementation. One example
is the Minder Hinder measures. Several decisions had to be taken as to the content and the process of the
implementation of Minder Hinder. Firstly, the choice was made to increase the existing capacity of buses and
trams. New trams and buses were ordered for increasing the frequency of service delivery, the capacity of the
public transport and for organizing new transport trajectories. Related to this decision also the network of
public transport had to be re-arranged into a new exploitation model (choice of trajectories, choice of
vehicles for different trajectories, choice of frequency of service delivery on trajectories, and choice of linking
the trajectories into the existing network). Secondly, procedural choices were made about the way in which
the measures need to be implemented. It has been decided that the measures had to be overviewed by an
administrative steering group consisting of all actors involved in the Minder Hinder measures, and presided
by the administration of the Flemish Community. Next to that and more specific for the public transport
measures, a provincial audit commission was organized for evaluating the measures. Finally it was decided
that the buses and trams that were ordered would be financed by a public-private partnership that was
established in 2003 for financing mobility investments in Antwerp (NV Beheersmaatschappij Antwerpen
Mobiel).
As the Minder Hinder measures (public transport) are some of the first implementation projects of the larger
Pegasus plan (which has a time frame from 2003-2025), and the Pegasus plan is not implemented totally so
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far, the evaluation can only be focused on implemented exploitation projects such as the Minder Hinder
measures public transport. In 2005 the Minder Hinder measures were evaluated and the results of the
evaluation were presented to a provincial audit commission. The bottom-line was that the measures had been
very succesfull. A considerable increase of public transport travellers has been observed. Based on these
positive evaluations the decision was taken that the initially temporary measures (only for the time of the
renovation of the ring road) should be made permanent (or at least a large part of the measures).
Coming back now to our first research question - what actors have been the key decision-makers during the
policy process of Pegasus -, the table underneath summarizes the results of the empirical investigation. The
table shows triangulated proofs gathered from both documentary and questionnaire sources.
3ROLF\SKDVH

3HULRG

.H\SROLF\GHFLVLRQVPDGH

Preparation

-2003

Mainly strategic vision building about the
role of public transport as part of the
solution for guaranteeing accessibility in
Flemish Diamond

Determination

20022003

Implementation (content
of the measures)

20022004

,PSOHPHQWDWLRQ GHFLVLRQVRQ
SURFHVVRILPSOHPHQWDWLRQ 
Evaluation



2005

Mainly decisions about the public transport
service delivery (output) in the future, in
the region of the Flemish Diamond (output
targets)
Decisions about the public service delivery
output and how to deliver it in a specific
implementation project of Pegasus
(realizing parts of the Pegasus plan)
LQFRQFOXVLYHUHVXOWV 
Decisions about the permanent
continuation of the public transport supply
after the Minder Hinder project has been
realized.

,QSXW
990
HIGH

.H\DFWRU

HIGH

-Minister and
cabinet of
Mobility
-VVM central
-administration
VVM-entities

HIGH

VVM-entities





HIGH

-VVM
-minister and
cabinet of
Mobility

As the table shows, VVM had a considerable input in the preparation and determination phases of the policy.
In the preparation phase, the VVM central services, together with other key actors in the mobility debate,
were influencive in the vision-building about mobility in the region of the Flemish Diamond. In the
determination phase, the key actor was the VVM provincial entities that developed the concrete plans on
public transport amelioration in the region. This plan was later pollitically accepted and approved by the
government, in its governmental agreement. The same conclusion can be made for the implentation of the
Pegasus plan via the Minder Hinder measures in Antwerp. Here it was the VVM provincial entity of Antwerp
that developed and implented the public transport measures under the Pegasus-umbrella (“ what” measures to
implement). In the evaluation phase of the policy, when the decision was taken to continue the succesful
Minder Hinder measures (that were originally only temporal, for the time of the renovation-works), a strong
coalition of VVM and minister of Mobility was able to prepare this decision, and to push it through. The
results of the analysis on what actors decided on the decisions about the process of implementing are
inconclusive (see LWDOLFV in table above). The questionnaire analysis reveals a large influence by the VVM at that
stage, but this finding cannot be supported by the document analysis.
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'LVFXVVLRQ
The results of my analysis show that the extent to which the agency (as administrative actor) is involved in the
policy decision-making process may vary on three levels: between policy-programs in which the agency is
involved, between policy-phases of the same policy-program (assuming that in all phases decisions are taken),
and also between actors embedded in the agency (central management, provincial entities, board of the
agency).
Firstly, there are some differences EHWZHHQ SROLF\SURJUDPs to be observed as to the agency’s influence in the
policy process. For example, the input by the VVM in the policy of Pegasus is higher than the input in the
policy of basic mobility in both the preparation- and determination phases. The VVM seems to have had a
large input in the decisions concerning the vision and principles of the policy of accessibility of the Flemish
Diamond, and the role of the public transport in this (during the preparation phase). Next to that and during
the determination-phase, the policy-vision that was prepared to a large extent by the VVM has also been
formalized eventually in a politically approved plan as it was conceived by the VVM. Contrary to the policy of
Pegasus, the VVM hardly had any input in the vision-building about the role of the public transport in the
policy of equal access to mobility via public transport (basic mobility).
Secondly, there are also differences to be observed as to the policy autonomy of the agency EHWZHHQSKDVHVRIWKH

SROLF\F\FOH. I found that the level of input by the VVM in the implementation- and evaluation-phases of both

policy programs is high. In the case of basic mobility this high policy autonomy is related to the fact that the
VVM designs the implementation-projects and implements them in the field. Often this happened and
happens in a pragmatic way, whereby the norms for service delivery that have been formalized in the decree
are not followed for the full 100 percent. In the case of Minder Hinder, the high policy autonomy in the
implementation indicates a high degree of freedom in the design and implementation of public transport
measures in the field. This finding shows that in both policy-programs that are strictly regulated, and in
policy-programs are less regulated (Pegasus), the autonomy of the agency in implementing the policy may be
high. In the former case, high policy autonomy must be considered as delivering services in a way that
deviates to a certain extent from the formalized prescriptions. In the latter case, high policy autonomy must
be considered as the extent to which the agency has the nearly total freedom, within the budgets accorded, to
decide by what service delivery a defined policy-goal has to be reached (and how the services need to be
delivered).
Thirdly, the empirical investigation shows that in both cases, the policy process is to a large extent GRPLQDWHGE\

WKHLQWHUSOD\EHWZHHQWKHSROLWLFDOSULQFLSDO PLQLVWHURI0RELOLW\ DQGWKHLPSOHPHQWLQJDJHQF\ 990 . Other actors input

in the policy process is less pronounced (e.g. administrative oversight ministry, other ministers and ministries
than the portfolio minister, parliament, stakeholders etc.). This observation is not surprising and may be
explained by features of the policy-making process in Flanders which are reflected in my case study as well.
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Policy-making and making policy-choices is a political prerogative. In a situation in which the political
decision making process is dominated by large ministerial cabinets of advizors (personal political secretariats
of the minister), these findings just reflect this decision making practice (which is not to say that actors in the
oversight administration may not be involved in VXSSRUWLQJ the decision making process, cf. Vancoppenolle
2006). Next to that, the policy-making capacity of large public agencies (like the VVM) is becoming more and
more an important factor in the decision making process, which may be related to the finding that the policy
autonomy of the VVM is increasing during the later years of my analysis-period. The weak role of the
administration (except during the implementation-phases) in policy decision making may be explained by the
fact that the core-administration mainly has an oversight role (e.g. on finances and on the content of the
policy). Moreover, the agency (as an important player in the policy process) is not a homogeneous player.
There is considerable variation between the policy influence of the central management, the provincial
entities, and the board of the organisation. The figure underneath visualizes one another as to the relative
influence in the policy program of basic mobility5, of the different actors in the policy process. This figure is
the result of the quantitative questionnaire analysis. On the X-axis are the different stages of the policy cycle.
On the Y-axis the influence of the actors in the policy process on a 1-10 scale is represented. The colored
lines represent the actors in the policy process6. The score (influence on 1-10 scale) an actor has in a given
policy phase is the unweighted average of the scores that were attributed by the respondents to the
questionnaire (N respondents is 24). The respondents were asked for “ the influence of actor X in policy
phase Y of the policy program Z, 1 representing no influence, 10 representing very large influence” .
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5 A comparable figure for the policy program of Pegasus can be presented. I only show the figure for basic mobility, for
supporting my point about the potential large number of different players in the policy decision making process.
6 VVM central management (VVMC), the VVM board (VVMR), the VVM provincial entities (VVME), the cabinet of
the oversight minister of Mobility (KAB), the oversight unit from the Ministry of the Flemish Community (APL), the
cabinet of the minister of Budget (BUD) and the other units from the Ministry of the Flemish Community (not
oversight, MVG).
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As the figure shows, and as I already showed above, the policy decision making process is mainly dominated
by the minister of Mobility, and by VVM-actors (central and provincial entities, not the board). Other actors
only sporadically tend to show some – but not very large – influence (according to our respondents). For
example, the cabinet of the minister of Budget has increased influence in the decision-making process
(because of the increasing cost of the program, and the subsequent strive for economy and efficiency in
implementing the program).

(;3/$,1,1*32/,&<$872120<
The descriptive research resulted in some interesting conclusions that urge for some explanations. Therefore,
in the second part of this paper I will address these issues, and present an explanation for the observed policy
influence of the key actors in the policy process.

0HWKRGDQGGDWD
The empirical data for answering the explanatory research questions come from 32 face-to-face interviews
with key respondents. These respondents are the same respondents I addressed with the written
questionnaire for the descriptive research (41 people were invited, 78% of the respondents I addressed agreed
with a face-to-face interview). The interviews were of a semi-structured nature. I started with the presentation
of the results of the descriptive analyses by presenting the observed level of policy autonomy of the VVM in
the different policy phases of both policy programs to the respondents. I asked whether the respondent could
agree with these observations concerning the level of policy-autonomy of the VVM, per policy-program
(basic mobility and Pegasus) and per phase of the policy-cycle, which provided me with extra evidence for the
validity of my descriptive findings. The core of the interview was identifying the conditions by which the
observed policy autonomy can be explained. I asked the respondents ´KRZWKH\ZRXOGH[SODLQWKHREVHUYHGOHYHORI

SROLF\DXWRQRP\RUWKHREVHUYHGOHYHORILQIOXHQFHLQWKHSROLF\GHFLVLRQVPDGHE\WKH990µ. This question was repeated

for all policy-phases of both policy-programs. First, I let the respondents build their story about the factors
that – according to them – contribute to the level of policy autonomy observed (open question). Second, I
presented a list with general explanatory factors to the respondent that potentially may help to build, add or
complete their story7. This process was repeated for every phase of both policy-programs.
The data I received from these interviews were analyzed in two steps. )LUVWO\ I made a respondent sheet per
individual respondent which enabled me to arrange the data per respondent. In these sheets the data for
explaining the levels of observed autonomy were arranged per policy-program and per policy-phase by

7

This list of potentially explanatory factors is very general in nature, in order to make complex theoretical concepts
“ understandable” for the respondent. It contains variables that were selected for their potential explanatory value for the level of
policy autonomy observed. These variables or factors are based on the macro-theoretical frameworks and the exissting empirical
explanations for autonomy in the literature.
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writing down the relevant pieces of text8 of the interview recordings as answered literally by the respondent.
In a VHFRQGVWHS the individual respondent sheets are taken together in a framework that allows for comparing
policy-programs and policy- phases. This results in aggregated summary tables per policy phase. Aggregated
summary tables contain all the relevant statements made by all respondents about the policy autonomy of the
VVM in a particular policy-phase of a particular policy-program. Based on these summary tables I looked for
patterns of recurring explanations for the observed policy autonomy via the coding of the statements in the
summary table of the policy-phase in case.

(PSLULFDOUHVXOWV
The table below summarizes my model for explaining policy autonomy of agencies. I have to be careful
however, as this model is empirically grounded in only one case study. Therefore, I would rather classify it as
a hypothetical model that needs to be tested and investigated further.
)$&7256 

&DSDFLW\RIWKHDJHQF\

3ROLWLFDOFRQWH[WDURXQGWKHSROLF\

5ROHSHUFHSWLRQDJHQF\LQSROLF\GHFLVLRQV

)XQFWLRQDOLW\IRUDJHQF\ WREHLQYROYHGLQ
GHFLVLRQPDNLQJ 
)XQFWLRQDOLW\IRURYHUVLJKWDXWKRULWLHV IRU
KDYLQJDJHQF\LQYROYHGLQGHFLVLRQPDNLQJ 
5HODWLRQVKLSDJHQF\RYHUVLJKWDXWKRULWLHV
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The model consists of 7 factors that may influence the extent to which the agency (as administrative actor
and implementer of the policy) is able to to play a role the policy decision-making process. In the table, I
show per factor, in which policy-program and in which policy phase an influence has been found in my case

study ( \HV- no).
&DSDFLW\RIWKHDJHQF\


I firstly found that the extent to which agencies influence the decisions in the policy-making process, is
determined by the capacity of these agencies to be involved in the decision making process. The influence of
this factor was found in different phases in the policy cycle and over different policy-programs. The empirical
findings show that large levels of capacities of the agency can be related to high levels of policy autonomy,
8

Only relevant pieces of interviews were written down in the sheets. Relevant pieces of text are the interview-extracts that deal
with the subject of inquiry. By making this selection while filling in the sheets, all “ distortion” (not relevant extracts) was
filtered. Distortion has shown to often occur in the interviews, and happens when the respondent starts “ to talk away” of the
subject.
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whereas small levels of capacities can be related to low levels of policy autonomy. “ Capacity” may firstly be
conceptualized as the ability and skills of the agency to be involved in policy-related work (having the
necessary skills to “ think” about policy, to build visions). The lack of sufficient skills to “ think” about future
policy and to help developing policy visions was related to the poor influence of the VVM during the
preparation of the policy of basic mobility, whereas increased policy-capacity by the time of the preparation
of the policy of Pegasus could be related to the higher levels of policy autonomy observed. Equally, during
the programming of the policy in the implementation phase of basic mobility, when a method for needsanalyses and priority lists for implementing individual projects needed to be developed, this capacity is related
to the extent to which the agency in involved. The increase over time of these skills (reflected in the increase
of policy workers in a newly established policy cell e.g.) within the agency has lead to an icreased influence of
the VVM in developing priority lists.
Capacity may also be considered as the “ technical expertise” of the agency that is required for dealing with
their task. This kind of capacity was found to be a factor that is mainly related to the level of policy autonomy
of the agency in the determination-, implementation-, and evaluation phases of the policy. I found that the
presence of this (quasi-monopolistic) technical expertise of the VVM can be related to large levels of policy
autonomy (or policy-discretion) during the implementation of public transport projects under basic mobility
and Minder Hinder. I also found that the large influence of the VVM in the evaluation phase of the policy
was positively related to the technical knowledge and availability of policy data within the agency. Thirdly,
during the determination-phase of netmanagement (basic mobility), the large capacity of the agency that is the
result of their knowledge of the field and their implementation-expertise, has been related to large levels of
policy autonomy in determining the governmental decision (determining a system that organizes the
implementation of public transport projects).
Capacity is thus found to be a strong driver for policy autonomy in my case. To a large extent, this “ capacity”
may originate from organizational structural features (structural capacity, see Egeberg 2003). In this respect,
these structural theoretical perspectives would explain autonomy as being the result of the extent to which
structural features of the agency lead to the necessary capacities for the agency (to be able) to be involved in
policy decision making processes. These perspectives thus claim that organizational capacities are function of
internal organizational structural features. The presence of organizational units that deal with policy work, the
presence of a skilled workforce of highly educated people that are employed in these policy-units, features of
organizational specialization and the centralization of the policy-capacity of the organization seem to
contribute positively to the level of policy-making capacity or technical expertise of the organization (Egeberg
1995). Also Carpenter (2001) found that organizational capacity and expertise, resulting from strong
leadership, talented offices that are coherent, and offices in which turnover is minimized (stability,
experience), is one important factor for establishing the reputation and legitimacy of the agency upon which it
can rely to “ forge” decision making autonomy. Similar claims about the importance of organizational capacity
and expertise were advanced by Hammond and Knott (1999). These authors argued that specific leadership
and skills of the management may be a prerequisite to advance the preferred policy of the agency. Krause
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(2003) argued that organizational stability is important for the agency to be able “ to handle” discretion, and
Hawkins and Jacoby (2004) have argued that agency-expertise and knowledge of the agency may be important
resources for the agency to be able to have discretion or autonomy.in (implementing) policy.
3ROLWLFDOFRQWH[WDURXQGWKHSROLF\SURJUDP
Contrary to the capacity-factor, the influence of the political context on the level of policy autonomy is not
straightforward. I found that both “ supportive” and “ rather hostile” political contexts (towards the policyprogram at stake) may constrain or enable the level of policy autonomy the agency enjoys. In the first case,
not much political or societal opposition for the policy is observed (large political agreement over partyborders in the coalition e.g.), while in the latter case the policy is opposed to a large extent.
Firstly, I found that a supportive political context around a policy program may be related to low levels of
policy autonomy of the agency. In the determination of basic mobility, the political context of the day
showed some opportunities to have the policy-program voted in a decree. A new governmental coalition, the
better budgetary context and the relative power position of the minister of Mobility in the government,
created the room for having the decree basic mobility voted. This opened a “ window of opportunity” for the
minister of Mobility to have his decree approved politically (voted). This supportive political context urged
the minister to take quick action (having the decree voted quickly), which in the same run also decreased the
opportunities for other actors (e.g. the agency) to be involved in the decision making process. I only found
this relationship for the determination of the policy of basic mobility (not for Pegasus), which suggests that
specific features of the policy-program may mediate the influence of political context on the level of
autonomy of the agency observed: contrary to the policy of Pegasus, the policy of basic mobility (a) was
largely prepared by the political oversight authorities (reflecting that this policy is high priority for them) and
(b) had to be formalized strictly (by a decree) because the program was highly contested by other political
parties (notwithstanding the governmental context was temporarily supportive to have the decree voted, the
salience of the policy remained high). To a certain extent, this shows that “ instititutional decision making
rules and roles” that apply, may constrain the decision making behavior of the oversight authorities (Knott
and Hammond 2003). Similarly, Scott’s regulative pillar (2001) suggests that regulatory processes (e.g.
decision making processes in a governmental coalition) will determine, constrain and regularize behavior.
Actors will pursue their self-interest (their preferred policy) within the constraints of the regulative decision
making processes. In the case of the determination of the decree basic mobility, the minister was able to have
his preferred policy approved, within the decision making process of the governmental coalition of the day.
To a certain extent the governmental situation opened a window of opportunity for the minister to have his
preferred policy approved within the decision making arena of the government. The combination of this
window of opportunity, with decision making rules and roles that apply in the government, urged the
minister for fast decision making, resulting in decreased chances for other actors to be involved in the
decision making (to a certain extent they were “ taken at speed” ).
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I also found that in some cases a supportive political context may be related to large levels of policy
autonomy of the agency. The political context around the policy of Pegasus has always been rather
supportive. Through the whole policy cycle, I could observed large levels of policy autonomy of the VVM.
“ Political context” is conceptualized broad here, as the level of general political and societal support for the
policy-program9. In the case of the preparation and determination of the policy of Pegasus, the supportive
political context was characterized by a widespread political agreement about the policy-problems to be
addressed and about the measures to be taken (to resolve the accessibility-problems of the Flemish
Diamond). In this context, the agency was left the room and opportunities to develop the policy, and to have
the policy approved politically as it was conceived by the agency. Also in this case, specific features of the
policy program may mediate the influence of political context on the level of autonomy observed. Contrary to
the policy of basic mobility, the policy of Pegasus (a) has been prepared predominantly by the agency (thus
being high priority for the agency itself) and (b) is not intended to be formalized strictly (no direct
consequences attached to the policy, e.g. budgetary consequences). Under these conditions, a supportive
political environment may enable the agency to exert more policy autonomy (in preparing and determining
the policy). Also in the implementation and evaluation of Pegasus and Minder Hinder, a supportive political
context enabled for large policy autonomy of the VVM in the decision making process Again, the supportive
political context (all actors involved recognized the problem to be addressed) and the fact that the measures
in the end turned out to be a huge success, increased the political support of the program after the evaluation
(“ no politician would dare to turn back the measures” ). These findings suggest that level of policy autonomy
of the agency may also be explained by the agency’s assessment of opportunities that emerge in the political
environment. More specific, agencies may determine their decision making behavior in response to needs that
emerge from the (political) environment. The notion of strategic contingency for example, claims that
agencies may match their strategies to the need for action and being responsive to policy-related evolutions in
the environment (Hult 2003). In the case of Pegasus, the large level of policy autonomy can be explained as
the agency strategically proposing solutions for policy-problems that are prominent on the policy agenda and
that are shared among many political parties. The level of autonomy is then the result of responsive behavior
of the agency with regard to a policy program that receives wide political and societal support.
Thirdly, I found that a rather “ hostile” political context may be related to large levels of policy autonomy of
the agency. I observed that during the later implementation-phases and the evaluation-phase of the policy of
basic mobility, the political context around the policy became increasingly salient (“ hostile” ). The fact that the
policy was set more and more under pressure politically, was found to be related to high levels of policy
autonomy of the VVM during these phases. The rather “ hostile” political context is characterized by the fact
that the new governmental coalition of 2004 has altered the power relationships (and the relative power
position of the minister of Mobility in the coalition), and the policy-priorities in the government. The new
governmental coalition in 2004 was composed of some powerful political parties that questioned the policyprogram, and that intended to decrease the budgets for the policy of basic mobility (and public transport in
9

Whereas above the political context is defined as the situation in the government of the day (rather narrowly defined as the
interaction between political parties in the government of the day).
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general). In this situation, the demand for “ pragmatic” implementation of basic mobility grew. As such the
large policy autonomy of the agency may be explained by the fact that the VVM – as implementer of the
policy with the technical expertise and data – is the key actor to propose how and what “ pragmatic”
implementation should be, and how the policy should be conducted in the future. A more cynical explanation
could be that the political oversight authorities responsible for Mobility pass the hot potato to the agency for
taking decisions in times of increased political turbulence around the policy. To a certain extent this latter
finding (salient policy, high autonomy for the agency) contradicts the claim that in highly salient policy issues
the agency will tend to be steered more strictly (Pollitt et al 2004, ‘t Hart 2002) or will have the incentive to
demand less discretion (Krause 2003).
5ROHSHUFHSWLRQE\WKHDJHQF\
The agency’s perception about the role it has to play in the policy-cycle, and how this role is to be fulfilled,
can also determine the level of policy autonomy. This factor was found to mainly play a role in the
preparation- and implementation phases of both policy-programs. The concept of “ role-perception” may
firstly be considered as the perception of the agency whether it has to be involved in the decision making
process in a certain policy-phase or not. This kind of role-perception may predominantly help to explain the
level of policy autonomy of the agency in the preparation-phase of the policy. I found that the VVM shifted
from seeing themselves as merely an implementing agency, to an agency that perceives to have a large role to
play in policy-preparation and vision-building in the policy-field as well. This observation has found to be
related to the different levels of policy autonomy observed between the preparation of basic mobility and the
preparation of Pegasus. By the early 2000’s, when the policy of Pegasus started to be prepared, the VVM
more and more started to perceive itself as a policy-agency. This shift in role-perception may help to explain
why the VVM had large levels of policy autonomy during the preparation of Pegasus. To the contrary, during
the preparation of basic mobility and during the determination of the decree (period before and around
2000), the VVM merely saw its role as being a policy-implementer (delivering public transport services),
which may be related to the low levels of policy autonomy during the preparation of basic mobility (and
during the determination of the decree basic mobility). Thirdly, also during the programmation of the
implementation in the later phases of basic mobility, the fact that the VVM started to consider themselves
more and more as a netmanager that has a role to play in thinking about public transport delivery priorities,
may explain the large policy autonomy during this phase.
Secondly, the concept of role perception may also be considered as the agency having a clear view about how
the policy should be implemented in the field. The agency may be “ used to” deliver services in a particular
way (“ implementation-customs” ). The high levels of policy autonomy in implementing the policy, which I
found for both policy-programs, can be explained by this kind of entrenched vision of the agency about how
(and in what way) the services need to be delivered. This is, for example, observed in the development of the
implementation-projects of basic mobility. From their experience and customs in delivering public transport
projects, that was built up in the years before, the VVM had a clear idea how a public transport service is to
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be implemented effectively and efficiently (delivering public transport was their core-business). In many cases
(implementation projects), this idea of the VVM about how to deliver services conflicted with the vision
about how basic mobility should be implemented (according to the decretal principles), leading to deviations
at the micro-levels of individual projects. Also during the implementation of the later implementation
projects of basic mobility (from 2003 on), and in the implementation of Minder Hinder, the VVM had a clear
idea about how public transport projects should be implemented. But here (from 2003 on) the VVM started
to reason more and more from a policy-focus, by looking at public transport service delivery from their role
as the mobility manager and netmanager for the public transport in Flanders. In this respect, projects of
public transport delivery are not considered any longer as “ individual” projects by the VVM. Instead, in the
implementation of individual projects, the VVM increasingly started to reason from a larger network
perspective: individual public transport projects fit into the larger public transport network.
As such, perceptions of the agency about the role it has to play in the policy decision making process will
determine the incentive of the agency to be involved in the decision making process. Role-perceptions of
actors can be considered as a core-variable in cultural-institutional perspectives (Thoenig 2003) and in the socalled normative pillar of institutions (Scott 2001). The role-perception of agencies is a factor that is internal
to the organization and may be defined as the belief of how actors are supposed to behave (or what behavior
is “ appropriate” ). The assessment of appropriateness will be done by the actor via comparing actual behavior
to the normative value-frameworks, roles, and routines that apply and are internal to the organization. Roleperceptions of the agency may determine whether it is appropriate to be involved in the decision making
process (“ are we an agency with a policy-role?” ), but may also prescribe how the policy should be
implemented. During the implementation of policies, implementation-customs of the agency (“ we have
always implemented our services in this way” ), and features of how the agency sees its role in the policyprocess, may help to explain why the agency is involved in autonomous decision making. These role
perceptions are internalized by the organization over the years, but may also find their origin in the
environment of the organization, via norms and values that originate in the “ institutional environment” of the
organization (Hult 2003). The influence of concepts such as normative frameworks, organizational cultures or
values on the level of autonomy of public organizations is also recognized by other authors. Yesilkagit
(2004a) found that organizational cultures strongly affect the relationship of the agency with the environment
(e.g. the oversight authorities), and that the organizational culture developed over time by agencies may be a
trigger for demanding certain levels of autonomy and creating expectations of the agency about its role in the
policy domain. Gains (1999, 2004) showed that customs and traditions derived from the past such as existing
formal and informal constitutional and institutional arrangements in governmental departments to a large
extent determine the features of the minister-agency relations that are at work today in next steps agencies
(via mechanisms of path dependence). Moynihan and Pandey (2006) found that features of organizational
cultures may help to explain the level of (managerial) autonomy in public agencies. According to the latter
authors, agencies with a strong managerial and entrepreneurial culture tend to demand and receive more
managerial autonomy (contrary to agencies with a bureaucratic culture).
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)XQFWLRQDOLW\ IRUWKHDJHQF\ 
The assessment by the agency whether it is functional to be involved in the decision making process, can also
be related to its level of policy autonomy. I observed in my case-study that this concept mainly seems to play
a role in the preparation-, determination- and evaluation-phases of the policy. I found that in some cases the
agency may perceive the involvement in the policy decision making process as being functional or
advantageous, while in other cases it may be “ dysfunctional” to be involved in the decision making process.
In the preparation-phase of the policy for example, the incentive to be involved in the development of a
policy that seems “ promising” for the agency, may be larger. In the determination- and evaluation-phases of
the policy, the functionality to be involved in the decision making process may be induced by the need to
steer the eventual direction of the policy. As such the involvement of the agency may be functional to be sure
that eventual policy-decisions “ match” with the agency’s needs or preferences.
In the case of the preparation of the Pegasus-plan the pro-activity of the VVM in the decision making
process (large policy autonomy) may be explained by the belief of the VVM that this policy can bring a lot of
advantages for the agency. Extended public transport service delivery in the region of the Flemish Diamond
was a key priority for the VVM for a long time. They saw an opportunity in this policy to become larger and
to attract more travellers because they believed that in this region the gains for them as a public company
were largest (demand for public transport is considered to be largest in this region). Moreover, this was a
great opportunity for the VVM to actualize what they wanted for ages (extending their service delivery and
developing high quality transport nets in the Metropolitan centres). Also being largely involved in the
implementation of Minder Hinder was an opportunity for the VVM. They realized very quickly that Minder
Hinder (a temporary measure) could be a stepping-stone for starting to realize the implementation of the
larger Pegasus-plan for the Antwerp-region. I further found that in the policy-program of basic mobility,
being involved in the determination of the eventual decision netmanagement may have been functional or
advantageous for the VVM. Being involved in the decision making process created some room of
opportunities for the agency to “ adapt” or “ mould” initial policy choices (that was prepared by and originated
with the oversight authorities). As such, being able to determine the governmental decision of
netmanagement was a chance for the VVM to help making concrete how public transport services should be
organized in the future (netmanagement stood for a system of how to organize public transport at a higher
level). In the case of Pegasus, I found that being involved in the determination of the policy (that was to a
large extent prepared by the agency itself) may be considered advantageous for the agency. The advantage for
the agency to be involved is to be sure that the initial policy-design (prepared by the agency) is not adapted or
changed too much by other actors in the decision making process. Also in the case of the evaluation of basic
mobility, being involved in the decisions about the future direction of the policy created opportunities for the
agency to help to forge the eventual decision that the service delivery levels of basic mobility would be kept
on a high level (in times that the policy-program becomes more politically salient and contested). Basic
mobility was a program that has led to a large growth of the VVM in the years before (in terms of personnel,
budgets, travellers etc.), and the VVM wanted to preserve this position. In the case of the evaluation of
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Minder Hinder, the VVM believed that a positive evaluation of the policy-measures would increase the
chances to have these (initially temporary) measures continued. The continuation of the measures is
important for the VVM, as it can be considered as a step-stone to Pegasus (a long term policy goal of the
VVM).
I also found that the perception by the agency of “ dysfunctionality” of the policy-program may be related to
the low levels of policy autonomy of the agency. During the preparation of the policy-program of basic
mobility, the observed low levels of autonomy of the VVM may be related to perception by the VVM that
this proposed policy-program was not perceived as advantageous or even as being “ dysfunctional” for them.
The last thing the VVM wanted at this time was a revolution in public transport (which basic mobility was).
The VVM rather wanted continuity and stability in turbulent times (stabilization in number of clients, internal
problems that were the result of the merger of 1991), and to a certain extent they “ feared” the policy. This
suggests that the incentive by the agency to be involved in the decision making process of a policy-program
of which they think it is not advantageous or functional (for them as an agency), may be smaller.
The general conclusion is that the incentive of the agency to be involved in the policy-process is also
determined by (1) the extent to which the agency perceives the policy-program as being functional for them
(“ what is in the policy for us?” ) or (2) the extent to which the agency perceives being involved in the policydecision making process as being functional for them (“ what can we get from being involved? E.g. adapting
policy-proposals to own needs, guarding advantages of the policy.” ). Firstly, the assessment by the agency of
the opportunities or gains that are in the policy will create the incentive for the agency to be involved in the
preparation of and vision-building around the policy. Secondly, the level of policy autonomy of the agency
will likely be higher when the agency has an incentive to be involved in the decision making process (“ is it
functional or advantageous to be involved?” ). Functionality may lay in the fact that (a) the agency wants to be
sure that the policy is to be implemented in a realistic way (as they are the eventual implementers) or (b) that
the agency wants to be sure that the policy will be determined eventually exactly as they have prepared it. This
conclusion suggests that there is a difference between a policy-program that has been prepared by other
actors (in the case of netmanagement the political oversight) and a policy-program that has been prepared
intensely by the agency itself. In the former case the functionality for the agency’s involvement in the
determination of the policy will mean that they want to mould or adapt other actor’s initial decisions into
eventual decisions that reflect their priorities or needs. In the latter case the functionality means that they
want to be sure that the policy will be determined exactly as they have prepared it. Thirdly, the level of policy
autonomy of the agency in the evaluation phase of the policy will be higher when the agency perceives being
involved in the evaluation as functional. The functionality may stem from the need to steer the evaluation in
one or another direction and being sure that based on the results of the evaluation the preferred future
direction of the policy can be determined (e.g. in my case continuation of service delivery in the policyprograms of basic mobility and Minder Hinder).
)XQFWLRQDOLW\ IRUWKHRYHUVLJKWDXWKRULWKLHV 
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The case study analyses further show that the involvement of the agency in the decision making process may
also be considered as being advantageous or functional (or not) for the oversight authorities. When the
oversight authorities perceive that the involvement of the agency in the decision making process of the policy
is dysfynctional, the level of policy autonomy of the agency is likely to be low. During the preparation- and
determination phases of basic mobility, the involvement of other actors in the decision making process was
not considered necessary or functional for the oversight authorities. In the case of the preparation of basic
mobility the minister and his cabinet had an interest in guarding the development and the direction of their
policy-idea as close as possible, in order to be sure that the policy would be developed exactly as they
intended. In the case of the decree and the governmental decision basic mobility, the involvement by other
actors was considered rather dysfunctional as the minister wanted to be sure that the the policy lines he
developed himself would become formal policy just as he had intended (and adaptation of these policy lines
by allowing input of other actors would not have been accepted). I also found that during the first
programmation-phase of the implementation of basic mobility, the cabinet insisted on taking the main
decisions themselves, because they wanted to be sure that the implementation would start as soon as possible,
and that no suspicion would occur that the implementation of the policy was not objective or arbitrary
(developing priority lists and doing needs-analyses). The fact that dysfunctionality for the oversight authorities
may lead to low levels of policy autonomy by the agency may be mediated by features of the policy-program
(I did not observe this relationship for Pegasus): (a) basic mobility is a program that was a high priority policy
for the political oversight authorities (it was their “ idea” and they wanted to push through this policy at
whatever cost), and (b) basic mobility was to a certain extent a contested policy-program in the political
environment (the program itself did not receive wide political support, and also the VVM was initially
reluctant towards the policy).
To the contrary, I found that when the oversight authorities perceive that the involvement of the agency in
the decision making process may be necessary or functional, the likelihood that the agency enjoys a large level
of policy autonomy is higher. For example, in the case of the determination of the governmental decision
netmanagement, the input of the VVM was necessary for the oversight authorities. The VVM as
implementers were the ideal actor to develop a system for smooth implementation of basic mobility and
public transport projects in general (which was netmanagement), because they knew how to develop such a
framework from their expertise with implementing and organizing public transport. This may also explain
why the involvement of the VVM was large in the implementation phase of Minder Hinder. For developing
and implementing this policy-project, the VVM was needed for their capacity and expertise. Minder Hinder
was a crucial policy-project that had to be developed very quickly, and that was considered very important by
the political world (in general). The combination of having to deal with a crucial policy-project, together with
the unique expertise of the VVM to have such projects designed, may explain the functionality of the
involvement of the VVM in Minder Hinder for the oversight authorities. In this sense, the level of
“ functionality” is a matter of relative capacities and resources between actors in the decision making process.
The lack of these capacities or resources in the oversight authorities may be determined by organizational
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features of oversight authorities, such as absence of time, resources, or workforce in the cabinet to closely
monitor the implementation of the policy in detail. Resource dependence theories (cf. Pfeffer and Salancik
1978) would explain the level of autonomy of the agency as being the result of mutual dependence between
organizations for each others skills, knowledge and expertise. This suggests that differences in informationlevels between the focal organization and other actors in the environment, may lead to relative capacity-levels
(for fulfilling the task e.g.). The “ technical” - or task-environment will thus define the dependence of one
actor or another for having the job done. The dependence of one actor on another may become critical in the
case the actor with the information advantage is a large organization, when the range of alternative
information suppliers is small, and when the discretion over the resources by the supplier is large (Hult 2003).
The level of dependence of the oversight authorities for the skills of the agency may also be related to the
concept of “ technical uncertainty” . In the case of a highly complex task, oversight authorities may have the
inventive to delegate decision making tasks to experts in the autonomous agency (Moe 1990, Elgie 2006).
5HODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQWKHDJHQF\DQGWKHSROLWLFDOSULQFLSDO
Features of the relationship between the minister (or political oversight authorities) and the agency, are also a
part of the explanation for the level of policy autonomy observed. This factor seems to occur predominantly
in the preparation and determination-phases of the policy. I found that the relationship between the minister
and the agency may be “ good” (in the case mutual trust and support exist), or may be “ rather poor or weak”
(in the case the mutual trust and support are absent).
In the preparation-phase of basic mobility, the VVM had low trust in the promises made by the minister
concerning the policy-program. Basic mobility was presented as having the promise of being a policy program
that had a lot of (budgetary) resources in it for the VVM. But in these days, the VVM could not be convinced
of this, because they came from a period in which they suffered from cutbacks. In this period and in the
decennia before, public transport has been at the tail-end when it comes to receiving governmental budgets.
Therefore the VVM was rather sceptical and did not completely trust the budgetary promises by the minister.
In this context of low trust, the incentive of the VVM to be involved in the preparation of a policy - of which
they believed it would never be approved - may have been low, resulting in subsequent low levels of policy
autonomy. During the determination phase of the governmental decision netmanagement however (2002), I
found that the perception by the VVM about the level of seriousness and concreteness of the policy has
changed. The agency noticed that the policy of basic mobility was serious, and that the budgetary promises
were real andd large. This increased the trust-levels of the agency in the oversight authorities. The belief that
the policy was real and that the ministerial promises were kept, may have increased the incentive for the
agency to become more involved in the decision making process. Next to that, by the time the governmental
decision of netmanagement was determined, also the mutual trust between agency and minister started to
ameliorate because of interpersonal linking-pins between the management of the agency and the minister.
Both shared the same (ideological) vision about public transport policy, and were affiliated to the same
political party. Further, I found that the extent to which there is mutual support between the agency and the
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minister for the policy-program at stake, may be an important factor for determining the level of policy
autonomy of the VVM. This has been shown during the determination and preparation phases of Pegasus.
Having a minister and an agency that are on the same page about the policy program, and consider this policy
as a priority, may result in a very strong politico-administrative coalition to have this policy prepared and
determined (approved politically), as it was intended. As such, an agency may be left a lot of discretion for
developing policies when it is backed-up by a minister that strongly supports these policy lines. According to
Laegreid and colleagues (2005, 2006), high levels of mutual trust and support between the agency and the
oversight authorities may be assumed to decrease levels of cultural collusion between agency and minister,
increasing the levels of leeway that is left to agency, because the agency is trusted to make the “ right”
decisions. Also other authors found that large political support for the agency may lead to larger autonomy of
the agency. Moynihan and Pandey (2006) claim that politicians are likely to provide autonomy to an
organization they trust, has a strong track-record and is unlikely to use their autonomy in an undesirable way.
Moreover, Carpenter (2001) found that agencies with a good reputation, a strong legitimacy and being
embedded in strong political networks may be able to “ forge” their policy autonomy. Verhoest (2003) found
that agencies showing an open and consistent attitude towards the political principals may enjoy larger levels
of autonomy (or lower oversight control).
$WWLWXGHRIWKHDJHQF\WRZDUGVWKHSROLF\SURJUDP
As a final factor in my model I discuss the attitude of the agency towards the policy program at stake, which
may be rather “ positive” or rather “ negative” . The attitude of the agency towards the policy-program can be
induced by a “ normative” belief of the agency about whether (a) the proposed policy (during the preparatory
work of the policy) seems to deal with some societal problems or needs in the policy field, in the way these
problems should be dealt with, and (b) whether the issues with which the proposed policy deals with are the
right issues to be addressed as a policy priority (according to the agency). As such, this “ normative” belief in a
policy-program goes further than the assessment of functionality of the policy program by the agency (cf.
supra). Functionality is about observed “ utilities” or gains, whereas the “ normative attitude towards the
policy” is much more value-driven (“ what are the needs and the priorities of and for public transport?” ).
According to this logic of reasoning, the agency poses the question whether this policy matches with its
vision about how policies should address policy-problems in the policy field. This vision of the agency about
how policy should be conducted in the policy field may be inherited from past experiences and customs in
conducting policy of the field. Over time these experiences and customs may have become the “ norm” in the
agency. In the case the organizational “ norm” fits with the “ norm” proposed by the policy, there may be an
incentive for the agency to be involved in the decision making process. To the contrary, in the case there is a
“ misfit” between the normative frameworks of the agency and the norm proposed in the policy this incentive
may be absent. This factor is likely to be related to cultural-institutional theories, that would explain decision
making behavior of agencies as being largely culturally determined and based on “ internalized” normative and
value-frameworks (Thoenig 2003, Laegreid et al 2005, 2006a).
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In my case study I found that the agency’s more positive attitude towards the policy program at stake is, the
more policy autonomy is likely to occur in the preparation-phase of the policy. Especially in the case of the
policy of Pegasus, this is found to be the case. Extending service delivery and developing high quality
transport nets in the densely populated region of the Flemish Diamond, has been priority number one for the
agency since decennia. The VVM had a firm belief that the policy of Pegasus was addressing the right policyproblems in the field (fighting congestion in the Flemish Diamond via extended public transport). Hence
when the debate about the accessibility of the Flemish Diamond is launched politically (e.g. parliamentary
debates around the Mobility Plan Flanders), the VVM has an incentive to jump on the wagon and to be
closely involved in preparing public transport policies that address this issue. As such, this policy-program
was not only functional for the VVM (cf. supra promise of growth of the agency), it was also considered by
the VVM as an appropriate policy-program (the needs addressed with this policy are real and urgent).
To the contrary, during the preparation of the policy-program of basic mobility, and during the preparation
of the first implementation program of basic mobility (implementation-phase), the negative attitude of the
VVM towards the policy-program has shown to be related to low levels of policy autonomy in the decision
making process. In these days (before and around 2000), the VVM was not in support of public transport
policy-programs as proposed with basic mobility. They believed that basic mobility was the wrong policy in
the field of public transport. The VVM has always been used to work demand-related (delivering where the
needs are highest) and in an efficient and economical way (a heritage from the past when the resources for
public transport were poor). Basic mobility to the contrary stood for a supply-model of public transport, and
induced the perception in the VVM of “ spending money” (delivering services where the demand is low is
very costly, “ empty buses also have to be paid” ).

'LVFXVVLRQ
Having reviewed the empirical results of my case study, we now can answer my second – explorativeexplanatory – research question. I have been able to draw a quite accurate picture of why my case
organisation is involved, or not, in the policy decision making process of the two policy programs under
scrutiny. Based on this evidence, I have tried to construct a model consisting of 7 factors, that can help to
answer the higher level of abstraction research question under what conditions agencies (in general) enjoy
policy autonomy or not (or influence the policy decisions). This model suggest that explanations for agency’s
policy influence or autonomy are “ multi-factor” , “ multi-actor” , policy program-specific and policy phase
specific. The drawback of this model, however, is the poor empirical basis in which it is grounded. I
performed only one case study, which may be a threat to the external validity of the model.
0XOWLIDFWRUPRGHO
A first point of discussion is that the model suggests that the policy autonomy of agencies is likely to be
determined by an interplay between various factors. Some of these are internal (organizational) factors, other
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factors are external to the organization (environmental). However, both internal and external factors have in
common that they may determine the capacities and incentives of actors in the policy decision making
process, which may result in a certain level of policy autonomy of the agency. Speaking in macro-theoretical
terms, the model suggests that the actors10 in the decision making process may be driven simultaneously (1)
by factors that constrain their capacities or abilities for behavior, (2) by factors that induce an
appropriateness-logic, and (3) by factors that induce actors to calculate consequences of their behavior. The
table shows how the factors of my explanatory model can be related to the macro-theoretical discussion
&DSDFLWLHV$ELOLWLHV
,QWHUQDO
Capacity of
agency

([WHUQDO



Functionality oversight
authorities (dependence)

Mutual trust and support
between agency and oversight
authorities
Features of the political decision
making arena
Opportunities in political context
for agency (supportive or hostile)

$SSURSULDWHQHVV
,QWHUQDO
Role perception
of the agency


([WHUQDO

Trust of agency in
oversight authorities (for
reality of policy)
Normative attitude of
agency towards policyprogram

&RQVHTXHQFH
([WHUQDO

Functionality for oversight
authorities (preferred policy,
blame-shifting)
Functionality for agency
(preferred policy)
Features of the political
decision making arena

Firstly, actors may be able (or not) to be involved in the policy decision-making process. Both internal and
external factors may determine the extent to which the agency and the oversight authorities are able to be
involved in the decision making process. An internal factor is the structural capacity of the agency to deal
with the task. An external factor is the dependence of the oversight authorities for the agency’s expertise
(functionality for oversight authorities to rely on agency’s expertise), which is a matter of capacity distribution
between actors in the environment. Another external factor is the level of mutual support and trust between
agency and minister, from which the allowance of the minister to let the agency take the decisions may result.
A third external factor is the decision making process in the political arena. I showed that the decision making
process in the government, and the necessity of the oversight authorities to take fast action, may decrease the
ability of the agency to be involved in the decision making. A final external factor is related to features of the
policy-program. The political situation (which can be supportive or rather hostile towards the policy) may
create the opportunities for the agency to be involved in the decision making process.
Secondly, being involved in the policy decision-making process (or not) may be the result of an actor’s
assessment of what is the appropriate behavior. Firstly, internal role perceptions will determine the extent to
which the agency considers being involved in the decision making process as appropriate. An external factor
that is policy program related, and that may induce the appropriateness of the agency to be involved in the
decision making process, is the extent to which the agency trusts that the policy proposed by the oversight
authorities is “ real” and “ serious” . A second external factor is also related to the policy-program, and
concerns the extent to which the agency has a positive normative attitude towards the policy (“ is this the right
10
This model essentially contains two key actors: the (management of) the agency and the political oversight minister because
the model I present is grounded in my case study, which showed that (in my case) the policy decision making process is
dominated by these two actors. Other actors at agency-level (e.g. governing board) and at principal-level (e.g. oversight
administration, minister of Budget) are external to the model, although I do recognize that these actors may play their role in the
decision making process as well.
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policy to be conducted in the field?” ). In case of a positive attitude, the agency may consider involvement in
the decision making process as being more appropriate than in the case of a negative attitude towards the
policy program.
Thirdly, I found that external environmental factors may be an incentive for the agency, as well as for the
oversight authorities, to behave according to a consequential logic (calculating consequences, functional
behavior). It may be functional for the oversight authorities not to have the agency involved in the decision
making process, in order not to have their preferred policy compromised. On the other hand, the oversight
authorities may it also find functional to pass the responsibilities (for decision making) to the agency (“ blameshifting” , passing the hot potato). It will depend on the policy program’s features (e.g. salience, preference
distribution in the environment) what functional behavior of the oversight authorities will look like. Also
features of the political decision making arena (e.g. the way decisions are taken in the government) may
determine the behavior of the oversight authorities. According to this logic, the oversight authorities will take
as much as possible advantage of the situation in the political arena to have their preferred policy decided
upon (preferences and incentives to behave in one or another way are then determined by the decision
making practice in the governmental arena). Next to that, also the agency may attune their behavior according
to calculation of consequences. Agencies may find it worthy to be involved in the decision making process
for bringing the policy in line with their preferences (preferred policy).
The observation that agency’s autonomy is not to be explained by uni-dimensional models, is also recognized
by Laegreid et al. (2005): ´RQHKDVWRORRNIRUH[SODQDWLRQVDPRQJVWUXFWXUDOIHDWXUHVFXOWXUDOYDULDEOHVDQGHQYLURQPHQWDO

YDULDEOHV«LQVWHDGRIGHULYLQJK\SRWKHVHVEDVHGRQRQHGRPLQDQWORJLFWKHFKDOOHQJHLVWRGHYHORSPRUHFRPSOH[SURSRVLWLRQV

DERXWKRZDJHQFLHVZRUNLQSUDFWLFH«WKHUHLVDOVRDQHHGWRORRNIRURWKHUYDULDEOHVGHULYHGIURPVHYHUDOWKHRUHWLFDOSHUVSHFWLYHV

LQRUGHUWRJDLQEHWWHUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHYDULDWLRQLQDJHQF\FRQWURODQGDXWRQRP\µ.
0XOWLDFWRUPRGHO

A second point of discussion is that the model suggests that the policy autonomy of agencies is likely to be
determined by an interplay of the ability (capacity) and incentives of ERWKWKHDJHQF\DQGWKHRYHUVLJKWDXWKRULWLHV to
take or grant autonomy. I repeat the remark that the model I present consists of two key-actors, the
management of the agency and the political oversight authorities (the functionally responsible minister, in my
case the minister of Mobility). This reduction of the model is necessary because the model is grounded in my
case study, which showed that the policy-processes of Pegasus and basic mobility were dominated by these
two actors. Other actors at agency-level and at the level of the oversight authorities, are external to this
model. The model suggests that the level of involvement of the agency in the policy decision making process
will thus be determined simultaneously by the relative capacity-distribution between agency and oversight
authorities, and by the incentives of both actors. The contribution of the model presented above to the
discussion about agencies’ autonomy, is that it combines explanations that see autonomy of the agency as the
result of decisions made by oversight authorities, with explanations that see autonomy of agencies as the
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result of agency’s own actions and behavior. Many contributions in the literature focus on only one set of
explanations. For example authors that rely on structural policy theories for explaining autonomy levels, focus
on deliberate action by oversight authorities from which agency-autonomy results (Moe, 1990, Yesilkagit
2004a, Yesilkagit and Christensen 2005). In these explanations, the agency seems to be a passive actor to a
certain extent. This view on autonomy has been challenged by other authors who explain autonomy as the
result of behavior by agencies, and consider the oversight authorities as rather being passive actors (Krause
2003, Carpenter 2002). This debate has also been observed by Hammond and Knott (1999) who see a
juxtaposition of “ authors that claim that public managers are heavily constrained by political and institutional
forces, so that they have little room for discretion, and authors that claim that public managers are able to
forge changes in policies” . The model presented above suggests an in-between position, and shows that the
policy autonomy of agencies is the result of the interplay of both the agencies and the oversight authorities
capacities and incentives to “ take” autonomy or to “ allow” autonomy for the agency. Next to that, the model
further suggests that autonomy may be something that the agency desires, but equally that autonomy is
something that may be less desirable by the agency (e.g. Krause 2003). In other words, it may be “ functional”
or “ dysfunctional” , and it may be “ appropriate” or “ less appropriate” for the agency to be involved in the
policy decision making process. This finding shows that it might be wrong to assume that agencies in any case
will want to take as much autonomy as they can, hence being as much as possible involved in decision making
processes.
3URJUDPVSHFLILFH[SODQDWLRQV
Thirdly, I found that the explanations for the observed level of policy autonomy of the agency may differ
between policy-programs in which the agency is involved. I found that one and the same agency may have a
positive attitude towards one policy-program in which it is engaged, while it may have negative attitudes
towards other policy programs. The ´DWWLWXGH RI WKH DJHQF\ WRZDUGV WKH SROLF\µ for example is highly programrelated and shows that it may be important to acknowledge differences between policy-programs in which the
agency is involved. I further showed that also the ´IXQFWLRQDOLW\ IRU WKH DJHQF\µ to be involved in the decision
making process may be an important factor for determining agency’s autonomy. What “ functionality” means
will also be determined by specific features of the policy-program at stake. In the case the policy was prepared
by the agency (thus reflecting the policy-preferences of the agency), it can be advantageous for the agency to
be strongly involved in the determination-process of the process, to guard that the initial policy proposals are
also politically approved accordingly. In the case the policy has been prepared mainly by the oversight
authorities, it may be functional for the agency to try to “ adapt” initial policy proposals made by others to
their own preferences. Equally, I found that it may be ´IXQFWLRQDO IRU WKH RYHUVLJKW DXWKRULWLHV WR KDYH WKH DJHQF\

LQYROYHG LQ WKH GHFLVLRQ PDNLQJ SURFHVVµ or not. Again, I suggest that it will depend on features of the policy-

program in case whether agency-involvement in the decision making process will be considered functional by
the oversight authorities or not. In policy-programs that are high priority for the oversight authorities and
that are contested in the (political) environment, involvement of other actors (such as the agency) in the
decision making process may be considered “ dysfunctional” for the oversight authorities (because they want
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to be sure that their preferred policy would not be adapted too much in the decision making process). In
other policy-programs that are not high priority for the minister and that are hardly of any political salience,
the incentive of the oversight authorities to steer the agency may be much lower, potentially resulting in large
levels of autonomy for the agency (cf. Pollitt’s “ poor parenting” -model, 2002). The observation that
autonomy of agencies may vary per policy-issue, and that explanations for levels of policy autonomy should
be considerate of this, has also been shown by Hammond (2003) who found that the “ preference-variable”
(the extent to which actors in the decision making process prefer a certain policy or not) may vary per issuearea (or per policy program) and that as a result “ the bureaucratic autonomy of the agency may be expected
to vary as well” . According to Hammond, specific features of the policy-program such as preference
distribution of the actors involved, will most likely help to determine how levels of policy autonomy may be
explained.
3KDVHVSHFLILFH[SODQDWLRQV
Explanations also seem to differ between policy phases. Some examples can be given from the case study to
underpin this point. I found that the factor “ attitude of the agency towards the policy-program” is particularly
relevant for the extent to which the agency is involved in the preparatory stage of the policy. This can
perhaps be explained by the fact that attitudes of the agency towards the policy program will mainly be
formed during the early preparation-phases of the policy, when the policy is designed. Next to that the
mechanism of “ functionality for the agency” was found to play a large role in those policy-phases where the
“ real and definitive” decisions about the policy are made, such as the determination-phase and the evaluationphases of the policy. Thirdly, also the influence of “ capacity” may differ per policy-phase. In those phases
were the policy is designed and decided upon (e.g. preparation and determination), actors with policy-capacity
or the capacity to “ think” about policy will dominate process. On the other hand, in those phase where the
policy is implemented, another kind of capacity – the operational expertise of service delivery in the field –
will be determining the actor that takes or influences the key decisions.
([WHUQDOYDOLGLW\
The model I presented above is grounded within a single embedded case study (1 organization, 2 policyprograms), which puts external validity under pressure. Some features of my case organization (although
selected carefully, cf. supra) may influence the research results. My case organization VVM is one of the
largest agencies in Flanders. The size of the agency may influence their capacity to be involved in the decision
making process (size, personnel, financial), as well as their salience (visibility, budgetary impact). As a result,
other and smaller agencies may be less visible (salient) and may have fewer structural capacities than my case
organization, which may affect some of the independent variables in the model I presented above. Next to
that the VVM has also evolved into a company with a very good reputation in the wider environment
(performance, appreciation-scores etc.), which may influence variables such as political support and trust.
This may be important, provided that the reputation of the agency in the wider environment is related to the
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level of political support for the agency, from which increased autonomy may result. Comparative future
research should be aware of these case-specific features. A second issue of external validity is that the
operationalization of the abstract factors in the model may be different in different contexts and settings (e.g.
different agencies, or different countries). For example what “ political context” means in one particular
agency (or policy-program, or even country) may be different from the meaning of “ political context” in
another agency. Based on my case-study, I have been able to define and operationalize this concept in a
specific way for my case-organization, but this operationalization may be different for other cases (when
doing comparative research).

&21&/86,21
This article has tried to provide an answer on two important research questions in the study of politicoadministrative relations: what actor(s) in the policy-process decide on policies, and why? I found that the
practitioner-model of the policy/ operations divide – politicians decide on policy, agencies implement these
policies – needs to be refined in several ways. In my case study, I found that the political oversight authorities
(the portfolio minister) still is the most important and decisive actor in the policy making process, but also
that the implementing agency may be able to exert a lot of influence in the decisions taken, depending on
policy-program and policy-phase. The search for an explanation for this shifting influence of the agency in
the policy process, resulted in a model for explaining agency’s policy autonomy (influence), empirically
grounded in a single embedded case study. This model shows that (1) many factors and logics alltogether play
a role, (2) both principal’s and agent’s capacities, preferences and incentives have to be taken into account,
and that (3) explanations may differ, both per policy-program as well as per policy-phase under scrutiny. The
model also still suffers from some weaknesses, however. The most important one is the model’s poor
empirical basis. Next to that, the relative explanatory power of individual factors, and the effects of individual
factors on one another have not been specified yet. Finally, the model still leaves room for bringing in other
actors in the policy process besides political principal (minister) and agency (e.g. administrative oversight,
stakeholders, etc.). Keeping these drawbacks in mind, I propose some suggestions for further research.
)LUVWO\, the explanatory factors derived from the model I presented above need to be “ translated” for other
contexts (other agencies in Flanders, agencies in other countries) and tested in these contexts. The higher
level of abstraction of the seven factors in the model should enable for a conceptualization of these factors
for the purpose of research in other contexts. 6HFRQGO\, the relationship between the variables in the model,
and their (potential) effects on each other need to be explored further. One important example from my
model can be illustrative for this. I found that in some cases agencies that are in a highly salient political
context may still be able to enjoy a lot of discretion, contrary to what other authors (Pollitt et al 2002, Pollitt
2000) claim. This finding could be explained by the effect of a third variable, e.g. mutual trust. It could be that
even in salient contexts, where large levels of oversight steering can be expected, the agencies are still allowed
a lot of discretion under influence of the mutual trust variable (in this case, high trust of oversight authorities
in the agency). Another example may be that “ political context” interacts with “ capacity of the agency” . The
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political environment may create the room for involvement of the agency in the policy decision making
process (e.g. societal pressure to address a policy-problem), but the agency will only be able to help attacking
the policy problem, when it also has the capacities to be involved in the decision making process. 7KLUGO\, the
relative strength and prevalence of the variables in the model need to be tested further. More specifically, the
prevalence of one or another variable (at the expense of another variable) may be different in different
contexts. To a certain extent this still unsolved problem can be related to the so-called “ mix of action-logics”
which argues that actors may behave differently in different situations (Pollitt et al 2004, March and Olsen
1998). In other words, in determining decision making behavior, logics of appropriateness and consequences
can be mixed. This means that one or another behavioral logic will prevail depending on the context or the
situation at hand. As such, the incentive of agencies for taking autonomy, or the incentive of the oversight
authorities for allowing autonomy, can be induced by different logics in different contexts. $QRWKHU important
challenge for further research will be to bring also other actors (besides agency management and oversight
minister) in the model, in order to be able to specify the roles played by other ministers in the governmental
coalition (e.g. minister of Budget), pressure groups, parliament, and the board of the agency for example (cf.
authors that focus on multiple principals, ‘t Hart 2002, Hawkins and Jacoby 2004, Koppell 2003, Knott and
Hammond 2003). )LQDOO\, future research should be aware that explanations for policy autonomy may to a
large extent depend on the policy-program or the policy-phase under scrutiny. Therefore, research designs
need to be specific in defining the policy-program and the policy-phase under study.
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