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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: The Nordic Model
in Transition

Carsten Greve, Per Legreid, and Lise H. Rykkja

INTRODUCTION

Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden—the Nordic coun-
tries—have often been portrayed as efficient, successful economies and
democracies with exemplary welfare and security arrangements, and as
model states when it comes to government reform. They rank consis-
tently high in well-known indexes such as the World Bank Governance
Indicators and the OECD Better Life Index. In 2013, The Economist por-
trayed the Nordic countries as the “next supermodels” of public sector
reform, avoiding both the economic sclerosis of Southern Europe and the
extreme inequality of the United States. With his metaphor of “getting
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to Denmark,” Fukuyama (2014) suggested that the world should look
to the Nordic countries in order to build prosperous, well-governed, and
liberal democracies. In his view, the Nordic combination of a strong state,
well-functioning rule of law, and responsible democracy is a useful recipe
for good government.

Since the 1990s, more attention has been paid to the importance of
governance capacity, the quality of government, and a well-performing
administrative apparatus in a bid to understand why some countries are
more successful than others in looking after their citizens’ welfare and
ensuring a high standard of living (Holmberg and Rothstein 2014). This
attention to governance capacity and the related “institutional turn” in
public administration research has highlighted the need to “bring the
bureaucracy back in” (Olsen 2005, 2008). There are many dimensions of
good government. In this book, we explore the nature of the government
apparatus and its administrative capability, and address the processes, con-
tent, and effects of contemporary administrative reforms.

To grasp what “getting to Denmark” actually means, we need to
understand the specific features of the Danish and other Nordic political
systems. We explore why the Nordic approach to the public sector has
apparently been so successful. We ask if and why other European countries
should draw lessons for administrative reform from the Nordic countries.
The central research question is whether there really is a specific Nordic
reform model and what the main similarities and differences are between
the five Nordic countries and between the Nordic countries and the rest of
Europe. The book seeks to answer the following questions:

e What reform trends are relevant in the public administrations of
the Nordic countries, and how have they developed, and in what
context?

e What institutional features characterize the state authorities in these
countries today—are they similar or different?

e What characterizes the role-identity, self-understanding, dominant
values, and motivations of Nordic administrative executives?

e What characterizes the processes, trends, and content of reform in
the Nordic countries?

e What is the relevance of different types of management instruments,
and is there a special Nordic “mix” of such instruments?
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e How important are different elements of NPM and post-NPM
reforms in these countries, and do they work? What are their per-
ceived effects?

* How did the Nordic countries deal with the financial crisis of 2008?

e Is there a Nordic administrative model and how is the perceived
performance?

e How can we explain the differences and similarities?

The book is a coherent volume based on a unique data set and seeks to
assess in comparative and quantitative terms the impact of New Public
Management (NPM)-style reforms in the Nordic countries. The view is
from the top, based on the assessments of administrative executives in
nineteen European countries. The book presents results from a survey
developed by a European research team in the largest comparative pub-
lic management research project yet to be conducted in Europe: the
COCOPS project—“Coordinating for Cohesion in the Public Sector
of the Future,” funded by the European Commission’s Framework
Programme 7. We present the first comprehensive analysis and survey
results from the Nordic countries. The book also draws on other publica-
tions utilizing this unique data set—working papers and country reports
from the COCOPS project (see http://www.cocops.eu,/work-packages,/
work-package-3), edited books (Hammerschmid et al. 2016), and book
chapters (Hammerschmid et al. 2014; Wegrich and Stimac 2014; Curry
et al. 2015). The book project is supported by the Nordic Councils of
Ministers.

Public administration scholars have long underlined the need for more
quantitative and rigorous comparative research, going beyond single-
country, single-organization, and single-reform approaches. Studies of the
effects and implications of different reform initiatives are especially scarce.
Responding to such concerns, this book offers systematic evidence regard-
ing the context, dynamics, and effects of public administration reform in
the Nordic countries, with the goal of producing a comprehensive and
systematic picture of public administration after twenty-five years of New
Public Management (NPM) reforms.

Within the public management reform literature, the Nordic coun-
tries have for a long time been characterized as reluctant reformers or as
“modernizers” more than “marketizers” (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011). In
this book, we build on earlier work characterizing Nordic administrative
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policy, especially comparative research on administrative reforms in the
Nordic countries conducted in the 1990s (Lagreid and Pedersen 1994,
1999) and later studies that placed the Nordic model in a European per-
spective (Jacobsson et al. 2004 ). These suggested that the Nordic model
was still thriving and represented a distinct approach to administrative
reform. One important question is whether this is still the case today.
To what degree has the traditional Nordic model of public administra-
tion been supplemented by New Public Management reform initiatives, or
what have more recently been labeled post-NPM reform trends? Are the
Nordic countries moving towards a Neo-Weberian state model, as claimed
by Pollitt and Bouckaert (2011), and if they are, what constitutes such a
model? Are they increasingly moving towards a “management bureau-
cracy” (Hall 2012) or a “managerial state” (Clarke and Newman 1997),
or are we seeing increased complexity and hybridity in a layering process of
different reform trends (Pollitt 2016)? Have the Nordic countries always
taken a Weberian approach?

The main contribution of the book is to analyze the current relevance
and processes of administrative reforms and management instruments as
well as the perceived impact of reforms on public management. It evalu-
ates the effect of NPM on performance as well as on tendencies towards
fragmentation in the public sector and the resulting need for coordina-
tion. In addition, it focuses on the impact of the financial crisis on admin-
istrative arrangements in the Nordic countries.

CENTRAL CONCEPTS AND REFORM TRAJECTORIES:
DIVERGENCE OR CONVERGENCE?

Public sector reform indicates change. Not all changes are a result of
reforms, however. Think of the changes driven by technological, demo-
graphic, or economic factors, for instance. In this book, we see reform as
deliberate and intentional change, based on a plan or a program conceived
by political or administrative executives. This understanding is narrower
than non-intentional change. It also indicates that reforms do not nec-
essarily result in actual change. Some reforms look nice in the world of
ideas but run into problems when it comes to adopting or implement-
ing them, and the effects may not be what the reform agent expected.
We therefore need to distinguish between ideas and programs, deci-
sions, implementation, and practice. One cannot assume a tight coupling
between “talk” and action (Pollitt 2001; March 1986; Brunsson 1989).
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There is also an important distinction between administrative rveform
and policy rveform. The first kind focuses on the internal architecture of
the administrative apparatus, such as formal structure and changes in
procedures. Policy reforms address policy content and measures directed
towards users of public sector services more directly. In this book, the
focus is on administrative reforms and not on policy reforms or changes
in general. Some administrative reforms can be “big bang” reforms,
while others are more incremental. “Big bang” reforms are reforms that
proclaim a new approach, for example the “modernization program” in
Denmark launched in the 1980s (Ejersbo and Greve 2014), the “Big
Society” promised by the UK government in 2011, and more recently the
“Smarter State” also promoted by the Cameron government.

Both in the literature about public sector reform and in practice, there
has been considerable debate about the central concepts and main gov-
ernance paradigms and how they relate to each other. To put it briefly,
concepts such as “marketization” and “managerialism” dominated
the discussion in the 1990s and early 2000s (Hood 1991; Christensen
and Lagreid 2011a). In his seminal article, Christopher Hood (1991)
described how a new type of governance based on market-type mecha-
nisms and use of managerial techniques from the private sector—New
Public Management—had shaped and influenced developments in the
public administrations of the UK, Australia, and New Zealand in the
1980s. There were similar accounts of reforms in the United States and
Canada (Aucoin 1990). In the United States, the term “reinventing gov-
ernment” was used to describe the reforms under Clinton/Gore (Kettle
2000). Pollitt and Bouckaert (2011) picked up on this conceptualiza-
tion and distinguished between, on the one hand, a core NPM group
in Europe represented by the UK known as “the marketizers,” and on
the other continental European countries like Belgium, Finland, France,
the Netherlands, Italy, and Germany (below the federal level), which they
termed the “modernizers.” This group also included the Nordic coun-
tries. Compared with the Nordic countries, the Southern European coun-
tries were characterized as “latecomers” to NPM reform (Ongaro 2009).

The impression at the time was that a new paradigm—NPM—was
threatening the “old public administration” (see also Dunleavy and Hood
1994). The public sector was seen as bureaucratic, inefficient, and not
responsive enough to the needs of citizens or business. The relatively
simple answer was to break down the perceived monolithic public sector
into smaller units and give them missions to pursue, while at the same
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time supporting them with managerial techniques from the private sec-
tor. Executive agencies flourished in the NPM era (Verhoest et al. 2012).
A huge source of inspiration at the time were business books like Peters
and Waterman’s In Search of Excellence (1982), which related how busi-
ness processes could be honed and optimized if only organizations were
allowed to pursue excellence. As NPM grew stronger, it evolved into what
Donald Kettle (2000) termed “the global public management revolution”
after he found evidence of marketization and managerialism in a number
of countries around the world.

NPM was intended to streamline organizations and make them more
mission-oriented. However, in this endeavor the reforms also made the
public sector increasingly complex, with more and more organizations
pursuing competing missions. Another issue that NPM had not bargained
on was the growing occurrence of “wicked problems” (and the problems
of attending to these), and it was also ill-equipped to deal with the major
issues confronting governments around the world, such as climate change,
environment, labor market policy, and healthcare (Head and Alford 2015;
Lagreid et al. 2015). Governments were increasingly collaborating with
both private sector companies and with non-government organizations
(NGOs) in complex network structures. New ways of collaborating to
meet common challenges turned networks and partnerships into poten-
tially attractive structures for public sector managers. A number of schol-
ars noted this trend back in the late 1990s, notably Rhodes in his book
Understanding Governance (Rhodes 1997) and the Dutch “network
scholars” (Kickert et al. 1997). Since the late 1990s, there has been con-
siderable scholarly discussion concerning the extent and importance of
such networks. Most scholars agree, however, that such trends have far
from eradicated NPM.

Some of the debate on networks and partnerships was summarized by
Stephen Osborne (2009, 2011) in his now well-known account of The
New Public Governance (NPG). In the wake of this publication, NPG
has become a convenient and short-hand abbreviation for many things:
networks, partnerships, and collaborative structures and processes. The
label has, however, yet to be clearly defined. Klijn and Koppenjan (2015),
for example, use the term “governance network perspective” to portray
a dominant perspective that is separate from both the traditional public
administration and the New Public Management approaches.

In the years that followed, the debate raged about whether NPM was
“dead” (Dunleavy et al. 2006a, b) or still “alive and kicking” (Pollitt
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2003a, b), and whether networks, partnerships, and the NPG perspec-
tive were the new paradigm to be used to examine most transforma-
tions in the public sector. One thing was clear: NPM was not “the only
show in town” anymore. NPM’s strict focus on marketization and man-
agerialism simply did not describe the reality that many public sector
managers were living and experiencing in their daily practice. Scholars
presented new findings that suggested that work structures were much
more complex and that co-production was resulting in more engage-
ment with citizens (Alford 2011) and more use of digital government
tools that intersected with ordinary citizens’ lives (Dunleavy et al. 2006a,
b). Another key observed trend was that many governments around the
world were trying to take back some of the control they had relinquished
to individual organizations and managers during the heyday of NPM
(Dahlstrém et al. 2011).

Comparative analysis of public management reforms has shown that
the idea of phases in which one global reform doctrine (for example
NPM) is replaced by another (for example NPG) does not match the
empirical landscape very well (Christensen and Lagreid 2011b; Pollitt
and Bouckaert 2011; De Vries and Nemec 2013). One observation is
that reform elements linked to one specific reform doctrine—agenci-
fication and transparency, for example—have a longer history in some
countries. Here the Nordic countries stand out: In contrast to the
trends in Anglo-Saxon countries, agencification has roots that go back
to the sixteenth century in Sweden (Premfors 1991). The Nordic coun-
tries were also frontrunners in introducing transparency, freedom of
information, and open government, which can be substantiated by ref-
erence to the annual ranking of countries in the Corruption Perception
Index published by Transparency International (www.transparency.
org). Another important observation is that the different reform trends
become difficult to separate from each other when one looks at their
specific tools and measures. They are often not mutually exclusive
(Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011) but rather loose and expanding concepts
(Laegreid 2015).

The later research debate then centered on what was happening to NPM
and concluded that it was certainly not the dominant paradigm anymore.
However, it was difficult to say what came after NPM. Currently, there is
no consensus about what has supplemented NPM. Some notable scholars
have begun to address a “post-NPM” paradigm or a “whole of govern-
ment” scenario characterized by a reassertion of central government in
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response to the fragmentation brought by NPM, a greater focus on coor-
dination and the horizontal challenge (overcoming bureaucratic and policy
“silos™), and a trend towards larger organizational units and strengthening
the political capacity of governments (Christensen and Lagreid 2007b,
2011Db). Some of the same issues were raised by Pollitt and Bouckaert
(2011) when they proposed the concept of “the Neo-Weberian State”
(NWS), in which traditional bureaucratic values are recognized alongside a
continuing focus on performance-based management and efficient service
delivery to citizens. NWS signals a “friendlier” but more efficient state.
The concept was originally meant to be a North European alternative to
the more Anglo-centered perspective of marketization and managerial-
ism associated with NPM. The Neo-Weberian State takes a more posi-
tive attitude towards the public sector and a less positive attitude towards
the private sector and underlines the role of representative democracy
and administrative law (Christensen and Lagreid 2012). Compared to
traditional bureaucracy this perspective focuses more on citizens’ needs,
performance, and the professionalization of public service. Citizens’ par-
ticipation is claimed to be a more prominent characteristic of the Nordic
countries compared with France, Italy, and Belgium, which have been seen
as managerial-oriented modernizers. However, the Nordic countries are
not only modernizers following user-responsiveness and managerial strate-
gies but have also to some extent adopted competition and marketization
strategies, albeit scoring low on privatization (Foss Hansen 2011).

Some scholarly work has also focused on reform pace. At one end of
the spectrum there are slow-moving systems and reluctant reformers, such
as federal Germany. At the other end, there are fast-pace reformers such
as the UK. The Nordic countries are often placed in between. The in-
betweeners typically need time to gather the necessary political consensus
for reforms. Here, reforms tend to be less radical but they have a good
chance of long-term survival and successful implementation (Christensen
and Lagreid 2012). Southern European countries, such as Spain, Portugal
and Italy, which are characterized by a legalistic and formalistic tradition
and a politicized administration, have been placed outside this spectrum,
since public management reforms there have had a hard time gaining any
kind of foothold (Ongaro 2009; Kickert 2011).

In recent years, most scholars have emphasized that a focus on one of
the governance paradigms, be it NPM, NPG, NWS, or post-NPM, does
not necessarily mean that the others are obsolete. A main finding has been
that administrative reforms have not taken place along a single dimension.
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In practice we face mixed models and increased complexity. In line with
lessons from institutional theory (both the sociological and the historical
variant) (see Peters 2011), one paradigm is not exchanged for another
very quickly. Paradigms tend to co-exist as the public sector becomes
(even more) complex. International organizations like the OECD have
also noted this trend. They have issued reports with titles like “Value for
Money: Public Administration after New Public Management” (2010b)
and “Together for Better Public Services” (2011). Taken together, these
findings make it all the more interesting to examine the mix of governance
paradigms and mechanisms in individual jurisdictions.

THE DRIVERS OF REFORMS: PUBLIC MANAGEMENT
RErORM DEVELOPMENT MODELS

As explained in the previous section, public management reforms consist
of many interrelated elements. This next section considers different ways
to study developments in public management reform.

Pollitt and Bouckaert’s (2011, p. 33) model is perhaps one of the most
well-known conceptualizations of the reform process. It brings together
a number of related elements—(a) socio-economic factors, (b) the politi-
cal system, (c) crises and unexpected events, (d) elite decision-making,
and (e) the administrative system—to explain variations across countries.
They envisage a process whereby political actors address a certain socio-
economic challenge and elite decision-makers decide how to deal with it.
There is a risk that unpredictable events (terrorist attacks, the global finan-
cial crisis, the migration crisis) may influence the process, but normally
the content of the reform package and its implementation is expected
to lead to desirable results and take place within the administrative sys-
tem. Pollitt and Bouckaert emphasize that reforms in different countries
may follow different trajectories and are prone to be influenced by the
historical-institutional features of those countries. They also assert that
public management reforms are generally open to contradictions, trade-
offs, balances, and dilemmas.

The inherently political nature of reforms and their consequences is
also a theme running through the work of Beryl Radin (2012), who talks
about contradictions in public management reforms. Radin and others like
her remain skeptical towards reformers who think that reforms will be a
smooth ride and that a technical approach to performance-based manage-
ment can solve some of the tensions of government policy. International
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organizations were typically criticized for painting too optimistic a picture
of reform potential (“the OECD story” as Premfors (1998) used to call
it), but in recent years organizations like the OECD have issued more
cautious and realistic assessments of reform developments and have them-
selves developed more sophisticated tools and measurements to allow a
more nuanced view of reforms (see, for example, the OECD Better Life
index, www.betterlifeindex.org). Researchers are therefore inclined to look
for contradictions and dilemmas wired into government reform efforts.

Another coherent approach to studying public management reform
has been the transformative approach. This approach was first articulated
by Christensen and Lagreid (2001) and has been used in subsequent
studies of public management reforms, especially in the Nordic countries.
This is the approach used by this book. The transformative approach
sees public sector reform and the ability of the political-administrative
leadership to design and redesign the systems as dependent on three sets
of contexts that constrain the decisions and actions of public manage-
ment reform leaders: (a) the formal structural context; (b) the cultural
context; and (¢) the environmental context, consisting of both the tech-
nical and the institutional environment (Lagreid and Verhoest 2010,
pp. 6-10; Christensen and Lagreid 2007a). The approach assumes that
political-administrative actors pursue reform goals in a purposeful man-
ner but also acknowledges that various kinds of constraints will exist
and so reform results are likely to be different than expected. External
reform programs are filtered, interpreted, and modified by a combina-
tion of two national processes: the country’s political-administrative his-
tory, culture, and traditions; and national policy features, as expressed
in constitutional and structural factors. Within these constraints, politi-
cal and managerial executives have varying degrees of leeway to launch,
decide on, and implement different administrative reforms via an active
administrative policy.

We can conclude that there are many routes to reform and that there is
therefore no single-factor explanation for or understanding of the processes
and effects of administrative reforms in all situations, at all times, and every-
where (Hood 1991; Pollitt 2001, 2013a, b; Legreid and Verhoest 2010).
Each country’s mix of structural, cultural, and environmental contexts influ-
ences how international reform ideas and paradigms are transformed into
public action on the ground (Christensen and Lagreid 2013). We therefore
expect a heterogeneous picture of reform and not a “one-size-fits-all” model
that some of the more streamlined global perspectives have envisaged.
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This means, first, that we should stop searching for catch-all generic theo-
ries, and second, that we need to take contextual factors into account and
ascribe greater importance to national historical-institutional cultures and
traditions.

THE EFrFECTS OF REFORM

Itis a paradox that while many of the contemporary administrative reforms
are supposed to produce better results along many dimensions such as
efficiency, effectiveness, and service quality, knowledge about their ¢ffects
is rather uncertain and contested. NPM has been around for thirty years,
yet there have been few comparative evaluations. Instead, NPM scholars
have been preoccupied with the reform process, examining the forces driv-
ing the reforms while merely speculating about their impact on efficiency
and service quality. Effects are often assumed or promised, but there have
been few systematic and reliable studies of whether they actually happen.
As stated by Pollitt and Bouckaert (2011, p. 159), the NPM reforms do
not seem to need results in order to march on. Evidence of efficiency gains
has been patchy and incomplete (Andrew 2010), and systematic quantita-
tive empirical investigations over time have been lacking. The result is that
there is little hard evidence of whether NPM’s main goal of cost reduction
and improved efficiency has actually been realized, leaving good, reliable,
and longitudinal data on the effects of NPM reforms wanting.

One important exception to this is a study by Hood and Dixon (2015)
on the effects of NPM reforms in the UK over a thirty-year period. Their
book A Government That Worked Better and Cost Less? examines the main
hypothesis that NPM reforms would enhance the quality and reduce the
costs of public administration. The authors address the paradox that the
NPM movement, which was legitimized by a performance argument, in
practice was often ideologically driven, pressing ahead with reforms with
little regard for confirmation of their efficacy. The UK was one of the first
countries to adopt NPM reforms and did so more radically than many
other countries. It is therefore a good test case of the NPM hypothesis.
If clear cost reductions and quality improvements are to be found any-
where, they ought to be found in the UK. The main finding is that, after
three decades of NPM, the UK does #ot have “a government that works
better and costs less.” In fact, the government now works slightly worse
with respect to fairness, and costs a bit more than before. Also, the run-
ning costs are higher and there are more complaints. Hood and Dixon’s
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book represents one of the first systematic evaluations of three decades of
reform and is clearly an important reference for future studies of admin-
istrative reforms.

Andrews (2010) came to a similar conclusion—that there is weak quan-
titative evidence that NPM reforms have led to a general improvement in
cost-efficiency. Dunleavy and Carrera (2013) showed that NPM strate-
gies such as contracting-out and privatization increased long-term pro-
ductivity in the public sector only slightly. Based on the COCOPS project,
Pollitt and Dan (2013) did a meta-analysis of 519 studies of the output
and outcome effects of NPM reforms in Europe. Their conclusion was
that our knowledge of effects is weak overall. Most studies have examined
effects on activities and processes. A minority have examined output, and
only very few have addressed the outcomes of the reforms. The results
from different countries and policy sectors show a mixed pattern depend-
ing on contextual features such as time horizon, the scope of reforms,
and the degree of political salience. A recent study by Dan and Pollitt
(2015), however, concluded that NPM could work in Central and Eastern
European countries under specific conditions but this optimistic conclu-
sion is contested by Drechsler and Randma-Liiv (2015).

Overall, the findings from the available studies support NPM skeptics
more than NPM advocates, although they do not confirm the most radical
expectations on either side. When analyzing effects we seem to have to go
beyond a narrow concept of effects that focuses on only one set of val-
ues such as efficiency and productivity. We also need to address effects on
equity, equality, fairness, social cohesion, service quality, and societal effects
in general. Thus, internal administrative and operational effects, process
effects, and system effects are of interest (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011).

ADMINISTRATIVE TRADITIONS IN EUROPE AND THE NORDIC
MODEL

Different authors have tried to classify and categorize different admin-
istrative traditions in Europe. Different families, groups, and hybrids
have been identified. Painter and Peters (2010) distinguish between an
Anglo-American, a Napoleonic, a Germanic, a Soviet, and a Scandinavian
group of countries. Kuhlmann and Wollmann (2014) distinguish between
a continental Napoleonic model, a continental federal model, an Anglo-
Saxon model, a Scandinavian model, and an Eastern European model.
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Classification criteria are both administrative culture (rule of law in con-
tinental Europe versus public interest culture in the UK and Ireland) and
administrative structure (unitary or federal, centralized or decentralized).
The Napoleonic state tradition is a strong centralized state with conflicts
between the state and society, the Germanic tradition is more organic
with cooperative relations between the state and society, the Anglo-Saxon
tradition has pluralistic state-society relations, and the Scandinavian tra-
dition is a mixture of the Germanic and Anglo-Saxon ones (Lounghlin
and Peters 1997). While the Nordic countries have a professional bureau-
cratic state infrastructure, the Napoleonic states have a more politicized
patrimonial structure (Carron et al. 2012). In the first group of coun-
tries, administrative positions are merit-based, while in the other group,
with the exception of France, appointments in the public sector tend to
be based on patronage. The Napoleonic countries are more hierarchical
and centralized while the Nordic are more decentralized. The Eastern
European administrative tradition combined one-party rule with a uni-
tary bureaucratic state, which implied overarching political control by the
party over all parts of the state. The legacy of this administrative tradition
in post-communist states is ambiguous (Painter and Peters 2010). While
some see a total collapse of the old system, others have identified a num-
ber of path dependencies.

This book is about the experience of the Nordic countries. While some
studies refer to Scandinavia, meaning Denmark, Norway, and Sweden, we
use the term Nordic and include Finland and Iceland as well. We employ
the term “Nordic model” throughout this book, and make a note only
if there are important aspects of work referring solely to Scandinavia.
Generally, in comparative public administration most scholars point to a
specific Nordic model. This model overlaps with the administrative pro-
file of the continental European federal countries, because they both are
rooted in the Roman Law tradition. A main difference, though, is that the
Nordic model has a more open recruiting and career system and its public
administration is more accessible, open, and transparent to citizens. The
Nordic countries also have a decentralized administrative structure and
strong local government, and they give local authorities and agencies a
high degree of autonomy (Kuhlmann and Wollmann 2014).

Painter and Peters (2010) state that the Nordic countries have a strong
welfare-state orientation and a professional, non-politicized administrative
apparatus with a high status and a consensual style of policymaking. They
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also claim, however, that the Nordic countries differ from one another
along a number of structural dimensions. For example, Norway is sup-
posed to be more unitary while Denmark and Sweden have stronger local
government. Sweden has been characterized as a front-runner in politi-
cal decentralization (Kuhlmann and Wollmann 2014) while others place
Sweden and Finland in an intermediate position along a centralized-
decentralized state structure dimension (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011).
Sweden’s executive government is more majoritarian while Finland’s is
more consensual. Minority governments have become common in Sweden
over the past decades, however.

A Nordic Model

The five Nordic countries are all small states in the north of Europe.
Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Denmark have between five and nine
million inhabitants. Iceland is particularly small, with only 330,000 citi-
zens. Denmark, Norway, and Sweden are constitutional monarchies while
Iceland and Finland are republics with a president as head of state. They
are all representative democracies and unitary states that combine political
and administrative decentralization. The doctrine of local self-government
is strong. Much of public sector service provision is the responsibility of
local government, which also accounts for a major part of the financial and
personnel resources in the public sector. At the central level, ministries and
semi-independent agencies are core bodies and have typically been around
for a long time. Central agencies are more numerous and also normally
larger than ministries. This means that the overall capacity of central agen-
cies is much greater than that of ministries. Except for Sweden, the Nordic
countries all apply the doctrine of ministerial vesponsibility, meaning that
the minister is responsible for the portfolios of subordinate agencies and
bodies. This means that sectoral and vertical coordination within different
“silos” is relatively strong, while cross-sector issues and horizontal linkages
are correspondingly weaker. In Sweden, the central agencies are account-
able to the cabinet as a collegium and not to their parent ministry.

The Nordic countries are multi-party, parliamentary states, and their
governments are normally coalition governments. Except for in Finland,
minority governments are common. Their administrative-cultural
traditions have important common features. The Nordic administrative
apparatuses are characterized by merit-based bureaucratic professionalism,
in contrast to a patrimonial Napoleonic culture. The level of corruption
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is low and Rechtstaat values are considered to be strong. The structure
of the administrative apparatus is pretty similar in all of them. Except for
Iceland, they all have a three-level system, consisting of local government,
regional government, and central government. Finland, Denmark, and
Sweden are members of the European Union, while Norway and Iceland
are economically integrated in Europe through the European Economic
Area (EEA) agreement, but they are not part of the poli