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Abstract
The involvement of civil servants in the policy process has recently been reconsidered with the
studies about policy work and political advice. This communication intends to further theorize their
policy advisory role with the theories of policy learning. The policy advisory role refers to the
individual’s capacity of producing usable knowledge for policy formulation and be listened to. Advice
utilization requires mutual learning and adjustment between civil servants and ministers. Both the
policy advisory role and individual learning are influenced by the position and individual behaviour of
the civil servant. Position relates to the institutional context and individual behaviour to the way civil
servants commit themselves in policy advice. The policy advisory role of civil servants increases when
those are recognised in their functions, maintain a learning dynamics and create a shared
understanding of the policy with the ministers. The communication presents the analytical
framework, and opens up the discussion for empirical and comparative research.
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Introduction
Civil servants are essential and often neglected actors in the policy process. Their involvement in
policymaking is essential to democracy and good public policy. They play a mediating role between
interest groups and politicians who both push their agenda without necessarily weighting the
different problem frames and policy options. The detachment of their position makes their advice to
politicians more informed and based on an accumulation of in-house knowledge and a plurality of
external advice than any other stakeholder.
The involvement of civil servants in the policy process has been studied for long (for example
Lindblom, 1959; Dahl, 1961), but it needs a fresh look. In the recent years, civil servants have gained
more attention by policy scholars. Their importance in the policy process was reassessed in sectorspecific case studies (Montpetit, 2011; Paquet, 2015). Their policy work was specifically investigated
(Howlett, 2009; Colebatch, Hoppe et al., 2010), as well as their involvement into political advice
(Maley, 2015; Shaw and Eichbaum, 2017).
This communication intends to go beyond description and proposes to further theorize the role of
civil servants in the policy process. Relying on a synthesis of the most recent literature, the
theoretical framework explains the policy advisory role of civil servants with the theories of policy
learning. Their policy advisory role increases when they learn about the policy problem and solutions
and improve their understanding of others’ mindsets. This learning is both sensible to context and
related to the civil servant’s behaviour. The policy advisory role refers to the individual’s capacity of
producing usable knowledge for policy formulation and be listened to and followed by the
policymakers, namely the ministers. This role is measured in terms of advice utilization, that is the
impact on policy formulation (Landry, Amara et al., 2001). Advice utilization requires mutual learning
and adjustment between civil servants and ministers. Both the policy advisory role and individual
learning are influenced by the position and individual behaviour of the civil servant.
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Position relates to the institutional context (Scharpf, 1997). The national political-administrative
relation let more or less leeway for civil servants to be involved in policy formulation which depends
from the importance of ministerial cabinets. The position of the civil servant matters too as well as
the reputation of their organisation. Differences also arise at the policy subsystem level at which
policy networks operate and the involvement of the civil servant in the network.
Individual behaviour refers to the way civil servants commit themselves in policy advice. First, this
analytical framework proposes to investigate their policy advisory style. The policy advisory style
refers to the kind of advice they produce, from a neutral and fact-driven advice about the substance
of public policy to processual advice or normative positions (Nekola and Kohoutec 2016). These
advices vary in terms of analysis and content. The second relational component refers to the relation
with the minister: Do politicians trust the civil servant and collaborate to develop a shared
understanding of the policy problem? The trustworthiness of the civil servant matters of course, but
it is a reciprocal tie. Equally, the policy advisory role of the civil servant will increase if both actors
have frequent interactions.
This communication develops the proposed analytical framework of the policy advisory role of civil
servants. First, the role of civil servants as policy advisers is specified. Second, the importance of
learning in this role is assessed. Third, contextual variables are presented, and then the individual
behaviour of the civil servants. The last part puts the pieces together and sums up the analytical
framework, and opens up the discussion for empirical and comparative research.
The authors believe that civil servants are critical actors in the policy process. The normative
background of this analytical framework is to contribute to the formulation of good public policies
with the belief that good policymaking relies on a strong administrative capacity. In terms of policy
design, good policymaking is able to formulate a consistent policy rationale, with great expectations
to reach the policy objectives. Four challenges are inherent in good policy making: (1) informed
design, collecting scientific evidence, past experience, and the normative background; (2) internal
3
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consistency of the policy rationale; (3) external consistency, based on a prior analysis of context,
cross-sectoral issues, and political feasibility; and (4) fit to available resources. A strong
administrative capacity is the ability for the public service (or at least the policy advisory system) to
gather the necessary skills to meet these four challenges.
More specifically, the analytical framework relies on two postulates. The first is that administrative
capacity relies on the intelligence, training, and availability of individual civil servants. The second
that civil servants must learn to meet the demands and expectations of the ministers.

1

The role of civil servants in the policy process

Civil servants run the government activities in a wide array of functions. They are working under
different status (career bureaucrats or standard employees) and located in different organisations,
that is the ministries, the ministerial cabinets or public agencies. Their position in public
administration varies too. A simple distinction can be made between top managers, middle range
officials, and street-level bureaucrats. Top managers are expected to manage their departments and
be only partly involved in policy formulation. Street-levels bureaucrats and executive agents are
usually involved in operational tasks. Usually graduated, middle-range officials are expected to be the
most directly involved in policy formulation and this analytical framework is targeting them.
The common perception of civil servants’ role in the policy process is that bureaucratic advice is
rooted in experience and analysis more than in responsiveness to society’s demands which is related
to the politicians (Aberbach, Putnam et al., 1981)1. They are associated with an image of ‘neutral
competence’ which means the application of objectivity and expert analysis (West, 2005: 148-150).
However value-free decisions is unachievable and civil servants may not be well listened to if they

1

The administrative role of civil servants is understood as “a cohesive set of job-related values and
attitudes that provides the public administrator a stable set of expectations about his or her
responsibilities” (Selden, Brewer et al., 1999: 175).
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resist the partisan pressure exerted by politicians without convincing arguments. As well, they are
part of the political game, they carry on their own sets of values, beliefs and interests, although they
must keep some distance and be loyal to the elected politicians.
The policy advisory role of civil servants oscillates between detachment and responsiveness to the
demands formulated by civil society (Montpetit, 2011). The notion of detachment excludes taking
orders from clients, as much as from political bosses, but it does not necessarily imply neutrality
(Montpetit, 2011: 1253). Detached civil servants serve society’s goals and values, but have a relative
discretion in the selection of those they serve2. “These administrators are not neutral professionals,
and they resist being controlled by elected officials and agency managers. Rather, they are action
oriented, and they profess strong commitment to their agency, its clients, and the public interest”
(Selden et al., 1999: 192-193). Detachment is as “an attribute conferring independence from direct
social and political pressures in carrying out expert analysis, which embraces some long-term
objectives of society” (Montpetit, 2011: 1253-1254). It involves the provision of expert advice,
developed from analysis rather than from demands coming from social or political groups.
Civil servants are supposed to work with a long term perspective fed by their tenured job.
“Bureaucratic institutions are designed with the long haul in mind” (Aberbach, 2003: 316)3. Policy
subsystems are submerged with huge amount of incoming information justifying policy change
(Jones and Baumgartner, 2005). The prohibitive cost of processing this information and cognitive
limitations inspire prudence to civil servants, who tend to remain unresponsive, trusting prevailing
analysis and administrative experience (Montpetit, 2011: 1257). In practice however, they adopt a
policy advisory role that is divided between detachment and responsiveness. Only civil servants who

2

3

These goals and values frequently are empathic in nature, reflecting desires to serve citizens (Brewer,
Selden et al., 2000; Perry, Brudney et al., 2008).
The full citation is : “One key role of administration in a polity is to provide continuity. Bureaucratic
institutions are designed with the long haul in mind. The traditional function of top career civil
administrations are to provide expertise, advice, and historical memory for the politicians who come
and go in the top offices of the polity” (Aberbach, 2003: 316).
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are socialised to roles that promote detachment hold on their opinions more than other policy actors
(Montpetit, 2011: 1265).
Role can be both perceived as an attitude or an effect. The policy work literature considers the role
of civil servants in terms of their contribution to policy work (Colebatch, Hoppe et al., 2010). Policy
work is a rather lose concept revolving around the question of how actors of the policy process
commit themselves in the formulation of public policies. It consists of providing analytical support to
government for making intelligent choices for solving societal problems (Colebatch, 2006). Policy
work is related to maintenance, production, and service (Page and Jenkins, 2005: 56): Maintenance
focuses on policy implementation and evaluation, and production to the participation in writing a
“variety of sorts of documents” (for example white papers and bills). Service consists in offering
knowledge and skills to others who produce policies.
More specifically, this communication questions the policy advisory role of civil servants as part of
the broader policy work. Policy advice consists in providing recommendations or opinions about
future courses of government action (Brans and Aubin, 2017: 2). It includes “research, data analysis,
proposal development, consultation with stakeholders, formulation of advice for decision makers,
guiding policy through governmental and parliamentary processes, and the subsequent evaluation of
the outcomes of the policy” (Gregory and Lonti, 2008: 838 in Craft and Wilder, 2017). Policy advice
may be founded on formal policy analysis using scientific methods, but not necessarily: “Some advice
is ‘expert’ expertise; most is not.” (Althaus, 2013: 5). An advice is not necessarily built on scientific
knowledge, but on the basis of experience and consultation.
Traditionally, policy advice was generated by bureaucratic officials located at the top of a public
organisation to guide policymakers and support their decisions, but the monopoly of contemporary
bureaucracies on expertise and policy advice has been increasingly contested (Brans, De Peuter et al.,
2012). Nowadays, the government’s capacity to design well-crafted public policies relies on a policy
advisory system that extends itself far beyond the borders of the public sphere (Halligan, 1995).
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Given that a wide-range of government activities were outsourced or transferred to the private
sector and other actors outside government, the overall policy analytical capacity of the policy
advisory system must be assessed as well as the remaining contribution of civil servants in the policy
process (Howlett, 2015).
Despite important transformations of the policy landscape, middle-range civil servants still matter in
the policy process. They do not only advice executive politicians, but are more than often truly taking
part in the policymaking process and work with considerable discretion (Page et al., 2005: 81). They
are working on broad cross-cutting issues, and are “not simply concerned with subordinate
‘embellishment and detail’ of issues settled at a higher level” (Page et al., 2005: 15). They are still
important actors on the policy process and public organizations must be aware of their contribution
to overall policy capacity.
Policy advice is a concept with blurred boundaries (Veselý, 2017). Halligan describes policy advising
as “analysing problems and proposing solutions. It specifies structuring of the problem, information
gathering, analysis, formulation of options, and communication of the results” (1995: 139). However,
policy advice may consist of only in one out of two necessary elements of defining a problem or
proposing solutions (Althaus, 2013: 5). In this case, a policy advice is not necessarily very different
from any other kind of policy-relevant information. Then, the policy advice will be further defined not
by its form, but its purpose, that is influencing or assisting a policy decision. The purpose need not be
fulfilled either; an advice can also have no effect. In sum, a policy advice is an advice on the content
of policies, either the policy design, or the procedural arrangement that operates it. It may provide
analysis about the problems or solutions, but only be any piece of information that is sent by the civil
servant to the minister (Walgrave and Dejaeghere, 2016).
Advice utilization is a quite recent issue in policy studies and its closer parent is the research on
knowledge utilization. Utilization is not only direct and immediate, but also more indirect and
general. A distinction is made between three types of uses: instrumental, conceptual, and symbolic
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(Weiss and Bucuvalas, 1980). “Instrumental [use] involves applying research results in specific, direct
ways. Conceptual use involves using research results for general enlightenment; results influence
actions but more indirectly and less specifically than in instrumental use. Symbolic use involves using
research results to legitimate and sustain predetermined positions” (Beyer, 1997: 17). Since Weiss
and Bucuvalas (1980), instrumental use is thought to be a small fraction of knowledge utilization.
Conceptual use would be the most frequent (Daviter, 2015: 493-494). These results concern the use
of scientific knowledge only. Concerning the policy advice from civil servants, instrumental use may
be more frequent (see box 1).
Box 1 Three types of utilization of policy advice
- Instrumental: The policy advice led to concrete action on the policy problem ;
- Conceptual: The policy advice served to shed light on the policy problem;
- Symbolic: The policy advice served to confirm choices already made on this policy problem.
Source: Amara et al. (2004: 91)

Utilization is conceptualized more as a process than a discrete event (Knott and Wildavsky, 1980).
This scale shows a progression of six stages of knowledge utilization: reception, cognition, discussion,
reference, effort, and influence. “Each stage is presumed more important than the previous one, and
the entire scale is cumulative in the sense that all stages of knowledge use are important indicators
and build on each other” (Landry, Amara et al., 2001: 405). The scale of knowledge utilization is
transposed to policy advice (see Box 2).
Although this stage model of policy advice utilization is most often used, it does not tell much about
the kind of utilization that is made of the advice. “Landry, Lamari, and Amara (2003) identified four
major categories of explanations: engineering explanations, organizational interest explanations, two
communities explanations, and interaction explanations” (Amara et al., 2004: 82). The engineering
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explanation relies on the intrinsic qualities of the research produced. “The production and uptake of
research follow a linear sequence from the research findings to the definition of a service and
specifications of production, and the application of instrumental findings that conforms the
specifications defined by research […]” (Landry, Lamari et al., 2003: 194).
Box 2 Scale of measurement of the utilization of civil servants’ advice
- Stage 1: I transmitted my policy advice to the political executive, that is the minister or her
cabinet;
- Stage 2: Cognition: My policy advice was read, understood and digested by the political
executive;
- Stage 3: Reference: My policy advice was cited as a reference in the oral presentations and
written reports, notes and proposals made by the political executive;
- Stage 4: Effort: the political executive has appropriated my policy advice and fought for its
adoption within the government;
- Stage 5: Influence: my policy advice has successfully influenced the choices and decision of
the minister or the government;
- Stage 6: Implementation: my policy advice has given rise to specific policy proposals and
applications.
Source: adapted from Landry et al. (2001: 336)

In contrast, the social and organisational explanations relies more on the contextual conditions of the
research uptake. The ‘organisational interests’ explanations suggest that “knowledge utilization
increases when knowledge production incorporates the needs of end user groups […]” (Crona and
Parker, 2012: 34). The ‘two-communities’ explanation concentrates on the actors profile and their
compatibility. It assumes that “cultural differences between actors in terms of the types of qualities
of knowledge desired can hinder knowledge utilization” (Crona et al., 2012: 34). Finally the ‘social
9
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interactions’ explanation contends that “interaction, or a lack thereof, between actors is a major
factor determining knowledge utilization” (Crona et al., 2012: 34). These alternative explanations of
knowledge utilization may be transposed with some profit to the policy advisory role of civil servants,
although some more process and individual variables will enrich the analytical framework. In
addition, the main theoretical underpinning of this framework is that individual learning by the civil
servants may be critical in explaining the use of policy advice.

2

Learning for a better advice

The key explanation of the policy advisory role of civil servants is learning. Are civil servants able to
accumulate and process information which makes them update their beliefs, attitudes and opinions,
or do they stick to their prior beliefs (Strickland, Taber et al., 2011)? In order to meet the minister’s
expectations and have a strong policy advisory role, civil servants are expected to learn both about
the policy issue and the political situation, which means here the dynamics of the policy network,
stakeholders’ interests, and the minister’s strategic and ideological positions.
Policy learning is defined as “relatively enduring alterations of thought or behavioural intentions that
result from experience and that are concerned with the attainment (or revision) of public policy”
(Sabatier, 1998). Put more simply, it is an update of knowledge and beliefs about public policy
(Dunlop and Radaelli, 2013). In the context of public policy, the update of beliefs at the individual
level mostly concerns processes of knowledge acquisition about public problems and solutions, as
well as the opinion changes induced by these processes (Leach, Weible et al., 2014). The first layer of
learning concerns the assimilation of new knowledge, and the second a change in beliefs regarding
specific issues that this new knowledge induces (Leach et al., 2014). The basic assumption is that the
assimilation of knowledge is a prerequisite for any change (or reinforcement) in beliefs.
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Learning is a social process that entails interaction (Gerlak, Heikkila et al., 2017). It occurs not only
through the acquisition and interpretation of new information by experience and intentional search,
but also through social interactions with others (Heikkila and Gerlak, 2013). This interactive nature of
learning is modelled as a three-phase process including the acquisition and the translation of
information, followed by the dissemination of knowledge, and as a collective product that emerges
from this process, i.e. shared ideas or strategies. Dialogue and deliberation are mechanisms that play
a key role in all of those phases (Heikkila et al., 2013). In sum, learning is often considered as a
process of information acquisition and exchange that leads to cognitive and behavioural changes by
exposing individuals and groups to new knowledge and opinions.
However, an individual perspective of learning is privileged in the explanation of the policy advisory
role of civil servants. The bathtub model which establishes a causality of learning grasps this social
nature through the micro-micro dimension, which “concern learning mechanism affecting an
individual A and individual B, and relations between individuals and groups or social networks”
(Dunlop and Radaelli, 2017: 311). In this perspective, individuals are central in learning: they are the
agents that ultimately collect, interpret and diffuse the information.
Baird et al. (2014) make the distinction between cognitive, normative and relational learning.
Cognitive learning is related to the acquisition of new or the structuring of existing knowledge. It is
about change in opinions (Montpetit, 2009) or the acquisition of information. Normative learning
concerns a shift in viewpoints, values or paradigms; and relational learning refers to an improved
understanding of others’ mindsets, enhanced trust and ability to cooperate (Baird et al., 2014: 51;
Siddiki, Kim et al., 2017). Usually, learning is identified as both cognitive and behavioural change.
Behavioural change can be observed as knowledge-utilization in the decision-making process (Crona
(Crona et al., 2012; Temby, Sandall et al., 2017), change in practice (Dedeurwaerdere, Polard et al.,
2015) or change in policy (Gerlak and Heikkila, 2011).
The acquisition of knowledge by individuals is conceptualized with the three dimensions of learning:
11
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- Cognitive learning refers to the acquisition of knowledge about the public problem at hand and the
possible solutions (Resh, Siddiki et al., 2014; Levesque, Calhoun et al., 2017). This includes both the
substantial and procedural dimensions of public policy in their technicality and feasibility given the
context, resources, social habits and legal procedures;
- Normative learning is associated to opinion changes (Montpetit, 2009)4. The question is to know if
civil servants change their beliefs about the public policy, and if it influences their policy advisory
role. It is expected that civil servants keep a neutral position in their work, and that their opinions
remain stable, what is associated to detachment (Montpetit, 2011);
- Relational learning represents the knowledge about the members of the policy network and the
individual’s organisation. It includes the way of working, behaviour, interests, and room for
manoeuvre. Relational learning includes reflexive learning about one own ability and influence and
how one must behave with her organisation and as part of the policy network.
The measurement of policy learning by civil servants will be operationalised accordingly (see table 1).

3

The position of civil servants in the policy process

The position refers to a couple of contextual elements on which civil servants have no grip, and
which are subject of the inertia of political culture. In the tradition of new institutionalism, the policy
advice literature is keen on explaining country differences on the involvement of advisers in policymaking (Craft and Howlett, 2012). Given that the present focus is not so much on policy advisory
systems, but the behaviour of individual civil servants, these variables are considered as context. Of

4

A common method is to set in advance specific policy beliefs or policy options in a survey and look at
respondent changes in the degree of agreement or favorableness on those particular elements
(Montpetit, 2009; Moyson, 2018). An alternative is to conduct interview and count the number of
changes in opinions. Given the number of possible issues addresses, Leach et al. (2014) proposed that
respondents are asked ‘yes or no’ questions regarding whether they have changed their professional
opinion on any significant issues. The final score is the number of topics on which a respondent has
changed her opinion divided by the number of debates she identified.
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course, the institutional context, composition and relational pattern influence information
acquisition. Context is key for the success of information exchange and behavioural change. Thus, the
position of civil servants will be explored in terms of political-administrative relation, policy network,
and location in government.

Table 1 Measurement of policy learning by civil servants
Cognitive learning

Normative learning

Relational learning

Acquisition of

Acquisition of

Acquisition

Change in opinion

Change in opinion

Acquisition

Acquisition

Acquisition

knowledge on

knowledge on

of

(prior to current)

regarding debated

of

of a better

of

the public

the policy tools

knowledge

about the policy

topic

knowledge

understand

knowledge

problem and

including

on

design

on others’

ing of the

on self-

policy goals

technical

institution-

values and

others

capacity

feasibility

al rules

interests

0 = No

0 = No

0 = No

0 = No

0 = No

0 = No

1 = A little

1 = A little

1 = A little

1 = A little

1 = A little

1 = A little

2 = A lot

2 = A lot

2 = A lot

2 = A lot

2 = A lot

2 = A lot

-1 = From favourable to non-fav.
-0.5 = From
neutral to nonfav.
0 = no changes
0.5 = From
neutral to fav.
1 = From non-fav.
to fav.

Number of items
(X) on which
respondents have
changed their
opinion divided by
the number of
debates they
identified.

The political administrative-relation is the first contextual element to consider when studying the
role of civil servants in policy formulation. This question has been at the core of public administrative
studies since their origins, and raises the question of the possible separation between politics and
administration (McCandless and Guy, 2013). Although the two activities cannot be isolated, the
government’s organisation provides different answers from one country to another. The recent
perspective on this comes with the role of ministerial cabinets. At a macro level, the size and
influence of ministerial cabinets downgrades the contribution of the administration to policy
formulation. However, a recent study has confirmed that even in countries with strong ministerial
cabinets, civil servants are not limited to functions of mere implementers, but provide a lot of
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information and advice to ministerial cabinets, even if most of them answer requests from the
cabinets (Aubin, Brans et al., 2017). The same study showed that even in a country like Belgium
where ministerial cabinets are strong, about 10% of the civil servants remain very much involved in
policy work and bring advice to the minister. The policy advisory role of civil servants is depending
also on individual behaviour, and not only structural conditions.
Given the national political regime and the political administrative relation, there may be very
important differences between subsystems relative to the composition and dynamics of policy
networks. The policy subsystem is “the interaction of actors from different institutions interested in a
policy area” (Sabatier, 1988: 131). “[The] most useful aggregate unit of analysis for understanding
policy change in modern industrial societies is not any specific governmental institution but rather a
policy subsystem, i.e. those actors from a variety of public and private organizations who are actively
concerned with a policy problem or issue such as air pollution control, mental health, or surface
transportation” (Sabatier, 1988: 131). What counts is how the policy network is organised within the
policy subsystem and what kind of relationship do policymakers maintain with stakeholders.
Policy networks are usually divided between policy communities and issue networks (Marsh and
Rhodes, 1992) where the first is associated to neocorporatism and the second with pluralism (Dahl,
1961; Lehmbruch and Schmitter, 1982). The dynamics of advocacy coalitions is a more recent
perspective on policy networks which distinguishes three types of subsystems: unitary, adversarial,
and collaborative (Weible, Pattison et al., 2010; Ingold and Gschwend, 2014). Unitary subsystems are
closed to policy communities, and the two others types to competing issues networks. The
adversarial and collaborative subsystems count at least two advocacy coalitions with different
purposes or perspectives about a transversal issue (or a wicked problem) which clash or collaborate
(for example energy and the automotive industry in climate change policy). “People associated with
the same advocacy coalition have similar ideologies and worldviews and, therefore, wish to change a
given policy (concerning health, environmental, or many other issues) in the same direction. The
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coalition that these people form is an informal network of allies that usually operate against an
opposing coalition consisting of other people who advocate for different policy directions” (Weible
and Ingold, 2018: 326).
In unitary subsystems, civil servants are considered by the ministers, but so far that they aggregate
information and positions from coalition members, which is a passive role. They would also engage in
more relational skills to maintain cohesiveness within the coalition and “make sense together”
(Hoppe, 1999). In the presence of at least two coalitions, the civil servants may be called for bringing
a clear picture of the situation with fact checking and analysis. If the situation remains conflictual,
they would propose policy options or a final decision. The minister will rely more on them in case of
competing arguments. If the subsystem is collaborative, civil servants may facilitate collaboration and
bring in consensual propositions and organise a deliberation. Once again, relational skills are crucial
(Howlett, Tan et al., 2015: 165). The frequency of contacts with the external stakeholders will
indicate their intermediary role between interest groups and the ministers.
It would be an error to consider government as a single block. In the context of two advocacy
coalitions within a subsystem, civil servants and their hierarchy may be part in each of them and
compete internally. In this case, civil servants develop arguments to defend the coalition interests
and values and try to get the attention of the minister. These disputes may concern the problem
framing, the attribution of the competence to one unit over the other (for example drug addiction as
a criminal or a public health matter, or youth protection to the justice department or to youth
workers), the selection of the policy instruments, the composition of the advisory bodies, etc.
Location and position in government impact the policy advisory role of civil servants. At individual
level, it matters to know if the civil servant is located within the ministry, in a public agency or in a
ministerial cabinet. In his study of policy advisory systems, Halligan made a useful distinction of
location of advice given government control, notably between public service, location internal to the
government and external to the government (Halligan, 1995; Craft and Halligan, 2017). The external
15
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reputation of the organisation which employs the civil servant may play a role too (Crona and Parker,
2011; Crona et al., 2012). Some ministers are reluctant to collaborate with particular departments
and agencies and bypass them in the policy formulation process.
Position in the hierarchy may affect the policy role of civil servants as well. Page and Jenkins put the
emphasis on middle-range officials who are dealing issues with a considerable margin of manoeuvre
(Page et al., 2005). Top officials are more involved in managing the departments or ministries, but
also in a bargaining position with the minister to receive the orders and re-orientate or steer their
appointees. Street-level bureaucrats are not supposed to have a direct policy advisory role, even if
their experience is certainly valuable for their colleagues who are formulating the advice.
The second aspect in term of location in government is the existence of policy units and the
recognised function of policy advisor (Craft et al., 2017). Based on this, policy advice utilisation by
ministerial cabinet system advisers may increase as it moves from external to internal sources
(Halligan, 1995; Halligan, 2001). Coupled to these categories, governmental control might increase
utilization of an advice, as advice coming from a controlled supplier is more likely to tell what the
minister “wants to hear”. However, low governmental control might also yield a higher utilization, as
following the advice may increase public support within the subsystem.

4

Individual behaviour

Empirical studies show that policy analysts are involved in a wide array of activities, which are
sometimes rather remote from analysis (Hird, 2005; Radin, 2013). It is usually expected that civil
servants involved in policy advice are trained policy analysts who use formal analytical techniques to
process information rationally, show evidence and select the most efficient tools to tackle the policy
problems (Mayer, van Daalen et al., 2004). However, this emphasis on formal analysis of policy issues
is somewhat exaggerated and underestimates the importance of procedural activities (Radin, 2013).
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Policy work includes the key activities of making, maintaining and coordinating the actors’
interactions as well (Kohoutek, Nekola et al., 2013). It involves analysing the political and multi-actor
context (for example using stakeholder analysis) or attempting to ‘make sense together’ (Hoppe and
Jeliazkova, 2006).
This corresponds to the other common distinction in policy advice between substance and process
(Hoppe et al., 2006; Nekola and Kohoutek, 2016). Substantive advisors or ‘specialists’ are civil
servants who possess an expertise of a field or hold technical skills without having necessarily been
trained as policy analysts (Lindquist and Desvaux, 2007: 123). The procedural analysts, in turn, or
‘generalists’ rely on capabilities “to develop broader views on policy issues, to identify horizontal
linkages across issues, and sometimes to develop more comprehensive as opposed to selective policy
initiatives” (Lindquist et al., 2007: 123). Although generalists are expected to engage more in formal
policy analysis than specialists, specialists are not kept on the side-line of policy formulation.
As a synthesis, Nekola and Kohoutec proposed a simple cross-sectional typology of policy advisory
styles combining these two most used attributes of politics versus technics and substance versus
process (Nekola et al., 2016). The typology, largely inspired by Mayer et al. (2004) ends up with four
types of policy advisory styles (see table 2).

Table 2 Policy advisory styles
Fact-driven/Rational

Political/Normative

Issue-specific

Rational technicians (1)

Client advisors (3)

Process

Process generalists (2)

Democratic issue advocates (4)

Source: Adapted from Nekola and Kohoutec (2016)
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Rational technicians (1) correspond to the standard image of policy analysts. Civil servants find
rational solutions to policy problems on the basis of specialized knowledge for problem-solving and
formal analytical techniques. They are involved in research and evaluation, and convert findings in
policy advice. In terms of interaction, they do not have much contact with relevant stakeholders.
Process generalists (2) possess knowledge of the complex processes leading to the acceptance of a
public policy. On the one hand, they monitor the process internally and care for the practical
implications of policy proposals. They mobilise skills such as negotiation, bargaining, and building
support to facilitate the formulation process.
Client advisors (3) identify different actors and their interests to provide clients with strategic advice
on how to most effectively achieve a goal in given political circumstances. They consult and prepare
notes to the ministers. They mostly rely on external information, but also on the clients’ documents,
and seek advice for external actors, including the political parties.
Democratic issue advocates (4) deal with normative issues related to the desirability and usage of
public policy. They are sensible to the stakeholder’s perception and framing of social problems, and
the meaning they attribute to public policy. They consider and aggregate the arguments put forth by
the public.
The typology of Nekola and Kohoutec must be coupled with the kind of knowledge contained in
policy advice. Partly knowledge is coming from scientific reporting and formal analysis, but civil
servants bring other kinds of knowledge in policy, notably their experience of the administrative
process and past accomplishments. A typology of knowledge proposed by Aristotle was revived in
the policy studies (Flyvbjerg, 2001; Tenbensel, 2006): episteme, techne and phronesis. Episteme
corresponds to analytical and scientific knowledge. Based on general analytical rationality, it is
universal, invariable, and context-independent. Techne relates to the technical knowledge or knowhow (arts and crafts). This knowledge is pragmatic, variable, context-dependent, and oriented
toward production. Phronesis relates to ethics, meaning prudence or practical common sense. “The
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person possessing practical wisdom (phronimos) has knowledge of how to behave in each particular
circumstance that can never be equated with or reduced to knowledge of general truth” (Flyvbjerg,
2001: 57). It is a praxis (oriented towards action) that operates after a careful deliberation between
the good and bad. Applied to policy advice, phronesis is more appropriate than normativity.
Normativity refers to general, often universal assumptions on what is good. In contrast, phronesis
“focuses on what is variable, on that which cannot be encapsulated by universal rules, on specific
cases” (Flyvbjerg, 2001: 57). Policy advice orientate decisions and actions taken to tackle specific
policy problems, not resolve universal questions. They mix up facts, values, and context.
Policy work is not only analytical, but relational too. Civil servants must be embedded in their
working environment in order to increase their policy advisory role. On the one hand, their
relationships with stakeholders make them influential as far as they bring in external knowledge in
their policy advice (see above). On the other hand, they must maintain a good relationship with the
minister. This does not necessarily mean personal ties, but at least trust and frequent interactions,
two variables coming from the study of policy learning.
Trust is a major variable in the learning and knowledge-utilization research. It is defined as “a
willingness to engage in risk-taking with the focal party” (Mayer, Davis et al., 1995: 124). It involves
an agreement to be vulnerable to the actions of a trustee, assuming that he or she will not behave at
the expense of the trustor (Rousseau, Sitkin et al., 1998). Because trust reduces transaction costs, it
facilitates both the exchange and acquisition of information and the acquisition of information, as
people are more inclined to listen to trusted relationships (Levin and Cross, 2004; Klijn, Edelenbos et
al., 2010; Heikkila et al., 2013). Successful trust-based interactions support further trust and
interactions, enabling more learning opportunities (Henry and Vollan, 2014), and form a “virtuous
cycle between communication, trust, commitment, understanding, and outcomes” (Wyborn, 2015:
7).
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To a large extent, the trust of a trustor toward a trustee depends on the trustor’s perception of a
trustee’s trustworthiness. According Mayer, Davis and Schoorman (1995), trustworthiness is the
tridimensional model of Ability-Benevolence-Integrity (ABI): Ability for the skills and competencies;
Benevolence for the goodwill regarding the trustor, and Integrity for honesty. Perceiving the source
of information as competent, benevolent and honest increases the probability that an individual
learns from this source (Levin et al., 2004). In order to operationalize trust, civil servants may be
asked about their perception of how much ministers trust them (see box 3).
Box 3 Example of question about minister’s trust in civil servants
Please indicate on a ladder from 1 to 10 (where 1 means not at all and 10 fully agree) whether you
agree with the following statements on the advice supplier:
-

The minister recognises my competence to deal with the policy problem (ability);
The minister recognises that I give a great deal of attention to the interests of the
stakeholders (benevolence);
The minister recognises that I try to be fair in dealing with the policy problem (integrity).

Trust is a condition for mutual learning and adjustment between civil servants and ministers
(Agranoff, 2006). Temby et al. (2017) proposed to measure trust along two dimensions: fair play and
relational comfort. Fair play reflects expectations that a collaborator would be fair and unbiased in
their dealings”. Relational comfort reflects “longer term investment in the relationship, that is, that
the relationship with a collaborator had gone on long enough for it to become comfortable, well
understood, and equally reliant on informal and formal outcomes” (Temby et al., 2017: 78). They are
closely associated to the two dimensions of procedural trust and affinitive trust (Stern and Coleman,
2015: 122). Relational comfort (or affinitive trust) is a higher predictor for mutual learning and
adjustment than trust based on positive procedure-oriented assessments of fairness (Temby et al.,
2017: 91-92), which stresses the importance of repeated interactions in the use of policy advice.
Frequent interactions foster cognitive and behavioural change (Crona et al., 2012). The frequency of
interaction is “the amount of time” dimension of the famous Granovetter’s “Strengh of tie” (1973:
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1361), defined as the combination of “the amount of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy
(mutual confiding) and the reciprocal services that characterize the tie”. Regarding individual
learning, the frequency of interactions is seen a major factor fostering the exchange of information
and the acquisition of knowledge (Crona et al., 2012; Dedeurwaerdere et al., 2015; Hatmaker, 2015).
Temby et al. (2017) tested the hypothesis and found a positive relation between frequent
communication and the use of information in decision-making. Frequency of both formal and
informal communication fosters knowledge acquisition (Temby et al., 2017). Face-to-face
information exchange is also key in information sharing (Gerlak et al., 2011).

5

Proposition of an analytical framework for examining the role of civil servants in the policy
process

These developments around the policy advisory role of civil servants constitute a puzzle that must be
re-assembled (see figure 1). The phenomenon to explain is the involvement of civil servant in policy
advice. This role is perceived as giving advice to the minister. The policy advisory role is measured
with a scale of advice utilization. The main assumption is that the policy advisory role will increase
when the civil servants learn which relates to the process condition in figure 1. Civil servants must be
able to acquire and assimilate new knowledge about the policy design, but also relational skills. They
must understand the other stakeholders’ mindsets and learn how to interact within the policy
subsystem. Learning in its different aspect is a central element in the improvement of policy advice.
Of course learning is contextual and relational and civil servants do not work in a vacuum. The
structural conditions of position play both on the advice utilization and learning. The role of civil
servants depends on the political-administrative relation and their location in government. This
position will influence the attention of the minister to their advice. Also the dynamics of the policy
subsystem is influencing the kind of brokerage that civil servants could play between civil society and
the minister.
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Figure 1

Analytical framework explaining the policy advisory role of civil servants

Individual behaviour of civil servants is influenced by their position as well, but agency matters too.
First, civil servants develop specific policy advisory styles. Their styles depends partly from their
position (for example a ministerial adviser will provide more political/normative advice), but also
from their own preferences. It remains an empirical question to know if a particular style increases
advice utilization. The last condition is the relation between the civil servant and the minister. The
assumption is that the advice are more used if the civil servant and the minister develop a shared
understanding of policy issues. This depends on the trustworthiness of the civil servant as well as the
frequency of interactions with the minister. This is partly approached by the ‘relational comfort’
dimension of trust and a measure of the frequency of communication. Basically, the assumption of
this analytical framework is that the policy advisory role of civil servants increases when they are able
to learn and develop a shared understanding about policy issues with the minister.
Further elaboration is still needed to turn this analytical framework into a model with testable
hypotheses. For the moment, all the variables mobilised have been empirically tested by the cited
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authors what makes the operationalization and measurement feasible. In terms of empirical
research, a comparative study is planned to be launched in Europe and will target middle-range civil
servants. A random sample in each country will be invited to answer a survey questionnaire, which
will ideally be completed with an interview. Of course, the size of the sample should remain realistic
and adapted to the resources available. This research will be the first attempt to theorise policy work
and should open new avenues in policy and public administration research.
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