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ABSTRACT

Existing scholarship in public sector results-based management (RBM) mostly conceptualizes
implementation as an isomorphic process. Researchers frequently look at implementation from a
top-down driven approach which conjures images of public servants as automatons who merely
sustain RBM practices due to institutional pressures on behaviour. To that effect, little is known
around how agency dynamically intersects with institutions not only to maintain, but also to
create and disrupt RBM institutions through implementation. Combining institutional pressures
and institutional work as theoretical frameworks, this study deploys qualitative content analysis
on institutional instruments such as archival materials, as well as semi-structured interviews with
Chief Results and Delivery Officers (CRDOs), to identify the various institutional pressures
acting on public servants, the different types of institutional work activities performed during
implementation of the Results Agenda, and how such actions contribute to the creation,
maintenance, and disruption of institutional RBM regime within Canadian public sector. The
agency of public servants bears heavily on how CRDOs perceive, understand, and respond to
implementation pressures from institutional Results Agenda. The study finds that Results Agenda
implementation is not a straightforward, linear, and exclusively top-down political and
administrative centre driven activity. CRDOs overwhelmingly perform nuanced and overt
actions that at times support, build on, and confront institutional Results Agenda imposed by the
centres. This unique and evolving dynamic between institutions and agency intentionally and
unintentionally reproduces, maintains, and alters institutional Results Agenda features within
Canadian federal public sector. Given the importance of RBM systems in Canada’s federal
public organisations, the insights from this study can shed light on how public servants
implement institutional RBM and create, maintain, and disrupt centre driven institutional RBM
through agency. Finally, this dissertation advances the methodological utility of integrating
institutional work for combined empirical and interpretive social action research on institutional
RBM implementation.

Keywords: Results-based management, implementation, performance management, institutional
work, Canada
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Chapter 1: Introduction
"Would you tell me, please, which way | ought to go from here?”
“That depends a good deal on where you want to get to," said the Cat.
"I don't much care where—" said Alice.
"Then it doesn't matter which way you go," said the Cat.
"—s0 long as | get SOMEWHERE," Alice added as an explanation.
"Oh, you're sure to do that," said the Cat, "if you only walk long enough."

In Lewis Carrol’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865, p. 89-90)

1.1 Results Agenda - Out with the old... in with the new?

The enthusiasm for Michael Barber’s Deliverology gospel grew considerably within the
new Liberal government following the 2015 Canadian federal election. The majority government
held a series of cabinet retreats packed with an agenda that featured keynote presentations from
Barber’s Whitehall-tested results-based management (RBM) approach. Barber had some success
with Deliverology under the Tony Blair Government in England. During his tenure under Blair,
Barber created and led the Prime Minister’s Delivery Unit (PMDU) (McKay, 2018). Years later,
his perceived bona fides led him to Provincial Liberal Premier Dalton McGuinty, who sought to
adapt and implement Deliverology across Ontario ministries (Behn, 2017). Matthew Mendelsohn,
the head of McGuinty’s Cabinet Office at the time, led the province’s “results and delivery” efforts.
After his tenure with the provincial government, Mendelsohn was then appointed to adapt and lead
efforts to stand up Trudeau’s own version of RBM following the elections (Abma, 2016).

As the newly minted federal Cabinet met early in their first term, Barber pitched the new
government on the cardinal rules of Deliverology (Dyer, 2016). Thereafter, Canadian central
agencies, including the Privy Council Office (PCO) and the Treasury Board (TB) of Canada

Secretariat, began to adapt and introduce the RBM paradigm into what is now branded as the



Results Agenda.! TB describes the Results Agenda as an instrumental approach designed to “ensure
that government clearly defines the results it wants to achieve, carefully measures its progress in
achieving them, and then communicates to Canadians what it has achieved on their behalf and the
resources used to do so” (2017, p. 1). While Treasury Board acknowledges that departments
currently “achieve, track and report on results”, the central agency also states the Results Agenda
“renews and refines how they go about this” (2017, p. 1).

Canada’s history with results-based management largely evolves from the introduction of
“rational analysis into management” (Dobell & Zussman, 2018, p. 372). This includes evaluation
and spending review initiated under former Prime Minister, the late Pierre Trudeau. However, it
was not until the 1990s that significant progress was made on RBM within the Canadian civil
service, especially as central agencies concentrated on refining the concept (Lindquist, 1998; Try
& Radnor, 2007). Treasury Board defines RBM as:

[. . .] acomprehensive, life cycle approach to management that integrates business strategy,

people, processes and measurements to improve decision-making and drive change.... a

process by which an institution ensures, through the monitoring of a set of indicators and

the reporting of performance data to its managers, that its processes, products and services
are aligned with and contribute to the attainment of its objectives. (Treasury Board of

Canada, 2003, p. 1)

Though much of the early focus is oriented by an evaluation-centric perspective, more
recent developments include greater emphasis on publicly tracking the fulfilment of government
pledges, continuous improvements through ongoing performance appraisal and evaluations at the

program and departmental level, and increased transparency through open data (Dobell &

! According to Bakvis and Juillet (2004), central agencies communicate a “distinct corporate direction to all federal
government programs and activities” (p. 22).



Zussman, 2018). More recently, the gravitational pull towards a version of RBM characterised as
Deliverology also underlines an excessive desire for political executive to enhance promissory
government by combining activities designed to make civil service more “rational, effective, and
efficient” (Dobell & Zussman, 2018, p. 376; Birch & Jacob, 2019).

Under this regime, importance is placed on strengthening performance management (PM)
under the new Policy on Results, which reflects new requirements around performance reporting,
evaluations, key responsibilities, and governance as part of a new institutional RBM arrangement
(Dobell & Zussman, 2018; Birch & Jacob, 2019).2 There is also an ongoing desire from the centre
for the establishment of routines and processes to strengthen government machinery and sustain
political and administrative attention on key government priorities.®> The tradition of publicly
releasing Prime Ministerial Mandate Letters starting in 2016 also reflects a desire for greater
transparency and accountability between the Cabinet and Canadian citizens. The creation of a
specialized analytical group — the Results and Delivery Unit (RDU) within central agencies — also
intensifies command and control style government. The other evolution of RBM within the
Canadian context is the premium on the development of performance narratives linked to
government results. The Results Agenda remains steadfast in its push towards framing
performance through storytelling, in order to communicate government results against
commitments. This highly curated messaging is instrumental in helping the government
communicate their version of performance and influence perceptions and attitudes of citizens
regarding government pledge fulfilment (Piotrowski et al., 2019). The final development is the

creation of new roles and titles to spearhead the institutionalization of the Results Agenda. Chief

2 Dobell and Zussman (2018) argue the Policy on Results maybe be new, but it is not inherently novel.
3 Routines are a “way of making a complex and often anarchic world seem manageable” (Bevir and Rhodes, 2010,
as cited in Andrews, 2018, p. 165).



Results and Deliverology Officers (CRDO) represent a new breed of institutional RBM agents
tasked with both implementing and championing the approach across federal departments. The
emergence of these agents, with their own authorities and powers, reflect increased attention by
the centre around the operational and change management considerations attached to the Results
Agenda.

Within this context, scholars identify many challenges associated with the implementation
of institutional RBM, including derivatives like Deliverology.* In fact, writers such as Dobell and
Zussman (2018) question whether these new institutional arrangements add anything of value
other than reinforcing top-down “delivery-oriented monitoring structure” and whether alternative
forms of RBM are more ideal and actually “decentralize responsibility” away from the centre (p.
382). Curran (2016) argues that while RBM approaches like Deliverology are promising, they are
not well positioned to adapt to the realities and complexities of federal government. Birch and
Jacob’s (2019) scathing criticism against Deliverology more specifically is that instead of driving
improvements in government operations through “policy learning”, it merely bolsters RBM as a
form of control by the centres (p. 313). Overwhelmingly, these various scholars spotlight the
unintended consequences of implementation, the institutional and structural challenges of new
RBM approaches, and the lack of defined and compelling value-add to Canadian public
management.

Nevertheless, the reality is that the government’s political executive cadre favours the
implementation of RBM, namely the Results Agenda. The machinery of government is employed

instrumentally by the centre to operationalize the government’s policy intentions. However, Dobell

4 Here, institutional RBM is defined as an arrangement of specific practices, ideas and values that include
performance management, measurement, promissory government, and strengthened political and administrative
governance.



and Zussman (2018) argue that implementation of “policy intentions” requires civil servants to
“exercise discretion within a body of public service norms” (p. 382). In effect, the authors suggest
this performance demands “fidelity to the text expressing those intentions” but also “interpretation
of that text and exercise of discretion in carrying out the performance” (Dobell & Zussman, 2018,
p. 382). However, the perennial problem is “whether to exercise that discretion in accord [sic] with
the black letter text or according to the dictates of particular changing and uncertain circumstances
on the ground” (Dobell & Zussman, 2018, p. 382). As Lipsky (2010) notes, bureaucrats have
“considerable discretion” because they are expected to be competent professionals in their domain
of practice, even when they are restrained by “rules, regulations, and directives from above, or by
the norms and practices of their occupational group” (pp. 13-14).

The adage of “letting managers manage” based on their read of the operational terrain while
simultaneously working within a “general understanding of the rules” is an objective that also
appears difficult to satisfy for implementing agents (Savoie, 2011, p. 153; Dobell & Zussman,
2018, p. 382). Even though experiences from the United Kingdom (UK) — specifically with
Deliverology — provide some empirical basis for adaptation into other jurisdictions, the
prescriptions paradoxically frame the concept as both an art and science (Behn, 2017). This duality
IS present in communications by top-down agents who steer adaptation and implementation of the
UK example into a Canadian brand. However, there is little insight into how this dynamic between
art and science plays out in the implementation terrain. Existing reference materials, produced by
Barber and others, largely prescribe an ideal-type version of Deliverology; however, it lacks any
input from the perspective of implementing agents, specifically civil servants that live and breathe
implementation of this RBM approach. This is further challenged when implementation calls on

what Polanyi (1958) refers to as “tacit knowledge”, where “the aim of skillful performance is



achieved by the observance of a set of rules which are not known as such to the person following
them” (p. 49). However, Polanyi (1966) also argues that “we can know more than we can tell” (p.
4). From this vantage point, the role of agents, agency and institutional elements linked to the
Results Agenda have profound implications on implementation conduct and the intended and
unintended effects on institutional RBM. As it stands though, there is a lack of knowledge and
understanding of the role of implementers tasked with instantiating Results Agenda within

Canadian federal civil service.

1.1.1 Rise of institutional results-based management

According to Aucoin (1990), the modern Westminster-inspired public management regime
is characterized by two core elements: (1) the primacy of those who set policy over those who
implement it, and (2) the shift from traditional bureaucratic practices to private sector-style
management methodologies. These various administrative and management reforms that
transpired over the last several decades have come to symbolize this phenomena as New Public
Management (NPM). While much as been written on the features of this concept by the likes of
Aucoin (2012), Hood (1995) and others (see Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2004; Peters, 1995), noteworthy
attention is devoted to understanding the importation and deployment of private sector
performance management approaches in modern public sector organisations.

Writers who investigate these developments within institutional RBM literature highlight
critical tensions in its emergence within public organisations. Aucoin’s (1990; 2012) seminal work
reveals intrinsic paradoxes and contradictions that materialized between civil servants that are left
to manage and elected officials that desire more control over administration. In explicit terms,
authors like Aucoin find the outcomes of NPM doctrine challenges the perception of whether RBM

driven organisational design can accommodate representative government and public



administration (Aucoin, 2012; Bavkis & Jarvis, 2012). This is partly because the public sector
arena is one that is beset with permanent campaign mentality (Esselment et al., 2017). Activities
and practices that were relegated to defined election periods are now extended to the entire term
of the government’s mandate. In this context, there is an overriding concern by the governing party
to control the civil service through increased executive attention from the centre (Aucoin, 2012).
Aucoin (1990; 2012) oriented the focus towards examination of responses to these pressures under
what he eventually deemed New Political Governance (NPG). Peters’ (1995) contribution to NPG
acknowledged the need to devote attention to investigating how “growing governing pressures and
responses are having a broad and significant impact on democratic governance and public
management in Canada and in much of the rest of the world” (Bavkis & Jarvis, 2012, p. 14). Citing
the increased politicization and strengthened centre, Aucoin (2012) argued this scenario
undermined the impartiality of the public service much the same way as partisan-political
interference. Nonetheless, relevant insights that incorporate these tensions in the context of
institutional RBM practices within public sector institutions are absent.

Considering this, the emerging concept of institutional RBM offers an important view into
how the political and public sector terrain have organised themselves in response to these
developments. According to several authors, RBM is a “contemporary management approach”
designed to propel organisations to define clear outcomes while steering away from concerns with
outputs (Pazvakavambwa & Steyn, 2014, p. 245). It tilts heavily towards quantification of
performance and integrates conventional, as well as new practices and methodologies, towards
attainment of government commitments. These efforts include planning linked to organisational

mandates, establishing key performance expectations, budgeting, collection of performance



information and reporting, enhancement of information management systems, evaluation and
continuous monitoring and improvement of performance (Pazvakavambwa & Steyn, 2014).

The development of institutional RBM has spawned a range of offerings, with Deliverology
being one of the most well known in recent times. In many ways, the tenets of Deliverology is
what inspired the Results Agenda. The development and integration of this branded RBM approach
defines the way the Canadian federal public sector should organise itself, especially under
increased scrutiny from the political and administrative centre. Unilateral and top-down efforts to
dictate the implementation of the Results Agenda across the federal civil service represents an
attempt to resolve tensions from implementation generated by politics-administration dichotomy.
To elaborate, this dichotomy is an administrative doctrine that recognizes the separation of
activities between the elected class and implementers (Overeem, 2008). The legitimate role of the
administrative cadre is to serve as faithful and dispassionate implementers of demands from the
electorate (Overeem, 2005). In many ways, the Results Agenda consolidates some of the features
found within NPG and RBM and bolsters this doctrine. Within a climate of permanent
campaigning and intense media and public scrutiny on government performance, the political
centre has shifted its concerns towards strengthening greater control over civil servants by
weakening bureaucratic tenure (Aucoin, 2012; Esselment et al., 2017; Maor, 1999). In some ways,
this fusion of paradigms between NPG, RBM and the dichotomy represents a reactive measure to
the current political governance, which is based on a logic of instrumentality, appropriateness, and
orthodoxy. However, Birch and Jacob (2019) suggest the concentration of power with the Prime
Minister’s Office (PMO) and heavy command and control style governing in general, tends to
weaken public sector motivation because it undermines burcaucrats’ expertise by treating them as

obstacles to implementation. Moreover, to limit deviations by implementers, a renewed interest in



dogged implementation elevates the visibility of cabinet executives and central agencies through
more frequent and routine engagements with the civil service. Paradoxically though, the prominent
accent on quantification as well as a culture of evidenced-based policymaking and decision-
making also re-infuses and intensifies the perception of public servants as professional and
dispassionate implementers of policy. In this sense, the maxim of “letting managers manage” is
embraced under this new Canadian RBM paradigm (Christensen & Lagreid, 2011a).

Confronting this perceived paradox are the various organisational and technical challenges
that plague institutional results-based management implementation (Curristine, 2005; Mayne,
2007). According to Pazvakavambwa and Steyn (2014), Mayne (2007) and others, organisational
challenges include problems with establishing and sustaining results-oriented culture, the fallacy
of “mechanically copying” “directives and discourses” of RBM templates from the national setting
into “internal organisational standards” without adequate adaptation to “local exigences”, and
overly complex components of RBM models (Tamekou, 2018, p. 537; Ortiz et al., 2004;
Schatteman & Ohemeng, 2008). On the technical front, researchers point to problems with
expertise and capacity, which includes the lack of training and support, inadequate resources
attached to RBM implementation, and challenges with integration of performance information
with other processes and structures within organisations (Schatteman & Ohemeng, 2008; Mayne,
2007; Pazvakavambwa & Steyn, 2014).

Given this reality around instantiation of institutional RBM, the implementation of the
Results Agenda by public servants within Canadian federal civil service provides a novel case
study to observe how the interaction between institutional pressures and agency unfolds.
According to Pressman and Wildavsky cited by Tamekou (2018), the “implementation stage is

always a key moment in terms of decision-making, and the redefinition or even reinvention of



public policies (p. 537). Tamekou (2018) argues that social, historical, and economic pressures, as
well as the “strategies and interests of field agents, and their discretion”, are all factors that
“contribute to transforming the reality of a policy” (p. 537). However, in the current context, there
is a lack of visibility on how this tension between the centre and implementers is being played out
in real-time through the implementation of the Results Agenda. On this note, this tug of war is not
defined in zero-sum terms with the centre prevailing. Rather, the institutional RBM regime is pitted
against agentic forces of implementers. Moreover, agency emerges when ambiguity and grey
zones exist in the institutional RBM terrain (see Baier et al., 1986). Unclear in this dynamic clash
of forces is whether it results in the faithful reproduction, new additions, and modification of

Results Agenda.

1.2 Aims of research

Given the developments described above, there are several gaps in the implementation of
institutional results-based management literature that warrant attention. Existing scholarship in
this area mostly treats the implementation process as isomorphic — that is — behaviour, process or
outcome that shares similar form (Gwata, 2007; Pazvakavambwa & Steyn, 2014; Swiss, 2005;
Verbeeten & Speklé, 2015). Researchers do this for several reasons. First, writers mostly
understand institutional RBM as copies between different jurisdictions. This mimetic perspective
is mostly driven by observation of public servants who pursue practices that others in their
organisational field deem acceptable and legitimate (Modell, 2001). Moreover, researchers who
subscribe to this institutional view also treat public servants as automatons who merely reproduce
institutions due to regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive pressures on behaviour (Oliver,
1991; Garud et al., 2007; Lawrence et al., 2009; Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010). The regulative force

guides conduct through coercion and sanctions; normative pressures influence action through
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norms of legitimacy and acceptability while the cultural-cognitive stresses behaviour through
frames of meanings that agents possess and use to interpret their environment (Scott, 2001;
Ashworth et al., 2007; Symon et al., 2008).

Second, the limited research on institutional RBM implementation mainly stretches
behaviourist considerations to explain anxieties and concerns from implementing agents related to
RBM features (Mayne, 2007; Pazvakavambwa & Steyn, 2014; Swiss, 2005). While there is
undoubtedly a link between these concerns and agent behaviour during implementation of
institutional RBM, it is not explicitly stated or revealed in any historical or present research.
Likewise, these earlier works primarily offer insights into the re-creation of institutional RBM and
neglect the importance of agency during the implementation. In fact, these studies have not fully
addressed how individual agency is directly implicated, how agents confront institutional
pressures, and the potential effects agentic conduct can have on the implementation of RBM.

This dissertation confronts the overwhelming treatment of institutional RBM
implementation as isomorphic by examining the institutional context public servants are embedded
in. This includes critically examining various institutional instruments and identifying the various
pressures that weigh on public servants and inform their implementation behaviour. The study also
challenges the view of individuals as automatons by investigating the assorted ways in which
public servant agency manifests from intentional conduct. Finally, the dissertation addresses the
widening gap in the literature from an over-reliance on institutional maintenance-based
explanations regarding implementation. This study accomplishes this by adopting a full lifecycle
view of institutions whereby public servants not only maintain institutional features, but also create

and disrupt through conduct.
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Based on the above considerations, the primary research question is concerned with
generating understanding of how public servants implement the Results Agenda in response to
institutional RBM pressures. To achieve this, the study borrows the concept of institutional work,
which is the creation, maintenance, and disruption of institutions by purposive agents (Lawrence
& Suddaby, 2006). As such, this dissertation examines the dynamic interplay between the agency
of public servant implementers and the forces of institutional Results Agenda during
implementation. The project employs an institutional work framework to analyse the ongoing
interaction between agency and institutions to identify and understand how agency informs and
triggers performance of specific types of institutional work. Finally, this dissertation discusses the
implications of this work on institutional Results Agenda. This includes revelation of the pressures
facing implementers, the type of institutional work activities performed by public servants in

response to these pressures, and the effect of this work on the Results Agenda.

1.3 Rationale

To better situate the value in exploring the dynamics between agency and institutions, the
following section outlines the main considerations driving the goals of this project. First, the
federal government’s advancement of an agenda focussed on “results and delivery” represents a
decades-old trend of results-based management practices across various public administration
jurisdictions (Dobell & Zussman, 2018; Haque, 2007). While some of these institutional practices
and norms pre-exist the Results Agenda, others are new to the Canadian federal public sector and
the public servants tasked with implementation. Institutional perspectives suggest public servants
adhere to established institutions and are guided by conformity because they seek social legitimacy
in their implementation behaviour (Modell, 2001). However, research by Dillard et al. (2004) finds

that for RBM practices to be implemented and endure as everyday practices at the organisational
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level, there needs to be “ongoing, reproductive interaction of rules and resources” (emphasis
added, p. 521). These practices are constitutive and a consequence of reflexive and knowledgeable
human action (Lawrence et al., 2009, 2011; Dover & Lawrence, 2010).

Second, the Results Agenda is an institutional RBM approach. Canada’s federal
government directed its central agencies, specifically the Privy Council Office and Treasury
Board, to develop high-level directives, policies and operational guidance to steer the
implementation of the Results Agenda by implicated line departments. According to Moynihan
(2005), it 1s common for “elected officials to rely on central agencies to design and oversee”
results-based management reforms because they are in a “strong position to select and shape policy
ideas to match their preferences” (p. 224). However, two key tensions arise. First, while central
agencies provide guidance for the implementation of an ideal-type Results Agenda within
departments, it is not excessively prescriptive. Vis-a-vis broad prescriptions from the Directive
and Policy on Results and other external references for implementation, CRDOs are confronted
with grey areas that require filling of voids in decision-making during implementation (de Arruda
Leite & Buainain, 2013). Mazmanian and Sabatier (1981) suggest implementation behaviour
stresses the importance of incentives and constraints to guide agents in “carrying out basic policy
decisions” from central authority (p. 20). Yet, ambiguity, lack of clarity and uncertainty can also
lead to “leakage of authority”, greater discretion from implementing agents, and greater exercise
of agency (de Arruda Leite & Buainain, 2013, p. 145).> Second, there is a socio-technical
dimension to the implementation of the Results Agenda that requires CRDOs to possess knowledge

of institutional and organisation-specific RBM practices. Institutional rules can be incoherent and

> Fowler (2021) published a recent study looking at how public servants confront ambiguity and uncertainty when
they implement policy. Citing others, he writes ambiguity is a “state of having many ways of thinking about the
same circumstances or phenomena” while uncertainty is the “inability to accurately predict an event” (Feldman,
1989, Zahariadis, 2014, as cited in Fowler, 2021, p. 583).
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contradictory, and as such, they do not provide uniform answers to how agents should behave,
which enables agency to inform social action (Beckert, 1999).6 This is further complicated when
public servants not only interpret institutions based on exogenous factors of a given situation, but
also in relation to their own “identities, interests and capabilities for action” (Jackson, 2010, p. 18).
According to research by Baier et al. (1986), implementing agents often “exercise discretion to
improve their local position or address specific problems of interest to them” (p. 201). Therefore,
if the Results Agenda can be understood by different CRDOs in various ways, then gaps may
appear between institutionally prescribed RBM practices and the expected actions that must be
filled. This could lead to varied implementation and unintended institutional outcomes (Song,
2019).

To investigate this dissertation’s research question, the adoption of a strictly top-down
approach to the implementation of Results Agenda can add value. Top-down perspective
emphasise institutions as totalizing structures. This account views the effects of institutions as
deterministic while portraying individuals as unreflexive and passive reproducers of institutional
norms, values, and practices. However, this perspective fails to account for the influence of public
servants as “interpreters of central policy” (Schofield, 2001, p. 251). There is seminal work on the
topic of what Lipsky (2010) and others — such as Hupe and Hill (2007) — termed bureaucratic
“discretion” and “relative autonomy” (p. 13; p. 280). Adding to this discussion is Baier et al. (1986)
who note that administrative organisations are “neither reliably neutral or easily controlled” as

public servants “persistently modify policies in the course of implementing them” as they

6 See Lipsky (2010) on how public servants must navigate ambiguity in particular contexts when there is little
guidance. Fowler (2021) also recently studied this problem from “policy-as-written” and “policy-in-practice” (p.
581).
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“experiment with different ways of executing tasks as they try to figure out what works best in
practice” (pp. 200-201; Fowler, 2021, p. 583).

Important work from the institutional entrepreneurship scholarship does offer a possible
avenue to research agency as it relates to implementation of institutional RBM. This domain of
institutional research privileges the concept of agency by treating agents as skilled heroes who act
strategically based on their perceptions of their social position within their social environment
(Leca et al., 2008; Lawrence et al., 2009). Based on this view, institutionally embedded agents are
purposive and intentional. However, exclusive adoption of this framework is also problematic for
this dissertation’s research question. This stream of agentic-driven scholarship generally
overemphasises the agency of individuals, downplays the role of constraints on agents and
advances institutional change as the sole outcome of agency. That being said, current social action-
based research explains agency-driven institutional dynamics through institutional
entrepreneurship literature. Namely, scholars orient their analytical gaze towards individuals and
their ability to disengage from their social environment. However, this perspective raises the
paradox of “embedded agency” which is the dilemma of how can agents shape institutions through
their action if they are also shaped by their external environment (Batillana & D’Aunno, 2009).
Another issue is that institutional entrepreneurship tends to promote a hero narrative while
underplaying the process of institutional maintenance and alterations in favour of creation.

Considering the issues with both overly deterministic and overly agentic framework, the
concept of institutional work, where agents are intentional and purposive, offers significant
methodological advantages for answering the primary research question of how public servants
implement institutional Results Agenda in response to institutional RBM pressures within

Canadian federal public sector context. Institutional work is especially useful for investigating the

15



constitutive relationship between institutions and agency, without privileging one over the other.
In effect, a federal public sector organisation with considerable experience and memory with
results-based management, that is also mandated to implement the Results Agenda, will possess
implementers that perform institutional work to create, maintain, and disrupt existing institutional
RBM. For this reason, institutional work promotes a broader lifecycle approach for understanding
the institutional context public servants are nested in while simultaneously recognizing that they

are reflexive and act with purpose to create, maintain and alter institutions through agency.

1.4 Research questions and methodological approach
To help answer the primary question, the research aimed to answer three sub-questions:

a) What are the institutional RBM pressures acting on public servants and how do
they perceive these?

b) What are the specific types of institutional work performed by public servants in
response to institutional pressures?

c) Finally, what implications does the institutional work of public servants have on
the Results Agenda?

Guided by neo-institutional approach, the analysis combined empirical and interpretive
accounts of how CRDOs perceive and condition their terrain of action during implementation of
the Results Agenda. The dissertation then identifies the type of institutional work carried out by
these agents in response to pressures from institutional RBM and how the outcome of this conduct
bears on the Results Agenda.

To help answer these questions, the research design is informed by qualitative
methodological choices. The qualitative approach was well suited to explore the dynamic

interaction between institutional forces and individual agency. As noted previously, institutional
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work is concerned with studying the intentional actions of CRDOs as they create, maintain, and
disrupt “social order” represented by institutions (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006, p. 215). CRDO
implementation conduct is informed by perceptions of the external environment they are
embedded in, and their perspectives on possible choices for behaviour in that specific terrain of
action. Additionally, conduct is also influenced by considerations that are internal to implementers
not otherwise visible to even the most attentive and discerning researcher.

For this effort, this study employed an interpretive approach using qualitative content
analysis (QCA) to identify and study the various institutional forces from objective and subjective
sources. In the first case, objective instruments tied to the Results Agenda played an important role
in communicating key regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive pressures to CRDOs
concerning their implementation behaviour. Objective instruments served to support and at times,
destabilize institutions through the various pressures noted above. According to Baier et al. (1986),
burecaucracy is viewed as “instruments of policy” where public servants fulfill official policy
intentions based on institutional pressures and incentives (p. 199). Regulative pressures are
primarily manifested by coercive forces where agents behave in ways to avoid sanctions and
maximize their rewards. Normative pressures are prescriptive and evaluative in nature and guide
agents to conform to expected values and norms held by specific groups they associated with.
Cultural-cognitive dimensions emphasise the importance of mental schemas and templates in
which the logic of orthodoxy prevails in guiding behaviour. From an institutional perspective,
actions are largely legitimacy-seeking but also strive to limit deviations from central policy
directives (Baier et al., 1986). Moreover, a study on the adoption of performance measurement
systems within the Norwegian health care setting by Modell (2001) also looked at the role of

instruments on public servants from the lens of institutional pressures. The author found that public
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servant behavioural responses to performance measurement instruments were largely tied to
institutional context — such as regulative and normative pressures — and their desire for social
legitimacy. Though Modell acknowledges that public servants are often viewed as “passive
adapters” to institutional pressures, the study found that managerial responses are “based on a
continuum of responses characterized by a varying degree of pro-active choice” (2001, p. 437).
Along with empirical and objective evidence, the study also analysed subjective sources
by undertaking semi-structured interviews with CRDOs tasked with implementation of the Results
Agenda. Interviews were designed to collect data and validate the analysis of the institutional
context constructed from objective sources. The interviews were also designed to unveil how
CRDOs perceived their institutional RBM environment and the type of institutional work they
performed in response during implementation. It was intended to reveal under what conditions
agency is activated and how implementers created, maintained, and disrupted institutional Results

Agenda.

1.5 Summary of the main findings from the study

The result of the analysis finds that regulative force is largely linked to top-down efforts to
promote CRDO compliance and conformity. This is mostly accomplished through a constellation
of internally-generated regulative institutional instruments such as the Directive on Results, Policy
on Results and its supplementary addendums, and presentation decks. Externally-generated
instruments such as learning events, speeches, and interviews on Results Agenda mostly prime
CRDO action under normative constraints. Cultural-cognitive pressures appear to manifest from
beliefs linked to instruments that call on CRDOs unique and contextual experiences with RBM
directly. In some cases, all three pressures converge under one or more instrument to drive

obligations and expectations on CRDOs, so they behave in a common way. The result of the
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institutional analysis of both internally and externally-generated instruments reveal six key
institutional features of Results Agenda that include: 1) Sustained attention and accountability
through routines and internal/external performance reporting, 2) Culture of continuous
performance improvement, 3) Creation of new roles, governance authorities and responsibilities
to support implementation, 4) Emphasis on implementation to fulfill government promises, 5)
Stronger exercise of political and administrative powers from the centre, and, 6) Organisational
learning and capacity development.

That being said, when facing these six major forces, the analysis of archival material and
interview transcripts using the framework of institutional work also reveals that public servant
agency is an essential factor during implementation. The study finds that institutional Results
Agenda implementation is not straightforward, linear, and exclusively driven by top-down political
and administrative centres of government. In effect, agency bears heavily on how CRDOs
perceive, understand, and respond to implementation pressures from institutional Results Agenda.
CRDOs overwhelmingly perform nuanced, as well as overt actions that at times support or
confront institutional Results Agenda. Rather than predictably moving towards isomorphic
tendencies during implementation, the research finds that institutional work significantly affected
Results Agenda institutional patterns through creation, maintenance, and disruptive activities.

Additionally, the literature on institutional work widely views intention-based conduct as
leading to predetermined outcomes envisioned by implementers; however, the results of this
dissertation suggests that this taken-for-granted assumption is not relevant in cases where
uncertainty exists in the terrain of action. For example, agentic work surfaces even when
institutional pressures drive CRDO behaviour towards complying with expectations and

obligations from agents-in-context. In certain situations — to be elaborated on in Chapter Five —
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institutional work emerges when either one or more pressures exist. The analysis from the research
also suggests that the presence of institutional forces is not a conditional requirement for
institutional work to manifest. At times, institutional work will emerge due to a compelling need
by CRDOs to resolve uncertainty. As such, the research reveals that while institutional pressures
are vital, it is not a necessary condition for active agency. In fact, the analysis provides a more
robust understanding of how various conditions for CRDO agency emerge and can lead
implementers to undertake different types of institutional work.

In sum, the discovery of how this unique and evolving dynamic between institutions and
agency reproduces, maintains, and alters institutional Results Agenda features within Canadian
federal public sector. Based on this work, it is revealed that institutional features of Results Agenda
are affected by institutional work of creation, maintenance and disruption performed by CRDOs
during implementation. However, the study also identifies several nuances to this. First, although
all three types of institutional work are observed, they sometimes all emerge simultaneously, while
at other times, they are encountered in pairs. Second, the type of institutional work performed is
not exclusive to a specific regulative, normative, or cultural-cognitive pressure. Creation,
maintenance, and disruption can occur whether institutional forces exist alone, together, or when

they are absent.

1.6 Significance of study

Much of the implementation scholarship has drawn from case studies in policy and with
relatively little attention paid to RBM practices across public sector settings. Many of these case
studies focus on details of implementation while neglecting the macro-level considerations that
structure the implementing behaviour of public servants. Moreover, the Results Agenda is a

relatively new concept within Canadian public management and existing studies on the topic are
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limited. Recent studies cover the concept of Deliverology from a variable-oriented perspective on
implementation; however, they offer no insights on the role agents in the implementation (see
Birch & Jacob, 2019). An article from Robert Behn (2017) raises issues with uncertainty around
the operationalization of Deliverology due to confusion around framing the concept as both science
and an art; however, these issues mostly focus on normative aspects. Finally, a recent study by
Dobell and Zussman (2018) provides an institutional perspective on Results and Delivery from a
Canadian context; however, the dominant focus is on the macro, which is achieved at the expense
of attention on implementation at the micro-level.

This dissertation addresses these gaps in the subset of implementation literature focussed
on institutional results-based management by generating knowledge on how public servants
perform institutional work during implementation within public organisations. This dissertation
makes four main contributions. First, it calls researchers to acknowledge and recognize that public
servant agency can emerge for a range of purposes, under various institutional contexts, including
whether institutional pressures are present or absent, and when they operate in isolation or together.
The second contribution reveals that when institutional forces operate at the same time, they can
align and intensify pressures against public servant implementers. The third contribution is how
public servant agency — in the performance of institutional work — can manifest causally from
institutional pressures and in their absence. These contributions expand the theoretical
understanding of how institutional RBM ideas, practices, and policies are implemented by relevant
implementing public servants. While the object of study is the Results Agenda, the findings could
also offer pathways to understand how implementation behaviour does not only lead to

maintenance of institutional RBM — which is designed to sustain existing RBM — but also create
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and disrupt since actions are highly dependent on the diverse perspectives and purposive action of
implementing agents.

The final significant contribution is the enhanced methodological value of linking neo-
institutional theory and institutional work to empirically investigate case studies regarding
institutional RBM implementation since existing research on public organisations is largely
underrepresented. Studies by Kasale et al. (2020) and Siti-Nabiha and Jurnali (2020) fuse these
perspectives; however, both exercises specifically target case studies of PM systems within
developing countries. Through a qualitative case study, this project advances rich empirical and
interpretive research by testing the applicability of institutional work to understand the RBM
implementation phenomenon and expand the methodological utility of combined approaches for
social action research. This is especially useful for researchers who wish to build a stronger
connective tissue to explain the constitutive relationship between micro-level and macro-level
forces. From this, the exploratory research generates new insights into institutional RBM
implementation, with a focus on the Canadian federal public sector and contributes to greater
understanding of how public servants contribute to the creation, maintenance, and alteration of

centrally-driven RBM through institutional work.

1.7 Structure of dissertation

This dissertation is structured along six chapters. The present chapter provided an overview
of the context and background that informs scholarly interest and relevance of institutional results-
based management implementation research. It discussed the significance of institutional RBM in
the context of implementation within public organisations, including various problematization
encountered by implementers. A primary research question and sub-questions were presented

along with a brief outline of the methodological choices the study employed to answer these. It
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then summarised the main findings and concluded with a brief overview of the key contributions
to the institutional RBM implementation literature.

Chapter Two offers a curated literature review to situate the aims of the study and anchor
the research questions based on various gaps identified. The literature explores the concept of
results-based management from an institutional lens and follows that by leading into a detailed
review of existing work on Deliverology in propelling institutional features that inspired the
development of the Results Agenda. The section then launches into an implementation perspective
of institutional RBM and explores the various themes and challenges encountered by scholars and
implementers such as tensions between top-down and bottom-up pressures, and uncertainty in the
implementation terrain. The chapter concludes with a review of agentic-infused institutional
theory, specifically institutional work, in relation to implementation of RBM.

Following this, Chapter Three outlines in detail the research design to support the internal
logic for the study’s methodological selection. It examines the appropriateness of qualitative
approaches to study institutional work, specifically the use of case study and interpretive methods
through sampling of key informants. The section details the coupling and deployment of
institutional theories — specifically neo-institutional scholarship on pressures and institutional
work — in driving analysis through coding of relevant objective and subjective sources to generate
insights into the institutional environment and agentic responses of CRDOs in the course of
implementing the Results Agenda.

Chapter Four presents the main findings and analysis from the curated set of objective
institutional instruments tagged to the implementation of the Results Agenda. The analysis

identifies the primary institutional weights that bear down on CRDOs during implementation, such
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as regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive pressures. The section concludes with an outline
of ideal-type institutional features unique to the Results Agenda.

Building on the analysis from the previous chapter, Chapter Five seeks to validate the
institutional pressures by examining the perceptions of CRDOs regarding the pressures they face
through the analysis of the transcripts from the semi-structured interviews. The analysis then
exposes how CRDOs intentionally — and at times unintentionally — act to create, maintain, and
disrupt institutional RBM. Specifically, the analysis constructs and defines the different types of
institutional work performed by public servants as they implement the Results Agenda. It details
the absence of agency against totalizing institutional pressures, and the type of institutional work
performed when agency is activated by individual and combined pressures under each of the
institutional elements of the Results Agenda. Finally, by generating insights into the relationship
between institutional pressures and institutional work, the discussion brings these elements
together to discuss the effects of institutional work from creation, maintenance, and disruption
activities on institutional Results Agenda.

Finally, Chapter Six concludes with an assessment of the study against the stated aims of
the dissertation and the research questions. The section then unpacks the main contributions from
the theoretical and methodological choices as well as potential gaps addressed in the institutional
RBM implementation literature. The chapter concludes with a brief overview of the limitations
and potential future research directions for the study of institutional results-based management

implementation.
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Chapter 2: Literature review
2.1 Introduction

Research studying the implementation of institutional results-based management is
relatively recent and limited. Though it is a narrow focus within the broader performance
management implementation scholarship, writers do offer key insights to inform this study. With
that being said, this chapter first examines literature studying institutional-driven results-based
management within public sector along three main areas. The first section pays attention to how
institutional RBM is defined and perceived by public management scholars. Much of this work
focusses on the main institutional elements that make up RBM — which are the prevailing and
enduring practices and ideas that sustain a particular RBM regime. The analysis of the literature
then shifts to discussing the role of instruments using an institutional lens. The review of the
scholarship also introduces institutional explanations on why RBM practices across public
organisations are isomorphic in nature. The review then acknowledges the disproportionate
attention placed by scholars on the reproduction of RBM institutions and then narrows it sights on
Deliverology and its role in propelling institutional results-based management adoption across
various jurisdictions, such as Canada. Following this, the section launches into exploring the
research that studies institutional RBM from an implementation perspective. More specifically, it
discusses implications from agentic and institutional frames and integrates neo-institutional
perspectives that target regulative, normative, and cognitive-cultural forces as shapers of meaning
and behaviour but also contributing to tensions around uncertainty and ambiguity during
implementation.

The coverage of the literature intends to provide a robust historical and conceptual

foundation for understanding institutional RBM and its implementation by public servants;
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however, there are some limitations that warrant the need for this study. Informed by the review
of existing scholarship, issues raised by this dissertation include gaps on: (1) how implementers
confront uncertainty from institutional instruments, (2) the over-subscribed belief in a perpetual
tension between top-down and bottom-up approaches during implementation, (3) the pronounced
lack of importance on agentic conduct in the modification of institutional patterns nested within
wider institutional pressures, and (4) the effect of purposive conduct to intentionally and
unintentionally alter institutional results-based management.

To address these gaps, the literature review also examines research studying institutional
work. The review includes an exploration of agentic inspired institutional theory and centres
attention on the role of agents in pursuing intentional conduct to create, maintain and disrupt
institutions. The discussion then concentrates on examples of institutional work that confront
pressures and ambiguity in the terrain of action and in connection with the implementation of
RBM. This allows the study to anchor the theoretical and methodological utility of integrating an
institutional work perspective to study how CRDOs perceive their institutional environment, what
actions they take during implementation, and what effects — intended or unintended — these have

on institutional Results Agenda that is otherwise unavailable in existing scholarship.

2.2 Results-based management
2.2.1 What is institutional RBM?

Results-based management is plagued with a definition problem because of variation in
how it is characterised and how it is employed by researchers (Hatton & Schroeder, 2007). At
times, researchers use the concept of RBM interchangeably with management-by-objectives and
outcomes-based management (Papalazarou & Tsoulfas, 2018; Heinrich, 2002). Some writers

define RBM as a management approach that relies heavily on quantification through the
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development of performance indicators and the assessment of outcomes (April & Bouchamma,
2017; Keevers et al., 2012). Hatton and Schroeder (2007) suggest what is core to RBM is a causal,
linear, and participatory management model that emphasises achievement of government
objectives through management-guided activities.

Despite the challenges with arriving at a robust conceptual definition of RBM, research on
the composition of institutional RBM gives heightened attention to several different perspectives
on the identification and description of its features, practices, ideas and constitutive elements.
Swiss (2005) suggests the concept of RBM generally shares core elements. When assessed against
traditional performance management systems, RBM places a higher premium on strategic
planning, measurement of policy outcomes, objectives that encompass both short and long-term,
working cross-functionally, and the use of private-sector methodologies and processes (Swiss,
2005). Others like Gwata (2017) identify “change language” as a core component of RBM (p. 1).
In addition to these features, the main motivation to pursue RBM approaches is to steer collective
action to be more “outcome-oriented, proactive, and agile” (Verbeeten & Speklé, 2015; Swiss,
2005, p. 592).

The most seminal and complete description of institutional RBM is found with
Pazvakavambwa and Steyn (2014). They present the main elements common to RBM within an
institutional setting that are linked to enduring set of practices, values, and ideas. For one,
clarification of customer needs and mandating organisation is a crucial item. Second, the
specification of results and performance expectations are seen as necessary. For this, results and
outcomes are converted into quantifiable dimensions that include “financial measures, internal
organisational processes, and learning and growth” (Pazvakavambwa & Steyn, 2014, p. 251). In

addition, a stronger link between budgets and outputs is emphasised where deliberate effort is
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undertaken by mandated organisations to assess and assign delivery of such outputs.
Pazvakavambwa and Steyn (2014) also suggest a non-negotiable feature of institutional RBM is
the core requirement to make performance available to scrutiny since routine and periodic
reporting by organisations makes visible the progress against stated objectives. More importantly,
the information collected and reported to relevant stakeholders — both internal and external to
organisations — serves as a powerful tool for feedback on the implementation process vis-a-vis
inputs like organisational resources. In addition to the reporting requirement, the “promotion of
performance analysis and continuous improvement” is also embodied within institutional RBM
(Pazvakavambwa & Steyn, 2014, p. 251). In effect, agents are expected to monitor, and course-
correct behaviour based on internal and external feedback on performance, which couples scrutiny
from and reporting to others as a central component. Finally, Pazvakavambwa and Steyn (2014)
suggest merit-based system in human resources is a prominent feature of broader RBM. In such
case, “staff selection, remuneration and career planning are managed professionally” based on the

values of meritocracy (Pazvakavambwa & Steyn, 2014, p. 251).

2.2.2 Understanding the origin and features of institutional RBM within public organisations
The extant literature on institutional RBM focused on public organisations can be
understood through an institutional lens. Specifically, the current scholarship emphasises
institutional RBM as an isomorphic outcome within public organisations. To a large extent,
identification of market-oriented institutional logics and pressures from NPM and NPG lead the
way in explaining how 21% century public management is expected to operate (Verbeeten &
Speklé, 2015; Aucoin, 2012). Early scholarly interests identify a mostly one-way diffusion of
private sector influenced practices, norms, values into public organisations. Seminal work by Hood

(1995) and others (Arnaboldi et al., 2015; Pazvakavambwa & Steyn, 2014; Van Thiel & Leeuw,
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2002; Cepiku & Meneguzzo, 2011) identify this aggregate change as NPM, which encompasses a
set of administrative philosophies in response to common exogenous forces bearing down on
public organisations that are linked to: (1) waning confidence in the political leadership by the
public, (2) growing fiscal pressures, and (3) orientation towards client-service values. Four decades
of structural modifications signal a broader convergence of practices driven by a desire for
conformity within public sector organisations across several Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD).” More recent contributions from Pazvakavambwa and Steyn
(2014) detailed above suggest these global institutional forces contribute to elements of RBM that
include addressing client needs, focus on results, strengthened links between organisations
resources and activities, routine reporting, continuous improvement through feedback loops, and
emphasis on meritocratic appointments.

Try and Radnor (2007) provide an interesting perspective on the link between the
emergence of NPM and RBM. They elevate the role of the political and administrative executives
as “results-based managers” and prioritize the leveraging of management philosophies from the
private sector in public sector programming and policy work (Try & Radnor, 2007, p. 655). While
they draw from Aucoin’s work on NPM, their study also references his paradigm of New Public
Governance as a direct corollary to the emergence of RBM. Accordingly, Aucoin’s concept refers
to the reforms initiated in the eighties and nineties from the effects of NPM that hollowed out the
state and resulted in scholars paying attention to inter-organisational relationships between the

funders and deliverers of state programming (Aucoin, 2012). This fixation incorporates “pluralist

" In their work examining the link between accountability and performance management, Hildebrand and McDavid
(2011) cited that “publicly reporting performance results” was part of a “broader movement that encompassed all
levels of government” towards fiscal accountability.
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complexities of modern public service” and the “increased focus on public sector performance”
(Try & Radnor, 2007, p. 656).

While RBM is presented as an institutional design oriented towards improvement of public
sector performance, early researchers also detect a rise in managerialism and a pivot from “action
controls” as key features of this broader administrative reform agenda (Verbeeten & Speklé, 2015,
pp. 957, 969; Vakkuri, 2010). Also evident is the characterization of institutional RBM as a
continuous and prevalent activity of quantification within modern public organisations (Bouckaert
& Peters, 2002). Works from Boland and Fowler (2000), Lee and Kim (2012) and Sutheewasinnon
et al. (2016) suggests accountability and evaluation paradigms as a key institutional driver in this
space. Some, like Johnsen (2005), assign an instrumental interpretation to this phenomenon in
which indicators and performance information are sought after ideals for “rational-decision
making” within administrative and political settings (p. 9).

Further to this, institutional researchers mostly turn to regulative and normative pressures
to understand the global RBM convergence phenomenon while relatively little attention is paid to
the cultural-cognitive dimension. From this institutional prism, the macro is seen as a totalizing
force on the micro. From a regulative standpoint, the institutionalist view identifies sanctions and
rewards as key drivers for adoption of market-oriented institutional logics across geographic and
organisational boundaries. Amongst the literature, the unit of analysis mostly focusses on the
organisational and state level where researchers surmise collective behaviour as the main response
to external forces (Pazvakavambwa & Steyn, 2014). These macro and meso-level pressures
include increased scrutiny by the public and regulators, “waning confidence in the political

leadership”, and more accountable governance (Pazvakavambwa & Steyn, 2014, p. 245).

30



Attention is also placed on the sources of institutional forces and their effects on the
behaviour of public servants. Here, academics and practitioners behave as institutional agents that
intentionally and unintentionally push isomorphic RBM approaches within public sector.
Nevertheless, writing in this area over-values the totalizing influence of institutional pressures.
The broad thesis centres on institutions as key shapers of public servant conduct, which encourages
institutional homogeneity. In this circumstance, regulative pressures are observed as the dominant
force, and they play a critical role on agent behaviour since they seek rewards for conformity. As
part of this understanding, human agency is largely ignored, and agents embedded within
institutions are treated as passive, who take-for-granted rules, and engage in repetitive interactions
that overpower strategic action (Lawrence et al., 2009). In effect, alternative structures or
deviations from rules and norms are perceived as threatening the stability and maintenance of
institutional RBM.

From a neo-institutional perspective, reproduction of institutional RBM is explained using
normative and cultural-cognitive thinking. For instance, the emergence of RBM in public
organisations is observed as a decoupling between bureaucratic behaviour that is motivated by
achieving technical-efficiency and seeking legitimacy from social agents sharing an organisational
field. Writers argue there is a prevailing acceptance of managerialism and institutional logic of
market-based practices in displacing technical-efficiency motivations within traditional rule-
bound public administration (Greiling, 2006; Ryan, 1999). Several empirical studies broaden this
research focus by identifying a multitude of intended and unintended consequences, including the
shift away from “action-controls” and a pivot towards outcomes-based control (Verbeeten &
Speklé, 2015, pp. 957, 969; Vakkuri, 2010; April & Bouchamma, 2017; Keevers et al., 2012). In

this context, scholars contend public servant behaviour is dominated by motivations of
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acceptability and appropriateness of RBM practices that include increased managerial flexibility
(Moynihan, 2006). Additionally, research concentrated on RBM generates insights into value sets
that promote greater accountability, transparency, and effectiveness within public sector practice
(Gwata, 2017). On the other hand, cultural-cognitive inspired findings settle on explanations of
how public servants structure their understanding of institutional RBM from individual and
collective experiences around performance measurement practices.

Garud et al. (2007) and Dillard et al. (2004) note that the logic of appropriateness, socially
constructed system of beliefs, values and norms, and desire for legitimacy and support from agents
embedded within the same organisational field are motivations for conformity.® Even research
looking into individual behaviour overwhelmingly treats organisations as the same. Works by
Greenwood et al. (2014) and Cooney (2007) sought to overcome this research momentum by
treating organisations as heterogeneous. Researchers draw on a contingency angle to roughly
define how different organisational capacities respond to institutional pressures (Greenwood et al.,
2014; Cooney, 2007). Interestingly though, the presumption of difference, not similarity, is the
guiding framework for comparative research. This notion of similarity is also raised by
Pazvakavambwa and Steyn (2014) when it concerns RBM implementation within developing
countries. Even with this perspective, authors notice the persistence, enduring and stable feature
of institutional RBM. In fact, at the micro-level, a review of the literature suggests a wider
emphasis on reproduction of RBM institutions by public servants (Gwata, 2017; Moynihan, 2006;
Borgonovi et al., 2018). Moreover, the tendencies for researchers to narrow their gaze on
legitimacy-seeking behaviour to explain isomorphic tendency also promotes maintenance of

institutional RBM versus creation and disruption. While the cognitive dimension is used to explain

8 Also see Palthe (2014) on how organisations are persuaded to conform to pressures in order to raise support from
others in a highly competitive and resource-dependent institutional environment.

32



maintenance of institutions, the practice setting and the expression of practical knowledge by

public servants also contribute towards stability and persistence of RBM regimes.

2.2.3 Implications from Rational Choice and Agentic perspectives for institutional RBM

It is observed that institutional RBM scholars draw on rational choice theories to explain
recurrent patterns of behaviour. In such cases, they mostly link this to maintenance of institutional
RBM. Though agents socially construct and interpret their world through categories of action,
cognition, and emotion, writers also point to deviations, sanctions, and costs as part of an
individual’s behavioural calculus (Garud et al., 2007; Hwang & Colyvas, 2011). That being said,
some writers subscribe to a notion of institutional arrangements as resistant to change because
institutions take on boundary-setting characteristics and help standardize social practice for
individuals by mitigating opportunistic behavior by rational actors (Tracey, et al., 2011; Garud et
al., 2007). Others acknowledge change as the outcome of strategic behaviour by agents who both
produce and reproduce social arrangements (Jackson, 2010). An example of this is found in Siti-
Nabiha and Jurnali (2020) where top-down institutional pressure from one or more dominant
agents — specifically the mayor of a municipality who promoted performance measurement
reforms — creates opportunities for agency in public servant implementers to emerge and confront
institutional pressures. In such cases, scholars accept that for some agents, institutions are not a
constraint. Rather, institutions empower agents who are knowledgeable and have stable
preferences (Hotimsky et al., 2006; Jackson, 2010). In view of this, the scholarship remains
strongly rooted in perspectives that view institutions as normatively driven and paradoxically
treating individuals as cultural dopes as well as autonomous and reflexive.

Nevertheless, the classical institutional literature underplays technical and instrumental

calculations as shapers of behaviour. While this area of research does account for the role of agency
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in institution building, Meyer and Rowan (1977) and Selznick (1956) assume individuals within
organisations passively adapt to institutions. Within this setting, human agency is viewed as
limited while taken-for-granted rules overpower rational and strategic action. Crucial in this
discussion is that self-interest is not always the sole driver for individual conduct.

Despite this, institutions are meant to be stable and predictable. Additionally, agents
reproduce institutions because they embrace and operate from a set of assumptions (Scott, 2001).
In effect, the implication of agency within rational choice is not synonymous with pursuit of self-
interest. Agents can be purposeful and work towards collective goals independent of individual
benefit (Scott, 2001). Not surprisingly, neo-institutional theory steers away from the atomist view
of agents as perfectly rational and introduces bounded rationality in which agents are “intendedly
rational but only boundedly so” (Simon, 1945, p. 88). Therefore, rationally bounded agents are
nested within their institutional environment and influenced by its forces.

From a regulative lens, rational choice scholars view public servants as instrumental actors
whose conduct is driven by the desire to satisfy their wants, maximize rewards, and minimize
sanctions (Dilulio, 1994; Berg, 2006). However, from a sociological perspective, there are limits
to employing a narrow rational choice framework to describe public servant behaviour because it
“portrays action as simply an adaptation to material conditions” rather than allowing for the
“internal subjective reference of action” that welcomes the potential for “multidimensional
alternation of freedom and constraint” (Alexander, 1983, as cited in Scott, 2008, p. 67). Another
limitation of rational choice to explain agency is the focus on means and ends, which are presumed
to be fixed (Scott, 2001). Sociological approaches propose that ends will evolve as agents interact
with social structures, new norms, rules, beliefs, and resources. On the other hand, rational choice

implies a mix of action driven by calculations over costs and benefits, and action that is driven by
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socially defined values (Scott, 2001). From a normative context, the “logic of appropriateness”
places limits or replaces individual instrumental behaviour by considering the social web and the
public servant’s obligations to others in their network (Vandenabeele, 2007, p. 548). From a
cultural-cognitive perspective, rational behaviour is informed and inhibited by “the ways in which
knowledge is constructed and codified” (Scott, 2001, p. 82). In these circumstances, the work of
Langlois (1986) is taken as evidence to suggest action is a test of “reasonableness” where agents
allow for “other kinds of reasonable action in certain situations” (p. 252). In sum, an individual’s
action is anchored in their social milieu where the social context articulates values and norms, and
define the reasonableness for their conduct.

2.2.4 Deliverology: Old wine in a new bottle? Or paradigm shift in institutional RBM within

public organisations?

To better situate this study based on the review above, it is important to get a general
semblance for Deliverology and its various iterations because the Results Agenda is largely
informed by tenets of this institutional RBM approach. The emergence of Deliverology can be
framed and understood along several tracks. From the perspective of its principal architect,
Michael Barber, its appearance is largely explained by a crisis at the heart of modern governance
and implementation within public management in the United Kingdom. At the root of this narrative
is what Barber refers to as “government by spasm” where public sector activities are oriented
towards crisis management and government announcements that are initiated in “anticipation of
and reaction to noise” from “conventional and social media agendas” (Barber, 2016, as cited in
Birch & Jacob, 2019, p. 304). It frames government behaviour as reactionary and largely concerned
with perpetually curating its image for the electorate. Though this is not uncharacteristic of most

democracy-based governments, Barber’s perspective links more widely to current and emerging
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views around New Political Governance. Birch and Jacob (2019) note Deliverology can be more
readily conceptualized as the means by which NPG is anchored from political developments borne
out of Blair’s government in the UK. Between the late nineties to early 2000s, pressures from
taxpayer dissatisfaction, greater push towards evidenced-based decision-making, a growing
climate of public and media scrutiny, and desire to increase confidence in the government provided
fertile conditions for the likes of Deliverology to take hold and blossom within Whitehall.
Effectively, Barber had manufactured a “silver bullet” and loaded the chamber.

With Blair’s re-election to a second term in the early 2000s, the political narrative framed
British electorate as giving the incumbent government “an instruction to deliver” (Behn, 2017, p.
90). In doing so, Blair appointed Barber to spearhead this resounding mandate through the ranks
of the British civil service. As part of setting the stage, Barber shifted his sights on surfacing the
inadequacy of public servant performance. Barber squared the blame on bureaucrats for the
inability to deliver on political goals. For early proponents, Deliverology was rendered
instrumental because of implicit assumptions about “shortcoming” in the civil service (Schacter,
2016, p. 4). In its critique, the Deliverology manifesto was intended to “take any excuses off the
table” since “the traditional British civil service has never been about delivering results” (Schacter,
2016, p. 4).°

The earliest iteration of Barber’s (2008) Deliverology offers no concrete definition for the
concept; however, he does refer to it as the “science of marshalling ministerial power to deliver

significant measurable improvement in the public services” (p. 79). Barber refines this over several

% It is unclear whether this caricature of the mediocre and unresponsive bureaucrat alerts to problems of
incompetence or motivation; however, the choice of words remains inexorably part of established narrative used by
Deliverology prognosticators. In many ways, assigning blame is the political engine that drives its adoption while
simultaneously embedding public servants under a cloud of suspicion emanating from the strengthened political and
administrative centre.
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years to also include “systematic process for driving progress and delivering results in government
and the public sector”, and “the emerging science of getting things done in government” (Barber
etal., 2011, p. vii). More recently, the definition was expanded to include “the growing knowledge
of how governments can successfully deliver” (Barber, 2016, p. xi). Suffice to say, even with these
various addendums, the reference to Deliverology as a “science” and lack of precision raises
several issues that need to be examined. These will be discussed later in this chapter.

Unsurprisingly, Barber’s reductionist logic perceives and simplifies shortcomings from the
public service as failures to deliver. This creates significant attention and desire from the political
class for greater control over the administrative class. To a much stronger extent, Barber’s
approach re-affirms a closer relationship and greater accountability for the executive branch of
government. According to Barber (2015), public officials no longer manage or improve
performance. Instead, they should be concerned with delivering while the political and
administrative centre should position themselves to play an integral role through “ruthless
prioritization”, “more vigorous challenges”, “stronger problem solving and deeper collaboration”
(Barber, 2008, as cited in Behn, 2017, p. 90). Supplementing this is the introduction of key
components of Deliverology such as “delivery chains”, “stock-takes” and “delivery reports”, to
name a few (Barber, 2008, pp. 79-101).

According to Birch and Jacob (2019), the core of Barber’s Deliverology is to drive policy
change, implementation, and reformation of public sector management. The RBM paradigm is
viewed instrumentally as a tool for confronting previously discussed systemic issues within
bureaucracy. In fact, the normative starting point for advocates of Deliverology is that the

governing party’s policy decisions and electoral platform is “correct and fully legitimate” and that

civil servants are expected to uphold these policy choices through their implementation behaviour
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(Birch & Jacob, 2019, p. 308). To a larger extent, this reflects the perennial debate regarding
politics-administration dichotomy where politicians are perceived as legitimate pursuers of the
interest of the electorate and where public servants are viewed as dispassionate implementers who
steadfastly observe “neutral competence” in their bureaucratic duties (Overeem, 2005; Demir &
Nyhan, 2008, p. 83; West, 2005, p. 148).

Key in this setting is the increased scrutiny of the strengthened centres on public servant
activities and behaviour, especially in the context of managing tensions from this conventional
dichotomy between the policy making realm and implementation by civil servants. Savoie (1999)
wrote extensively on this phenomenon —referred to as the “centralization of power” thesis — where
“power in the [Canadian] federal government has shifted away from their departments towards the
centre” and towards the “political” (p. 7; Cooper, 2017, p. 591; Lewis, 2014, p. 801). In operational
terms under Deliverology, this scrutiny is embodied with the establishment of a Delivery Unit
nested within UK’s Cabinet Office. From this vantage point, the PMDU becomes the focal point
for interactions under this RBM regime. Additionally, the centralization is reinforced through
granting of formal and informal authorities and powers to manage conflict from top-down
directives on implementation. More specifically, the PMDU’s proximity to the political centre
signals to agents a close and ongoing relationship of scrutiny in which legitimacy of the centre is
conferred through top-down political steering and challenge function aimed as pushing through
implementation barriers endemic to bureaucracies. While Savoie (2011) notes the policy and
communications function continues to represent most of the focus within central agencies, Birch
and Jacob (2019) argue that a stronger mandate is instilled around relentless implementation.

According to Barber (2008), the PMDU’s organisational position is the force majeure in
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generating the necessary cultural change in government by producing, monitoring, and reporting
on outcomes using measures that the electorate can understand (as cited in Birch & Jacob, 2019).

A second element of Deliverology is the emphasis on the evaluation of historical and
ongoing performance, with a special lens focussed on identifying factors that impede or propel it.
What surfaces in the UK context is the continuous process of evaluation in support of executive
decision-making in continuing or nixing government programs and activities (Dobell & Zussman,
2018). Under Barber’s approach, the hierarchical assessment is no longer just summative and
periodic but also ad-hoc and ever-present. This is facilitated by strategically situating Delivery
Units at the apex of the bureaucratic hierarchy and deep within executive-level government (Birch
& Jacob, 2019). Though results-based management within public sector is a common fixture across
many jurisdictions, historically, program and policy decision-making has largely been driven by
findings from evaluations (Wollmann, 2003). Under Deliverology, the performance management
component is supercharged as reams of performance information stream continuously to central
agencies and politicians so they can “run a government” that bolsters promissory representation
(Birch & Jacob, 2019, p. 308). To confront the challenge of bounded rationality from this deluge
of metrics and complex processes around collection, monitoring, and reporting, Deliverology
layers on the importance of establishing routines. Under the guise of routines, the centre maintains
a stranglehold on the monitoring of performance through predictable and repetitive set of activities
and check-ins between the political executives and implementers. This increased attention to
results-based performance by the centre entertains a proactive approach regarding intervention and
management of capacity and resources in order to act rapidly to shifting political realities when

necessary (Birch & Jacob, 2019).
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The final element ties closer engagement of performance with political communication. As
previously noted, Deliverology is geared towards planning and reacting to a permanent campaign
model of representative democracy where governing parties are in perpetual electoral posture
(Couture & Jacob, 2019). In this context, the constant management and communication activities
embrace a model of democratic accountability where the electorate grants the governing party the
mandate to govern but also expects to hold it accountable for its election promises (Mansbridge,
2003). In the wake of this, the attention to results information underpins the pivot towards

storytelling and narratives around government performance.

2.2.5 Institutional agents of Deliverology

Over the years, the public face of Deliverology extends beyond Barber himself. The former
UK Prime Minister, Tony Blair, is perhaps the second most vocal advocate by having served as a
sought-after consultant not only to other jurisdictions but also to heads of state (Behn, 2017). In
addition, the former president of the World Bank, Jim Yong Kim, also marshalled his highly
influential tenure with the international financial organisation to extoll the virtues of Barber’s
vision on the “science of delivery” (Behn, 2017, p. 89). From an institutional perspective, these
elite advocates were prominent in creating awareness and framing the value proposition of
Deliverology as an instrumental tool for improved political governance. Additional legitimacy was
generated as other jurisdictions, such Australia, Indonesia, Sierra Leone, and Malaysia, responded
to the call as early adopters (Birch & Jacob, 2019; Wanna, 2006; Lindquist, 2006; Karippacheril,
2013; Scharff, 2013; Simson, 2013). Supporting this rise in acceptance was the growing confidence
in Deliverology as an effective method by which to embody the tenets of promissory government

and enhance the ability to respond in a permanent electoral setting.
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The successes and lessons learned from the UK example led some motivated adopters of
Deliverology to perceive it as a “silver bullet” that could be mimicked in their own jurisdictional
contexts (Behn, 2017, p. 98). In addition, Deliverology also contributes to a globally lucrative and
booming public sector management reform industry (Birch & Jacob, 2019). Appeal for the RBM
brand is supported by mounting interest from academics and practitioners on results-based
management driven reforms. Combined with these factors, Barber drew on his experiences in the
UK and his association with Blair to leverage a global network of elite advocates to promote the
brand. This includes partnerships with top-tier consulting firms such as McKinsey & Company
and Boston Consulting Group, as well as international organisations such as the OECD and the
World Economic Forum (Birch & Jacob, 2019). These associations enable Barber to build
credibility and advance the legitimacy of his institutional RBM approach. Think tanks,
international organisations, consultancies serve as a global platform to distill his model of RBM
to a captive audience within jurisdictions that sought to replicate UK’s successes. Similar efforts
by institutional agents are identified in a study by Sutheewasinnon et al. (2016). They found that
external experts, mainly international management consultants, were mobilized by Thai public
sector officials to generate normative isomorphic pressure on public servant implementers around

implementation of performance management reforms.

2.2.6 Critique
A review of the literature reveals an important contribution from the broader PM
scholarships but a limited pool of research specific to institutional results-based management.
Nevertheless, this dissertation raises several critiques against current scholarship that informs the
research question concerning the interplay between public servant agency and institutional RBM.

First, early comparative institutional literature that looks at RBM development treats institutions
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as totalizing structures while also privileging path dependent explanations to explain the
appearance of RBM practices across spatial and temporal boundaries.

Second, there is limited scholarship on institutionalist approaches to explain how
institutional RBM features are diffused through individual agency of public servants, which this
dissertation aims to address and build on. As a result, research into the dynamics of institutions
and agents only provides a narrow view of public servant agentic efforts linked to RBM adoption.
These efforts have not adequately addressed how RBM institutions unfold over time and are
implemented by public servants within the federal government context through social action.

Third, despite efforts within the broader scholarship to re-infuse agency to explain strategic
action, insights on intentional and purposeful conduct are not readily discussed within this subset
of RBM literature. As such, the existing literature does not fully account for the dynamic
interaction between institutions and individual and the effects this intersection has on institutional
RBM across the public sector.

In general, existing RBM implementation literature does not discuss at length the
mechanisms by which institutional ideas and patterns emerge or are prevented from being
instantiated through agency. Even so, less attention is paid to the methods by which individuals
directly encounter these RBM institutions. These gaps in the scholarship is especially pronounced
when it concerns the role of objective instruments and how institutional forces such as regulative,
normative, and culture-cognitive forces, are perceived and affect individual public servant
conduct. While pressures are essential elements to sustaining institutions and social order, none of
the studies examined explicitly reference neo-institutional analytical framework to explain
institutional RBM. Instead, studies mostly imply regulative and normative explanations with little

derived from cultural-cognitive angles. As such, this dissertation is particularly interested in these
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institutional pressures as a way to uncover what public servants encounter when they are faced

with new institutional RBM paradigms.

2.3 Implementation of institutional results-based management

2.3.1 Institutional and agentic perspectives on implementation of institutional RBM

Research on the subset of literature on implementation of results-based management from
an institutional perspective is limited. Insights are largely based on scholarship that specifically
looks at performance management or measurement systems in general. Within this strand, most
studies acknowledge that institutional pressures bear down and have a profound effect on
performance management implementation conduct. Authors are mainly interested in
understanding implementation by looking at the mechanism of influence, which includes coercive,
mimetic, and normative strands.!® For instance, studies by Munir and Baird (2016),
Sutheewasinnon et al. (2016), Alsaid and Ambilichu (2020), and Kasale et al. (2020) all examine
how institutional forces overwhelm implementers who operate in public organisations, banking,
social enterprises, and national sports sectors. All draw from case studies in developing countries
except Munir and Baird (2016). In the research from Sutheewasinnon et al. (2016) and Kasale et
al. (2020), the writers point to legitimacy-seeking and reward-seeking behaviour as key drivers for
implementation of performance measurement systems.

Other works — such as those by Mayne (2007) and Pazvakavambwa and Steyn’s (2014) —
identify the main principles of implementation of results-based management within public
organisations. Though Pazvakavambwa and Steyn’s (2014) analysis is derived from observations

in developing countries, both studies provide the most robust and holistic insights on the

10 See DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) seminal work that explores institutional mechanisms.
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implementation of RBM from an institutional view. Their research identifies potential
organisational and state-level obstacles to implementation. They list key conditions of RBM
elements and values that need to be in place for successful implementation within examined
countries. This includes “mutual partnerships, accountability transparency, simplicity,
organisational learning, flexible and iterative applications, internal ownership and commitment,
and performance data management and reporting” (Pazvakavambwa & Steyn, 2014, pp. 250-51).

Other writers look at post-implementation rather than the implementation process itself.
This is often pursued in the context of unintended consequences in program management and
performance improvement functions (Try, 2008). Nevertheless, work in this area benefits from
institutional and behavioural approaches as well. Within this literature, researchers unpack macro-
and organisational-level formal and informal structures, rules, and standards that inform micro-
level implementer behaviour. This is not unusual given that institutional approaches for
understanding implementation generally acknowledges that implementers are not independent of
their context — which is conduct bound by frames of reference that concurrently shape social
interaction with other agents and the implementation process (Hjern & Porter, 1981). Cline (2000)
expands on this point by arguing that a study of conduct must place implementers in their “proper
institutional setting” since the study focal point is on repeated patterns that lead to appropriate
ways of behaving regarding implementation (p. 566). Recent work by Ssegewa and Muzinda
(2016) responds to this call and further provides insights into how RBM implementation strategies
are anchored in project management context within the development sector.

Some studies are motivated to understand implementation failure perspective from the
vantage point of institutional theory; however, RBM specific research is limited. Karuhanga and

Werner (2013) and Almohtaseb et al. (2019) offer observations into the challenges of performance
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management implementation in public universities in Uganda and Jordan, respectively. These
challenges include political and government interference, weak incentive system to implement,
and lack of clear roles and responsibilities.

Picking up on the failure perspective, insights can also be gleaned from PM implementation
broadly since features of institutional RBM tend to overlap to some extent. Within this stream,
attention is spent on the identification of several unintended consequences from implementation.
Works by Christensen and Lagreid (2007) and Verbeeten and Speklé (2015) uncover tensions
between institutional logics of markets and public sector and resulting incompatibility of values
that lead to implementation failure. These authors describe this result as a lack of nuanced
appreciation for institutional and organisational structures between the two spheres. Works by
Mayne (2007), Pazvakavambwa and Steyn (2014) and Swiss (2005) regarding results-based
management implementation supplement these discoveries with insights on what has worked and
failed within specific settings. In the case of Mayne (2007) and Pazvakavambwa and Steyn (2014),
institutional and behaviourist views dominate to identify various obstacles to implementation. In
this context, the focal point for observation is public organisations within industrial and developing
countries. Here, organisational considerations and technical competencies of implementers remain
the major impediments of implementation. On the organisational side, there are problems with
generating and sustaining results-oriented culture, challenges with setting realistic outcomes, and
issues with selecting relevant performance metrics (Mayne, 2007; Pazvakavambwa & Steyn,
2014). In terms of technical problems, concerns are mostly found with attribution of activities to
outcomes, quality of data, and lack of resources and training on RBM (Mayne, 2007;
Pazvakavambwa & Steyn, 2014). Additionally, Swiss (2005) links RBM implementation failures

to improper and inadequate organisational- and individual-level incentives, unclear timelines,