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Abstract

This article explores the structural diversity of intra-

ministerial organization over time. Based on organiza-

tion theory, it proposes a generic typology for

intraministerial units applicable to any hierarchically

structured government organization. We empirically

investigate the critical case of the German federal

bureaucracy. By classifying its subunits, we analyze the

longitudinal development of structural differentiation

and its correspondence to denominational variety. The

data stem from a novel international dataset, covering

all ministries between 1980 and 2015. We find that

intraministerial structure differentiates over time,

across and within ministries. A stable core of tradi-

tional Weberian structure is complemented by structur-

ally innovative intraministerial units. We conclude that

the German federal bureaucracy is more diverse than

suggested in previous literature. Our findings indicate

that less Weberian bureaucracies are at least as struc-

turally diverse and that more reform-driven bureaucra-

cies will have experienced at least as many changes in

structural diversity.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

If central government organizations constitute the “machinery of government” (Hood, 1979),
then intraministerial units1 including divisions, subdivisions, and sections are the essential
parts of this machinery. These units structure part of the executive arena through which gov-
ernments formulate and implement policies (Egeberg, 1999; Pressman & Wildavsky, 1973; Wil-
son, 1989). Even though intraministerial units fulfill these crucial functions, the analysis of
ministerial “subpopulations” is a blind spot in the literature on government organizations (see
Adam, Bauer, Knill, & Studinger, 2007; MacCarthaigh & Roness, 2012, p. 849; Döhler, 2015).

This study aims to explore this “black box” of intraministerial organization by systematically
investigating the longitudinal development of its diversity. The article asks how and to what
extent the structural composition of intraministerial organization varies over time. Informed by
organization theory, we develop an analytical framework that sorts intraministerial units using
the dimensions subordinated capacity, hierarchy, affiliation, and mandate. With the resulting
typology one can assess structural diversity in various contexts independent of the units’ labels
and across different political systems.

We apply this typology to the intraministerial landscape of German federal bureaucracy from
1980 to 2015 as a critical case. German federal ministries are considered a prototype of a Webe-
rian bureaucracy. The data are drawn from the German subset of a new comprehensive, interna-
tional data set on structural changes. It covers the entire ministerial government organization
over the last three decades. Employing a longitudinal mixed-method design, we cluster all intra-
ministerial units into types, and explore their development with the help of descriptive bivariate
statistics. In addition, we analyze how the variety of their formal denominations (such as “divi-
sion” or “project group”) converges or diverges with the degree of structural differentiation. We
find that the degree of structural differentiation, that is, number of types of intraministerial units,
increases over time—overall and per ministry. More specifically, a core of traditional Weberian
unit types remains stable during the whole observation period, but it is slowly and steadily com-
plemented by a number of structurally innovative types of units. Simultaneously, the variety of
denominations increases as well. With this study we can show that even one of the most tradi-
tional Weberian bureaucracies has structurally diversified over time, which suggests that this
development could be more extensive in less Weberian and/or more reform-driven countries.

The next section discusses the state of research on the internal structure of ministerial
bureaucracies. We then present our framework for the analysis of intraministerial structure and
our research design. The last sections discuss our findings and conclude.

2 | STRUCTURE OF INTRAMINISTERIAL ORGANIZATION:
STATE OF THE ART

In public administration research, attempts to classify government organizations usually concern
a macro-perspective. Studies differentiate between types of government organizations in general
(Blondel, 1981; Rolland & Roness, 2010; Wettenhall, 2016), types of ministerial departments and
agencies (Hood & Dunsire, 1981), or types of agencies (for many: Bach & Jann, 2010; Van Thiel,
2012). By adding a longitudinal perspective, a range of different mapping projects has recently
advanced the study of government structures. They were primarily interested in questions of
structural continuity and change within and across countries. Contributions on changing central
bureaucracies from Estonia, Hungary, Ireland, Lithuania, and Norway (published in a Special
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Issue of the International Journal of Public Administration, 2012) and Belgium (specifically the
Belgian State Administrative Database; see Wynen, Verhoest, & Kleizen, 2016) are informed by
the earlier work of Norwegian researchers who set up the Norwegian State Administration Data-
base (see Rolland & Ågotnes, 2003). These mapping projects mostly follow a categorization that
distinguishes public sector organizations based on their legal form and their degree of managerial
autonomy (Van Thiel, 2012; MacCarthaigh & Roness, 2012, p. 775).

Other literature touches upon the structural design of intraministerial organization when
discussing ministerial (re)organization in specific policy fields (Mätzke, 2010; Müller, 1986) or
the role of ministerial subunits with particular tasks, such as executive staff units performing
for example leadership support, policy advice, or control tasks (Brans, Pelgrims, & Hoet, 2006,
pp. 65–67; Hustedt, 2013, 2018). One argument runs that a task's specific organizational format
may influence its role in intraministerial decision making. For example, Hustedt argues that it
matters where planning units are located. When units belong to executive staff units directly
subordinated to the political leadership, they have the potential for more strategic policy-
relevant output than those organized in the line hierarchy (Hustedt, 2013, p. 209).

Only few studies explicitly focus on the structural design, task, and performance of specific for-
mats of units in organizations, such as “task forces” or “project groups.” For example, project
groups are described as “structurally innovative” (Scott & Davis, 2016, p. 130), because—bound by
a common objective—they cut across the existing line organization pulling together expertise from
different parts of the ministry, sometimes even from outside the ministry. This setup allows for
more nonhierarchical teamwork than decision making in the permanent core of line units and
potentially results in an “increased flow of information” (Scott & Davis, 2016, p. 130). In ministries,
this usually temporary organizational format is used for complex planning and executing tasks,
such as administrative or policy reforms or the organization of large-scale events. Some suggest—if
certain conditions such as a short time of existence (Tolbert & Hall, 2009, p. 137) are met—this for-
mat more effectively tackles complex, nonroutine interorganizationally relevant issues than the
permanent line organization (Englich & Fisch, 2002), others are more skeptical (Laux, 1971).

Thus existing research, especially comparative research, on structural aspects of government
organization mainly focused populations of organizations, and organizations as units of analy-
sis. Scholars stress the lack of comparisons between subpopulations of public bodies (see Adam
et al., 2007; MacCarthaigh, Roness, & Sarapuu, 2012, p. 849)2 and in general report a lack of
interest for the relevance of intraministerial organization (Döhler, 2015). This is curious for two
reasons: first, the structural organization of intraministerial subunits helps to answer general
questions on the structure of government, such as questions about its complexity
(i.e., structural differentiation) or its size, with information from the more fine-grained level of
subunits. Information on the structural development of subunits contextualizes, but potentially
even challenges empirical evidence collected at a superior level due to different developments
at the subordinate level (for a general argument see Tolbert & Hall, 2009, p. 26), as we find in
our data. In order to understand the full variety of government organization, we aim to extend
the critical classification endeavor of the existing literature to the subministerial level. Our
empirical findings contribute to the mapping of the state literature with a systematic, longitudi-
nal overview of the structural differences and similarities between intraministerial organiza-
tional entities in a critical case, the German federal bureaucracy. Our typology is a conceptual
contribution to this literature's comparative descriptive endeavors and could theoretically be
applied to all hierarchically structured government organizations.3

Second, understanding the design of intraministerial units is relevant, because the formal inter-
nal structure of ministries is of pivotal importance for executive policymaking (Egeberg, 1999,
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2012). It defines formal communication, influences formal decisions and work processes initially
and eventually even informal ones (Weber, 2010, p. 703) and shapes “information exchange, co-
ordination processes and conflict resolutions” within an organization (Egeberg, 1999, p. 162). At
the same time, when formal ministerial structure is examined as dependent variable (such as in
contingency theory or the politics of structural choice theory), it is considered affected by different
internal and external factors, including political preferences and strategies. For example, any deci-
sion to establish the aforementioned “project groups” as a structural innovation comes with spe-
cific intentions on the one hand and intended and/or unintended effects for communication and
coordination processes on the other. For both directions of investigation—intraministerial struc-
ture as dependent variable or as independent variable—a comprehensive classification of the black
box ministerial bureaucracy at the unit level could guide case selections and contextualize empiri-
cal findings. Because this is an explorative study that presents new concepts and new empirical
findings, the following organization theory-based framework is focused on analytical description,
not explanations. In the expectations and findings sections, we discuss potential drivers for struc-
tural diversity, in order to show the typology's potential for future research avenues.

3 | ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

In organization theory, much research is dedicated to describing and understanding variations
in formal (intra)organizational structure (Tolbert & Hall, 2009, pp. 19–67), but so far no
established systematic classification of intraministerial units exists. Our framework therefore
includes a generic descriptive typology, distinguishing intraministerial structure at the unit
(micro) level. We also propose three indicators that capture different aspects of structural diver-
sity per ministry (at the meso level) and across ministries (at the macro level): structural differ-
entiation, denominational diversity, and ambiguity. Following established work on the
structure of governments, we understand formal organizational structure by distinguishing it
from (decision making) process (Hood & Dunsire, 1981; Scott, 1981, p. 57). Specifically, Hood
and Dunsire (1981, p. 57) refer to organizational structure as a collection of basic organizational
elements, or intraministerial units, forming “[…] an organization's ‘skeleton’, framework or
anatomy, as opposed to the way in which the various parts actually operate in the administra-
tive process.” In order to capture core aspects of these organizational elements, our typology
includes the dimensions hierarchy, affiliation, subordinated capacity, and mandate. Those
dimensions are based on theoretical groundwork in public administration that highlights the
relevance of formal structure for the decision-making processes of (public) organizations
(Gulick, 1937; Mintzberg, 1979; Simon, 1997; Weber, 2010) and more recent work on the spe-
cifics of intraorganizational units (e.g. Egeberg, 1999, 2012; Scott & Davis, 2016).

In combination as unique types of intraministerial units, the dimensions describe the formal
position of the different parts of this skeleton and their potential role in ministerial decision
making. Usually, government organizations display their division of labor through organization
charts, and these four dimensions are central to such self-descriptions of organizations.

3.1 | Hierarchy

The term vertical specialization refers to the division of work across hierarchical levels
(Egeberg, 2012, p. 5). Weber addressed office hierarchy as a principle of bureaucracy describing
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“a firmly ordered system of supra- and subordination in which there is a supervision of the
lower offices by the higher ones” (Weber, 2010, p. 703 f.). The level of an organizational unit
indicates its proximity to the ministerial executive. A higher level increases the likelihood of
direct contact with the leadership (Christensen & Lægreid, 2009, p. 16). Given that the attention
of political leaders is limited, the issues that are organized closest to them will get more atten-
tion than those organized further away, an assumption derived from the phenomenon known
as the “bottleneck of attention” (Simon, 1997, p. 241).

3.2 | Affiliation

Affiliation differentiates between staff and line positions of units in the ministerial hierarchy,
not their task or function (e.g., Blau, 1962, p. 172). Essentially, staff units operate separate from
the line organization and cannot give direct orders to line units (Gulick, 1937; Mintzberg, 1979,
p. 20). Usually, staff units are more flexible and independent, as they are outside the line hierar-
chy and thus not part of the line organization's chain of command. Instead, they are directly
subordinated to the ministerial executive or the division head (see König, 2015, p. 275; Mayntz &
Scharpf, 1975). However, this also means that they are isolated from hierarchical work pro-
cesses and have no access to the resources of line units (König, 2015).

3.3 | Subordinated capacity

Subordinated capacity refers to the resources that intraministerial units have at their disposal.
Budgetary and human resources influence a unit's capacity to contribute to ministerial
decision-making processes. For example, the number of staff within an organizational unit indi-
cates the “organization's capacity to initiate policies, develop alternatives, or to implement final
decisions” (Egeberg, 2012, p. 5). Resources might also be an indicator of the importance of a
unit's task compared to other units (Egeberg, 2012, p. 5; Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003, p. 230). Subor-
dinated units can be seen as a proxy for a superior unit's budgetary and human resources, as
they are the organizational “containers” for a certain number of positions and a specific budget.
The more units a superior unit has at its disposal, the more it can contribute to the ministry's
decision making and the more important its task may be.

3.4 | Mandate

Mandate refers to a unit's temporal limitation at the time of its creation. Units with a non-
permanent, that is, temporary, mandate are created with a limited lifespan due to the finite
nature of their tasks. They have an “expiration date” (Mayntz & Scharpf, 1975, p. 76; Scott &
Davis, 2016, p. 130). While units with a permanent mandate may terminate at some point, too,
the length of their survival and point of termination is not predefined. A temporary mandate
implies temporal limitation of staff employment. Permanent units are associated with perma-
nent staff, whereas a temporary unit disposes of delegated staff from different organizational
entities or staff that is specifically hired for a limited term (Mayntz & Scharpf, 1975, p. 76;
Egeberg, 2012, p. 6).4 The predefined life span of the unit may lead to a quicker decision-
making processes, as a clear goal has to be reached in a limited amount of time.
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3.5 | Typology and expectations

Table 1 summarizes the four dimensions and their characteristics. Each combination of differ-
ent values constitutes a specific type of intraministerial unit.5

We introduce three sets of expectations. In bureaucracies, units with staff affiliation and/or
a temporary mandate, such as the aforementioned “project groups” and “task forces,” are not
part of “conventional hierarchies” and considered structurally innovative (Scott & Davis, 2016,
p. 130). These new organizational forms indicate “collegial” interactions (Egeberg, 2012, p. 6),
especially when the characteristics staff affiliation and temporary mandate are combined. A typ-
ical unit in a Weberian ministry is part of the line hierarchy on the first or second hierarchical
tier, has a high subordinated capacity, and a permanent mandate. We expect that the more
Weberian a bureaucracy is, the more such traditional hierarchical arrangements will dominate.

When observed at the meso and macro level, the variety of types occurring at the same time is
understood as a form of structural differentiation. According to Tolbert and Hall, structural differ-
entiation (or complexity) is one of the core dimensions of organizational structure at the meso
and macro level (2009, p. 26) and consists of three sub-dimensions, of which horizontal complex-
ity is the most researched. It describes the way and the extent to which an organization, its tasks
and responsibilities are subdivided, and is a measure to which public administration research
often refers (e.g., Christensen & Lægreid, 2010). When conceptualized as units, it can be quantita-
tively measured as the number of different subunits within an organization (Tolbert & Hall, 2009,
p. 28). It is assumed that increased complexity equals greater specialization of the units, poten-
tially leading to more effective work processes, but also more challenges for the coordination and
control of the organization across subunits (Tolbert & Hall, 2009, p. 29).

In our study, we measure the degree of structural differentiation at the meso and macro
level as the number of intraministerial types that are in operation simultaneously and examine
their development over time. Based on previous research, some empirical results seem more
plausible. Studies on government organization suggest that state structures have become more
differentiated over time, arguing that this is a response to increasingly complex societal develop-
ments (e.g., Christensen & Lægreid, 2010; Peters, 2001, p. 377 f.). Following these observations,
we expect that over time and on average, we will observe an increase of structural differentia-
tion within ministries. In addition, we know that since the 1980s a series of administrative
reform trends in Europe provided ample opportunities for structural changes in government
organizations. These included New Public Management reform attempts (Christensen &
Lægreid, 2005; Hood, 1991; Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2017), followed by a so-called post-NPM reform
trend toward increased (re-)integration in the 2000s (Christensen & Lægreid, 2007; Pollitt,

TABLE 1 Dimensions of formal

structure
Dimension Value

Hierarchy 0 = second level
1 = first level

Affiliation 0 = staff
1 = line

Subordinated capacity 0 = low
1 = high

Mandate 0 = temporary
1 = permanent
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2003). While the objectives of the NPM reforms include structural decentralization (Gualmini,
2007) the subsequent post-NPM reforms focused on recentralization, both possibly resulting in
changes to the structural diversity of the central government as a whole and within ministries
by establishing or terminating types of units that are in line with the respective reform goals or
assist in implementing said reforms. For instance, as a result of post-NPM reforms, one could
think of new intraministerial structural types for integrative purposes or units that perform con-
trolling or steering in the phase of reintegration. We would expect that countries that were
responsive to one or both reform trends change in their degree of structural differentiation.

Another aspect of structural diversity is denominational diversity. Denomination refers to a
unit's name or label. Part of our research motivation stems from our own and previous empiri-
cal observations (Englich & Fisch, 2002, p. 119) in the German case: Names of organizational
units are not automatically indicative of these units’ structural characteristics. Theoretically,
this could be explained by the neo-institutionalist reasoning that denominations as the most
prominent feature of formal structure can express fashions, fads, or myths (Meyer & Rowan,
1977). They may serve as a “legitimating façade” in relation to the organization's environment
(Egeberg, 1999, p. 157), and can be detached from other aspects of formal structure. We follow
this line of argument and measure denominational diversity independent of structural differen-
tiation and are interested in its development. In addition, we examine to what extent develop-
ments of structural differentiation and denominational diversity converge or diverge over time.
The relation between denominations and types is captured by an ambiguity rate. One could
argue that ambiguous, that is, potentially misleading, denominations do not match the criteria
of a well-ordered Weberian bureaucracy and therefore expect Weberian bureaucracies to be less
denominationally diverse and ambiguous than less Weberian ones.

4 | RESEARCH DESIGN, CASE SELECTION, AND DATA

We pursue a mixed-methods approach combining qualitative and quantitative methods and
data (Creswell & Clark, 2011). Typology conception is a qualitative research method (Collier,
LaPorte, & Seawright, 2012) and typologies are a widely used analytical classification tool to
form concepts with the aim to reduce empirical complexity (Bailey, 1994, p. 12). Each type of
intraministerial units represents a unique combination of the categories of the dimensions and
serves as a “fact-sorting data container” (Sartori, 1975, p. 17). For the analysis, empirically
observed units are assigned to types based on their structural similarity and disregarding the
unit's denomination. Using descriptive bivariate statistics, we assess the number of types and
their frequency distribution over time—per ministry and across ministries. The longitudinal
perspective of 35 years enables us to study long-term developments of structural diversity and
covers the main administrative reform periods that could have provided windows of opportu-
nity for structural changes.

4.1 | Case selection

We study structural diversity by examining the development of intraministerial structures in
the German Federal bureaucracy from 1980 to 2015. From a comparative perspective, Germany
constitutes a “critical case” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 230) for two reasons. First, with regard to their
formal structure, German federal ministries are considered to be the “prototype” of a
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well-ordered Weberian bureaucracy (Derlien, 2005). They are highly hierarchical, formalized,
and embedded in a legalistic administrative culture (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2017, p. 298; Peters,
2001, p. 129). A typical Weberian bureaucratic structure is built using divisions as their main
organizational unit, and is characterized by hierarchical centralization (Gualmini, 2008) and
line organization (Jann, 2003). Second, the portfolio distribution of federal ministries has
remained relatively stable over time, despite changing governments (Derlien, 1996, p. 560) and
administrative reform trends (Bach & Jann, 2010; Derlien, 2005). Even the aforementioned
NPM reform did not lead to a “real reform of the formal structure of ministries” (Gualmini,
2007, p. 80). Moreover, other opportunities such as the unification and the partial moving of
the federal government in 1998 were not used for a large-scale structural reform (Schröter,
2007, p. 252 f.; Jann, 2003, p. 115). Hence, the German case seems suitable for the generaliza-
tion of our findings across certain bureaucratic systems: If we find our expectations supported,
we may posit that the degree of structural diversity is at least as high, if not higher in less Webe-
rian countries. In countries affected by NPM and/or post-NPM reforms, we would expect to see
at least as much, if not more change in the different indicators of structural diversity.

The German administrative system is vertically decentralized. Federal ministries are planning
organizations that mainly develop policies whereas policy implementation is almost exclusively
done by the state government (“Länder”) or below (Schröter, 2007, p. 252). The responsibility for
organizational matters is horizontally decentralized. Once portfolios are allocated and reorganized
during coalition negotiations (Derlien, 1996; Sieberer, 2015), the internal design of ministerial
organization is the prerogative of each minister (Böckenförde, 1964, p. 147). For this, the Joint
Rules of Procedures of the Federal Ministries (GGO) constitute collective, but legally nonbinding
guidelines (König, 2015) for the formal design of German ministries by specifying organizational
principles. They outline a standard organizational setup of a formal line hierarchy: with sections
as basic working units at the third level, divisions comprising of “at least five sections” (GGO,
2011, § 8) at the first level and subdivisions only to be established as intermediate layer if neces-
sary and if comprising of five subordinated sections (König, 2015, p. 277).6

4.2 | Description of the data

The data on intraministerial structure are drawn from the German subset of the new event-
based SOG-PRO data set mapping all structural changes in ministries in four European coun-
tries from 1980 to 2015.7 The subset comprises all organizational units at the first and second
hierarchical level in every German federal ministry and contains information on their names,
number of subunits, and position in the hierarchy.8 It is based on a content analysis of more
than 2,000 organizational charts, state almanacs, and task allocation plans. For the following
analysis we created a panel data set (1980–2015). We collected additional data from official doc-
uments to code the mandate dimension, assigned units to types based on our typology, and cal-
culated annual figures describing the (relative) frequency of types, structural differentiation,
and denominational variety and ambiguity.9

4.3 | Operationalization

Subordinated capacity is measured by the number of subordinated basic working units. A unit
with more than two subordinated basic working units is considered high capacity.10 We assume
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that units with up to two subordinated basic working units typically fulfill support functions.
With three or more subordinated units, it is more likely that they add substantive working
capacity to their superior unit by an increased differentiation of tasks. The dimension hierarchy
indicates a unit's level. The first hierarchical level includes all units that are directly below the
ministerial executive either subordinated to the minister or to the permanent state secretaries
(Mayntz & Scharpf, 1975, p. 90).11 The second level includes all units that are directly below
first level units. With affiliation we measure the distinction between line and staff units. Line
units are located within the ministerial divisional structure; staff units are located outside the
divisional structure (Mayntz & Scharpf, 1975, p. 108). Mandate differentiates between tempo-
rary and permanent units. If the unit's task or its description in any of the sources indicated that
it has a limited life span, it was marked as temporary.

In the analysis of denominations, we assigned any reference to an organizational format
(e.g., “division,” “group”), role or position (e.g., “commissioner”), function (e.g., “planning”) or
unique combination thereof (e.g., “planning task force”) as a unit's main denomination. An
average of around 4.8% of units do not include any of these references in their labels, and
instead only refer to their task (e.g., “public relations,” “health policy”).12 An ambiguity rate
measures denominational variety across types. It assesses the relation between a denomination
and the number of types in which it occurs, weighted by the relative frequency of units with
that denomination per type. The rate ranges from 0 to 1. The greater the spread of a denomina-
tion across types, the more ambiguous the denomination and the higher the rate.

5 | FINDINGS

In this analysis, we examine the development of the structural dimensions, structural differenti-
ation as well as denominational variety in the German federal bureaucracy over time—both
across ministries and per ministry.13

5.1 | Conventional hierarchy or structurally innovative?

The line graph of Figure 1 shows the development of the four dimensions across ministries and
the average per ministry.

We observe an increase of second level units (60.9–68.4% per ministry) and of units with
low subordinated capacity (25.3–36.0%). The share of staff units varies over time, but mostly
oscillates around 23%. They consistently make at least about a fifth of the units of the average
ministry. Temporary units gain popularity over time: Their share increases from 0 units in 1980
to 3.0% in 2015. While they could only be found in three ministries in 1980, they can be detected
in all but three ministries in 2015.14

Simultaneously, intraministerial structure grew in size. The general population of units
increased from 480 units in 1980 to 599 in 2015. The number of units per ministry increased as
well, from an average of 26 units in the 1980s to 36 units for the last 10 observed years. It is
structural differentiation mainly at the second level that drives the growth of the German fed-
eral bureaucracy, not an increase in the number of ministries or of first-level units. Growth
takes place at levels not directly supervised by the ministerial executive and could indicate a
growing preference for flatter hierarchies (see also König, 2015, p. 418).

BERTELS AND SCHULZE-GABRECHTEN 179

 14680491, 2021, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/gove.12486 by C

ochrane G
erm

any, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [19/09/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



In sum, we find mixed results for our first expectation. A growing share of units with non-
Weberian structural characteristics can be confirmed in the case of temporary units, but not for
staff units. The share of staff units, however, was quite substantial in 1980 already: Almost a
fourth of all units were not part of the line hierarchy, but directly subordinated to the ministe-
rial executive or administrative heads at the first level in the line hierarchy. This finding sug-
gests that the formal structure for nonhierarchical communication and decision making was
already there in 1980 and grew through the extension of temporary arrangements over time. In
this regard, German ministries were already less Weberian than expected from the start of our
observation period. We would thus expect, inter alia, that less Weberian bureaucracies have a
higher share and increase in staff and temporary units.

5.2 | Increasing structural differentiation?

Out of 16 possible types of intraministerial units, we observed 12 empirically. They are dis-
played in Figure 2, a stylized organizational chart showing all possible appearances of those
12 types, and described in more detail in Table 2, which lists their structural characteristics and
most frequent denominations.

The average annual shares show a very uneven frequency distribution between types.
Across time, we found that almost 95% of all units belonged to one of the five most frequent
types (Types I-V).15 Two of these can be found in all ministries every year: unsurprisingly, they
are the lower back-bone (I) and upper back-bone (II) types, which match the Weberian ideal of
hierarchical line organizations with high subordinated capacity at the first and second tier.16

On average per ministry, there are 14 lower back-bone (I) units most frequently named “sub-
division” (“Unterabteilung”), and seven upper back-bone (II) units most frequently named “divi-
sion” (“Abteilung”). While these absolute numbers remained stable over time, the relative

staff affiliation temporary mandate

high capacity second hierarchical tier

1980 1990 2000 2010 1980 1990 2000 2010

0%

20%

40%

60%

0%

20%

40%

60%

average (median) per ministry in total

FIGURE 1 Structural dimensions over time. Each line graph represents the relative share of units
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share of these types steadily decreased. In all cases over the course of this study, the basic struc-
tural setup of a ministry includes at least one additional type, usually units of the type executive
supporter (IV). Supporter (V) units are almost as common and frequent. Directly subordinated
to the political executive (executive supporter) or an administrative leadership position (sup-
porter) as permanent staff units, both typically support the ministerial leadership with low sub-
ordinated capacity. For example, this is done through direct managerial assistance
(e.g., “Bureau of the minister”) or through coordinating policy tasks (e.g., “Commissioner”).
Vertebra (III) units are also frequent, though less widespread across ministries. They increase
highly in frequency (4.8–15%) and in their dissemination across ministries over time.

The seven types remaining are rarer, each have an annual share of at most 2.2 %. Two of
them are permanent “hubs” with high subordinated capacity and staff affiliation. They typically
fulfill executive support functions at the first level as an “executive staff unit” (executive support
hub (VI)) or gather policy tasks together outside the line hierarchy denominated as a “group” or
a “commissioner” at the second hierarchical tier (support hub (IX)). The other five types are all
temporary. Seasonal supporter (VII) and seasonal vertebra (XI) units appear from the beginning
of our observation period and are located on the second hierarchical tier without subordinated
capacity. The other three can be found on the first level directly subordinated to the ministerial
executive from 1986 onward (type seasonal executive supporter (VIII)) and/or with high subordi-
nated capacity from the 1990s (seasonal executive support hub (X) and seasonal hub (IX)). Our
data show that the combination of a temporary mandate and high capacity remains a rare
exception: Two types with that combination do not appear at all. Nevertheless, with the three
types added from the end of the 1980s onward, we can observe that temporary units are used in
more diverse structural settings.

FIGURE 2 Organizational chart of the empirical typology. Each Roman numeral represents a type of

intraministerial unit; the percentage indicates the median relative frequency of this type over time and across

ministries
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Corresponding to existing research on the German case, we found that specific types grew
in relation to the rest of the ministerial structure. Hustedt observed a trend of growing func-
tional differentiation for units in charge of leadership support (2013, p. 247). Specifically, she
finds that “the dominant organizational form within which staff functions are arranged”, the
“executive staff” (“Leitungsstab”), considerably grows over time (Hustedt, 2018, p. 76), a kind of
unit that would be categorized as executive support hub (VI) in our analysis. Structural differen-
tiation due to the establishment of seasonal executive supporter (VIII), seasonal executive support
hub (X), and seasonal hub (IX) corresponds to Hustedt's observation that in the 1980s only a
few units were organized as staff units directly below the departmental leadership. From 2000
onward, the number of “special tasks” units increased that were created to either perform pol-
icy or target group-oriented tasks (Hustedt, 2013, p. 255).

Additionally, in our analysis portfolio-related differences in the development of types
became apparent. For instance, ministries representing crisis-prone policy-fields such as the
Ministry of the Interior and the Federal Foreign Office show a comparatively steeper increase
of units with a temporary mandate, staff affiliation, and low capacities.

We can support our second expectation: intraministerial structure diversified over the past
35 years. We found that structural differentiation across ministries increased over time. It grew
from nine types in 1980 to 11 types in 2015. Compared to 1980, in 2015 the average ministry
had grown by three additional types as can be seen in Figure 3. This shows that the increasing
size of ministries went hand in hand with processes of structural differentiation, which is in line
with some research on the relationship between organizational size and complexity (for an
overview see Tolbert & Hall, 2009, p. 46 f.), suggesting that the larger an organization, the more
differentiated it usually is due to for example, a greater need for specialization. This adds to pre-
vious research on the differentiation of public organizations: First, we not only observed quanti-
tative differentiation (growth in number of units), but also qualitative structural differentiation
(diversification of types of units). Second, in contrast to the stability of German federal minis-
tries at the portfolio level, the size and diversity of intraministerial organization increased over
time, showing that including the microlevel into the analysis gives us a more nuanced picture
of government organization at the meso and macro level. In terms of generalizability, for coun-
tries such as the United Kingdom (Pollitt, 2013) or Italy (Gualmini, 2007, p. 80) with a greater
response to public administration reforms, we expect intraministerial organization to experi-
ence more changes in their degree of structural diversity over time.

We found that intraministerial structure across ministries was more diverse than expected,
with nine types already present in 1980, including five different types with a staff affiliation and
two types with a temporary mandate. German intraministerial organization has been and is
more diverse than the image of a traditional Weberian bureaucracy implies. This finding speaks
to research on German federal agencies, stating that the agency landscape “has developed into
a highly diverse ‘administrative zoo’ with various organizational species and sub-species”
(Bach & Jann, 2010, p. 447). On average per ministry, structural differentiation was moderate in
1980, but increased over time. The majority of units formed a stable Weberian core in absolute
numbers that was gradually complemented by structurally innovative units. All in all, this
growing structural differentiation indicates that communication and eventually decision mak-
ing has grown more decentralized, making coordination and control more challenging, but
potentially also work processes more effective, as they are more specialized.

In our analysis of structural differentiation, we again found consistent differences between
portfolios. Some ministries showed a comparatively low level of structural differentiation
(including for example the Ministry of Justice and the Ministry for the Environment), whereas
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others kept a comparatively high degree of structural differentiation (e.g., the Ministry of Trans-
port and the Federal Foreign Office). This could indicate that, in the German case, portfolio
related factors surpass shared challenges and joint organizational principles. This result is con-
sistent with research on German agencies finding that their diversity was portfolio specific
(Bach & Jann, 2010; Döhler, 2007). It seems worthwhile to examine systematically how and to
what extent policy-field specific factors matter for the design of intraministerial structure, too.

5.3 | Diverse and ambiguous denominations?

We found that denominations diversify over time at a greater rate than types of units. While we
detected a total of 77 different denominations, their variety increases from an average of
36 labels in the first 10 years up to 43 labels in the last 10 years of the observation period. The
average ministry has seven denominations in 1980 and 11 in 2015 (see Figure 3). The frequency
of denominations ranges from labels that appear throughout the observations period in all min-
istries to rarely used denominational “orchids.” The three most frequent denominations are,
unsurprisingly, “subdivision” (41.3%), “division” (19.1%), and “section” (10.5%). Examples for
orchids are “secretariat” (“Sekretariat”) that was used in two ministries only or “subject group”
(“Sachgebiet”) that existed over a period of 9 years in two ministries with a low structural differ-
entiation. Nine denominations are “mayflies,” existing only for a short period of maximum
3 years in one portfolio, for instance the label “cooperation center” (“Kooperationsstelle”). Such
units represent an extremely small share of the population (on average only one unit per year).
The relative annual share of denominations used across more than two ministries grew from
~24% in 1980 to ~44% in 2015, suggesting that denominations increasingly travel across ministe-
rial borders. This observation could be an indication for the influence of fashions and myths on
the “façade” of organizations, that make fashionable labels travel across ministerial borders due

4

6

8

10

1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

Denominations Types

FIGURE 3 Development of structural differentiation and denominational variety per ministry
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to legitimacy concerns. Denominational ambiguity slightly increases across the whole federal
bureaucracy over time. Single labels were increasingly used for entities across different types. In
that sense, organizational labels became less formalized and ministerial structures less Webe-
rian. For research purposes, it also suggests that names of units—so far typically used to classify
intraministerial entities—can be misleading for the analysis of types of intraministerial units,
especially in the case of comparative endeavors (e.g., over time). One example for this is the
label “task force.” Overall, “task forces” most frequently belong to seasonal supporters (VII).
Another frequent denomination in this type is “project group.” Similar to them, “task forces”
are often related to an event, a reform or another policy task with an expiration date and their
establishment seems to be a common practice for organizing temporary responsibilities. In this
way, they are considered as functional equivalents to “project groups,” showing how units with
different names may fulfill a similar function in the organizational structure. Within the same
ministry, though, one label almost always refers to intraministerial units of only one specific
type, showing that ministries aim to stick to coherent labeling in their internal organization
and possibly indicating a greater need to respond to portfolio-specific challenges and pressures
through adequate names of units.

6 | CONCLUSION

This study broadens the knowledge on the diversity of intraministerial structure in central
bureaucracies, an underresearched aspect in the literature. Our generic typology opens up via-
ble possibilities for comparative research, because it can be applied to central, but also sub-
national hierarchically structured government organizations in various countries.

Reflecting on the critical role of our findings from the German case, we argue that it is
worth exploring to what extent other less Weberian and/or reform-affected countries
have diversified or experienced changes in their structural diversity over time. Regarding the
German case, one of the most promising explanations for the observed developments concerns
portfolio-specific increasing needs to respond to more complex, and pressing issues such as
crises.

Our conceptual work contributes to answering future explanatory questions. While we
based our analytical framework on organization theory arguing that specific aspects of formal
structure matter for communication and decision-making processes, future research might be
able to show how and to what extent different intraministerial types or a combination of types
contribute to these processes in central bureaucracies.

Our framework has the potential to contribute to current research agendas, specifically to
what extent political and bureaucratic determinants can explain changes in government organi-
zations. The literature discussing structural change, that is, the frequency and likelihood for
transitions such as the creation of new government organizations, has recently turned its atten-
tion toward change within public organizations (Kuipers, Yesilkagit, & Carroll, 2017, p. 277).
Across political systems, party–political explanations are relevant for such changes because they
affect the design and lifecycle of public organizations (for many: Chen, Christensen, & Ma,
2019; Mortensen & Green-Pedersen, 2014). Others argue that instead, bureaucratic self-interest
drives administrative reorganizations (e.g., Christensen, 1997). Following up on our research, it
seems worthwhile to examine the extent to which party–political motivations and/or bureau-
cratic strategies also drive the design and the changes in structural diversity of intraministerial
organization.
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ENDNOTES
1 A unit denotes a separate organizational entity within the ministerial hierarchy.
2 Data on intraministerial units were collected in some of the aforementioned databases, but not systematically
analyzed. Their classification was based on names (one exception: in the Norwegian database units are addi-
tionally classified according to their hierarchical level and tasks (MacCarthaigh et al., 2012, p. 846)). Our anal-
ysis will show that names do not necessarily uniquely identify types.

3 Due to its generic character derived from organization theory, the typology is applicable to any kind of hierar-
chically structured government organization, irrespective of the political system surrounding it. Of course, the
institutional environment for executive organization differs greatly across political systems
(e.g., parliamentary vs. presidential ones) and is likely to be part of the explanation for empirically detected
differences in their structural diversity.

4 Notably, this understanding of mandate differs from the question whether a unit is installed in an ad hoc fash-
ion or not.

5 Depending on the research question, the typology could also be expanded by additional dimensions, such as
task (i.e., policymaking vs. managerial).

6 Since the last substantial amendment of the GGO in 2000, a total of five intraministerial units are broadly
described as appropriate structural components of ministries in addition to the standard structural setup: units
with staff functions to support the ministerial leadership; project groups for temporary, complex tasks; coordi-
nators of the federal government; federal commissioners; and commissioners of the federal government.

7 The database was compiled as part of the comparative research project “The Structure and Organization of
Governments” (www.sog-pro.eu).

8 The database and therefore the analysis do not cover units at the lowest (third) hierarchical level. The domi-
nant type there comprises basic working units named “sections”—permanent line units with no subordinated
capacity. Beyond this quite homogeneous picture, some structural diversity could have been discovered at this
level. But given the extremely high numbers of monotonous third level units and the (usual) time limitations
of the research project, it did not seem feasible to include them.

9 The data set and other supporting material are available on Harvard Dataverse at https://doi.org/10.7910/
DVN/C3NM76.

10 We drew this qualitative distinction between low and high subordinated capacity at two subordinated units
because we detected a quantitative difference in the empirical frequency distribution there. Units with one or
two subordinated units are very rare among the units with subordinated capacity. From a subordinated capac-
ity of three on, the share of units increases steadily.

11 Executive leadership positions (minister, permanent or parliamentary state secretary) and their personal assis-
tants are excluded from the analysis.

12 In cases of multiple organizational references in the same denomination, we prioritized format references over
others, assuming that formats describe the unit as a whole. With multiple formats referenced, we assigned the
first format assuming that order indicates importance.
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13 Unless stated otherwise, we use the mean value to calculate annual figures across ministries (e.g., the overall
share of staff units per year). We use the median value for all comparative figures between ministries (e.g., the
annual average per ministry) or figures over time, because these distributions are skewed.

14 The “Staff Unit Berlin Brandenburg Airport” (“Stabsstelle Flughafen Berlin/Brandenburg”) is an example of
such a temporary unit. Established in the Federal Ministry for Transport and Digital Infrastructure in 2015,
this unit with 10 employees controls the construction progress of the airport on behalf of the federal govern-
ment (Delhaes & Kersting, 2015), a theoretically finite task.

15 The annual average share of all these types is at least 5%, in the majority of cases it is above 10%.
16 We could not find any case that combines line affiliation at the first hierarchical tier with low capacity, the

two types with these characteristics were among the four nonobserved types. Given that hierarchical line orga-
nization implies the subordination of several units, this is a highly likely result.
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