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Article

Coping With Public 
Value Conflicts

Gjalt de Graaf1, Leo Huberts1,  
and Remco Smulders1

Abstract
Good governance involves managing conflicting values, leading to the main 
research question, which consists of three parts: Which public value profiles 
do public administrators have, which value conflicts do they experience, 
and which coping strategies are used? Here, previous literature on public 
value conflicts is discussed first and linked to the literature on street-level 
bureaucrats and on coping strategies. Then two case studies are presented: 
a municipality and a hospital. The findings show six different value clusters 
that administrators adhere to and clarify which value conflicts are typically 
experienced in various public sector organizations and which different 
coping mechanisms are used.

Keywords
public values, value conflicts, good governance

Introduction

In both academic and popular discourses, good governance has steadily 
received attention, albeit in a slightly broader fashion in the last two decades. 
Traditionally, the concept was associated with development issues and 
developing countries (De Graaf, 2013). Yet good governance is increasingly 
applied to modern nation-states struggling to find new (multi-actor and 
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multi-level) approaches to public governance (Rhodes, 2007). It is this shift 
that may explain the recent growth of scholarly interest in a wider applica-
tion of the good governance concept. As the traditional institutions of gov-
ernment no longer define “what works” and “what is right,” questions on the 
quality of governance automatically return to the center of public and aca-
demic attention. These questions touch on the effectiveness and efficiency 
of governance as well as aspects within ethics (integrity), democracy, and 
legitimacy.

As Kettl (1993) stated, government’s fundamental challenge in serving the 
public interest is to balance the pursuit of different, inevitably contradictory, 
standards (pp. 17-20). Trade-offs between valued principles are thus an 
ineluctable fact of any designing process (Le Grand, 2007). For instance, 
services that are fully responsive to the needs and wants of some individuals 
may not be very efficient in terms of the interests of the wider community. 
Besides, ideas of effective operational structures could be in breach of the 
law. Reflections on the concept of good governance may be helpful to inter-
pret these trade-offs. In other words, good governance is about managing 
tensions between potentially conflicting public values.

Many governments have put together codes in which those public values 
are listed that should characterize the quality of governance in specific sec-
tors. The idea of good governance is often given substance by normative 
statements about the public values a government should adhere to. Beck 
Jørgensen and Sørensen (2013) showed that the codes of good governance 
that have been developed in 14 countries all contain such a set of public val-
ues. When comparing the different codes, they conclude that there seems to 
be a list of universal public values mentioned in nearly every code: “It seems 
fair to conclude that we have identified a set of global values” (p. 85). Beck 
Jørgensen and Sørensen conclude that there are nine public values (e.g., 
effectiveness and transparency) that are supposed to form the basis of all 
governmental actions.

However, it remains unclear what the meaning of public values is for the 
daily practice of public administrators. Moreover, easy as it is to applaud 
specific values—who is against integrity, democracy or efficiency?—and set 
these values down on paper, in a code, it is much harder to subsequently act 
in line with all of them. In daily practice, multiple public values that are all 
desirable will conflict in such a way that choices have to be made (Huberts & 
Van Hout, 2011; Van der Wal, De Graaf, & Lawton, 2011).

The main research question consists of three parts—Which public value 
profiles do public administrators have, which value conflicts do they experi-
ence, and which coping strategies are used? Here, previous literature on pub-
lic value conflicts is discussed first and linked to the literature on street-level 
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bureaucrats and on coping strategies. Then, in the empirical part, the research 
strategy is presented, followed by two case studies: a Dutch municipality and 
a Dutch hospital (cf. De Graaf et al. 2013). The findings show six different 
value clusters that administrators adhere to, which value conflicts are typi-
cally experienced in various public sector organizations, and the different 
coping mechanisms that are used. The results show that using the perspective 
of (conflicting) public values to look at the daily work of those in the public 
sector offers important insights around topics such as good governance, 
street-level bureaucracy, and public professionalism.

Good Governance and Public Values

First, a few definitions of the central concepts are given. Governance has 
been attributed different meanings (see, for example, Kjaer, 2004; van 
Kersbergen & van Waarden, 2004). Here, it is defined as the process of 
agenda setting and rule enforcement by actors; in this article public actors—
and therefore public governance. Values are defined as qualities appreciated 
for, contributing to, or constituting what is good, right, beautiful, or worthy 
of praise and admiration (De Graaf & Van der Wal, 2008). Public values are 
the important qualities of public governance. Even though Easton (1965) 
wrote the influential words that “public policies are the means through which 
politics allocate values” a long time ago, there is much confusion about what 
the concept of values in politics and public values entails (Van der Wal, 
Nabatchi, & De Graaf, 2014). It is important to note that the definition used 
here, differs from the work of Mark Moore, which centers on the creation of 
public value (Van der Wal et al., 2014); here, it is more similar to the way 
Veeneman, Dicke, and De Bruijne (2009) used the concept. Public values are 
conceived here as process values of governance, as they are conceptualized 
also in most codes of good governance. Norms are regulations prescribing 
proper general and situational conduct.

More and more national governments and public organizations adopt a 
code of good governance (Beck Jørgensen & Sørensen, 2013), usually con-
taining a list of public values which are specifically valued. The public val-
ues in most good governance codes are meant for all actors in public 
governance. Good governance codes generally state values for public gover-
nance, but of course not all values are similarly relevant to all public ser-
vants. Several scholars have reflected on the idea that particular values 
might be more important for those in some positions, while other values are 
more important for others. Beck Jørgensen and Bozeman (2007) developed 
a classification in which public values are connected to particular aspects of 
public administration or public organization. In their classification, a public 
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value such as “user democracy” belongs to the category “transformation of 
interests to decisions.” Although they provide a figure showing the connec-
tions between the various aspects of public administration, it is not clear 
how they differ or overlap and how they can be distinguished empirically. 
Huberts (2014) argued that values can be connected with various phases in 
the public policy process. He states that, for instance, participation is of 
great importance during agenda setting and policy making but less so during 
implementation. Accountability is not a central value during the first two 
phases but is certainly important during decision making and implementa-
tion. Hendriks and Drosterij (2010) used a combined classification in which 
they connect values both to phases in the policy process and to particular 
aspects of public administration. They argue that we can distinguish between 
values that are mainly related to the input of the policy process (responsive-
ness as the central value), values that are mainly related to the output of the 
process (with effectiveness as the central value), values connected to the rule 
of law and values connected to the institutional system of governance (val-
ues such as resilience and checks and balances belong to the latter).

There are few empirical studies to be found which test whether various 
public values are indeed significantly more, or less, important for managers 
or civil servants holding different positions (notable exception: Vrangbæk, 
2009); the empirical studies that have been conducted so far tend to focus 
more on the values that are found to be of general importance.

Value Pluralism and Conflicting Values

Most accounts of the policy process give little prominence to the role of val-
ues (Stewart, 2006, p. 183), and even less to the conflicts of values. Yet, there 
are indications those conflicts exists. Wagenaar (1999) claimed that “public 
programs are structured in such a way that they regularly confront the admin-
istrator with difficult value choices” (p. 444). According to Spicer (2001), 
there is good reason to assert that value conflicts are especially pervasive in 
public administration, where statutes and regulations that seek to reconcile 
multiple values often present administrators with conflicting signals. Yet 
empirical evidence on conflicting values is rare.

Furthermore, we know little of how administrators deal with public value 
conflict. And this cannot be an easy thing to do, if value pluralists are right. 
Perhaps the most famous definition of value pluralism was given by Isaiah 
Berlin (1982):

[T]here might exist ends—ends in themselves in terms of which alone 
everything else was justified—which were equally ultimate, but incompatible 
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with one another, that there might exist no single universal overarching 
standard that would enable a man to choose rationally between them. (p. 69)

Values can first of all be incompatible. Value incompatibility, simply 
put, means that “the pursuit of certain values must inevitably comprise or 
limit our ability to pursue certain other values. The more we seek to attain 
some of these values the less able we are to attain the others” (Spicer, 2001, 
p. 509). The idea that values inherently conflict or are in some situations 
incompatible is hardly new; many social scientists have researched it (e.g., 
Brecht, 1959). From the standpoint of value pluralism, however, values can 
also be incommensurable. According to Lukes (1989) incommensurability 
means that,

There is no single currency or scale on which conflicting values can be 
measured, and that where a conflict occurs no rationally compelling appeal can 
be made to some value that will resolve it. Neither is superior to the other, nor 
are they equal in value. (p. 125)

This does not mean that agents cannot make choices or give reasons for 
them, “rather, it means that some of the reasons we might offer in support of 
making a particular choice are incommensurable with other reasons we might 
offer were we to make an alternative choice” (Spicer, 2001, p. 512).

Value pluralism seems

especially relevant to the experience of public administration where 
practitioners are often called upon to grapple with and make judgments about 
value conflicts when making policy decisions, and where their actions are 
often, either explicitly or implicitly, coercive in character and affect a large 
number of people. (Spicer, 2009, p. 539)

The pursuit of an important value in governance inevitably limits pursuing 
other values. For example, Okun (1975) showed in his classic work that 
equality and efficiency necessarily conflict with each other in public 
policies.

According to the philosopher Stuart Hampshire, actors in public affairs 
have an “added responsibility” (Hampshire, 1978, p. 49) because, from the 
relationship of representation, specific deontologically natured duties and 
obligations follow. Because of this added responsibility, public governance 
actors cannot have a purely consequentialist or utilitarian morality. Yet to 
pursue goals, they sometimes have to violate an obligation. According to 
Walzer (1973), in the process of governance, a public actor can choose a 
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course of action that is perfectly justified on utilitarian grounds but still leaves 
the actor guilty of a moral wrong. So, there are moral rules of the game: The 
“means” (or process values) specific to public governance that can conflict 
with the ends public actors pursue. For example, “Because transparency is an 
obligation resting on democratic government, there is a permanent danger 
that, in those areas of policy requiring secrecy as a necessary condition for 
successful execution (notably, foreign affairs), this obligation will be vio-
lated” (Nieuwenburg, 2004, p. 685).

Value Conflicts in the Literature

Looking at earlier studies in which the dilemmas of those in the public sector 
were a key issue, a good starting point is Lipsky’s (1980) classic work on 
street-level bureaucracy, in which he studied the dilemmas of the individual 
in public services. He concluded that with their actions, street-level bureau-
crats (civil servants who have direct contact with clients and who have a 
certain discretionary authority) do not only implement but also constitute 
government policy. Lipsky showed how policy goals are translated into gen-
eral policies that should guide individuals in our public administration. 
However, as they experience situations in which a rule conflicts with a higher 
goal, in which rules conflict with each other, or in which they have discre-
tionary space, civil servants have to make choices.

Lipsky’s and others’ work on street-level bureaucrats (e.g., Maynard-
Moody & Musheno, 2003) shed some first light on the value conflicts pub-
lic administrators experience. Two key issues that street-level bureaucrats 
have to cope with are the constant pressure on budgets and the care with 
which they want to do their job. In terms of values, this can be framed as 
the classical dilemma between efficiency and effectiveness: Working in a 
more efficient manner might mean that the work is done less effectively (in 
terms of the quality of the work, for instance). Second, Lipsky and others 
describe the conflict between following general rules on one hand and cre-
ating customized solutions for clients on the other. Various values such as 
lawfulness, equality, professionalism, and effectiveness conflict in such 
situations.

Value conflicts have received more attention in the public governance lit-
erature since the turn of the century. Most of this (theoretical) work focuses 
on the bipolar conflict between acting in the right manner and managing to 
get good results; between process values (such as integrity, lawfulness, trans-
parency, and participation) and output values (effectiveness and efficiency; 
De Graaf & Van der Wal, 2010). Weihe (2008) addressed the potential con-
flict between material and procedural values in public–private partnerships. 
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Bovens, ‘t Hart, and Van Twist (2007) argued that there are more potential 
conflicts and that we should thus look further than the bipolar distinction 
between process and output values. Here, this argument is followed and con-
flicts are framed using three types of governance each of which focuses on a 
particular aspect of good governance. First, this is the idea of performing 
governance, which is related to values like effectiveness and efficiency. An 
emphasis on this aspect of good governance is in line with, for instance, ideas 
on New Public Management (Hood, 1991). A second type of governance is 
called proper governance. Key values of this type are integrity, lawfulness, 
and equality. Responsive governance is the third type of governance. Values 
related to this type are transparency, participation, legitimacy, and account-
ability. These are values that have become more important to Western democ-
racies during the last decades, partly as a result of technological developments 
and a changing role for governments in societies (cf. Rhodes, 2007; van 
Kersbergen & van Waarden, 2004).

Coping Strategies

As soon as public actors do not treat values as commensurable, they find 
themselves in a value conflict. This in itself is not a problem; perhaps value 
conflicts bring forth change for the better through innovation and alertness. 
Plus—as can be learned from Lipsky’s study—value conflict is unavoid-
able, it is a fact of administrative life. Decisions in public governance 
involve contending with diverse and often conflicting values (O’Kelly & 
Dubnick, 2005, p. 394). “Public administrators are often faced with making 
difficult choices or judgments among incompatible and incommensurable 
values” (Spicer, 2009, p. 541). Wagenaar (1999) argued, “public programs 
are structured in such a way that they regularly confront the administrator 
with difficult value choices” (p. 444). Yet, there is a danger that value con-
flict leads to a state of paralysis. Coping strategies (or coping mechanisms 
as they are also called in the literature) should prevent a state of paralysis 
for those who face value conflicts. For example, Lipsky showed how civil 
servants sometimes routinize their actions. Doing so would make life easier 
as choices for a particular value have to be made only once, after which it 
becomes routine.

On the issue of how to deal with value conflicts in public governance, 
Thacher and Rein (2004) have made an important theoretical contribution. 
Thacher and Rein describe how value conflicts that are unsolved can lead to 
psychological stress and can paralyze public officials. Conventionally, 
Thacher and Rein argue, the response of public actors to value conflicts has 
been seen as either a matter of balancing competing goals or making a 
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trade-off (famous examples: Le Grand, 1990; Okun, 1975). The archetype of 
trade-offs is the cost–benefit analysis: The public values are given a mone-
tary value and the optimum is calculated. But as Lukes (1996) has shown, not 
all our choices are to be understood as trade-offs. Thacher and Rein devel-
oped an (empirically grounded) theoretical framework for understanding 
how policy actors cope with value ambiguity. They claim that actors do not 
treat conflicting values as commensurable but draw on a repertoire of alterna-
tive strategies which enable them to cope. (These public governance strate-
gies should not be confused with the more psychological coping strategies 
mentioned in the literature for individual [frontline] workers to deal with 
stressful situations and deal with policy alienation; cf. Tummers, Bekkers, 
Vink, & Musheno, 2013.) Each strategy has its own advantages and disad-
vantages. Thacher and Rein name three coping strategies: firewalls, cycling, 
and casuistry. Stewart (2006) discussed—in the context of policy change—
the three strategies of Thacher and Rein, which she calls processes, and adds 
three. The six coping strategies are as follows:

•• Firewalls mean that different organizations, departments, or persons 
are made responsible for the realization of different values. The 
advantage of this strategy is that all values receive attention and it is 
clear for individuals within a particular organization or department 
what value they need to base their actions on. However, Stewart 
(2006) explained that the strategy has disadvantages as well. Value 
conflicts can resurface when the various institutions deal with simi-
lar cases. Moreover, although departments can improve the way they 
realize their own value, the separation of values blocks the chances 
for integrated learning and can lead to criticism about an inconsistent 
public sector.

•• Bias entails that some values are no longer recognized as important, 
taking away the value conflict between these and other values. Stewart 
(2006) described that a bias often develops within a policy paradigm 
or as a result of performance measurements (which reward behavior in 
line with certain values). A bias results in clarity for both public offi-
cials, who know what values they should adhere to, and citizens, who 
know what they can expect from public officials. However, the strat-
egy has disadvantages as well: It leads to feelings of dissatisfaction 
among those who favor other values and might result in suboptimal 
solutions in particular cases as some values are neglected.

•• Casuistry entails that public officials make decisions for each particu-
lar value conflict based on their experiences in similar cases. As 
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Thacher and Rein (2004) explained, casuistry means that one does not 
decide by reasoning deductively but rather by reasoning analogically 
and comparing a case to similar ones. The advantage is that all values 
are considered by the same public official and a customized solution 
can be found in every case. Moreover, as cases are constantly com-
pared, learning can flourish too. However, casuistry puts a lot of pres-
sure on the public official as she or he must take a lot of time and 
energy to come to a good balance in every case.

•• Cycling means that the values that are considered to be important are 
limited for a specific period until resistance leads to them being over-
turned and other values being taken into account again (Thacher & 
Rein, 2004). The advantage of this strategy is that it prevents the para-
lyzing effect a value conflict can have and thus offers room for innova-
tion. Combining the various new ideas that originate in periods in 
which different values have a central role, can result in innovative 
solutions that stimulate a balance between different values. The disad-
vantage is that there is no guarantee that these new solutions are indeed 
better: While a temporary focus on Value A might make an organiza-
tion more capable of realizing that value, it should not make the orga-
nization less capable of realizing Value B.

•• Hybridization entails the combination of various conflicting values, 
for instance, as a result of new additions to earlier policies introducing 
new values. This coping strategy is most in line with a positive appre-
ciation of value conflict: Hybridizations might lead to innovative solu-
tions by those public officials who need to execute such policies. 
However, the downside is that all values are important in words and 
rhetoric, but the officials executing the policy are not able to balance 
the different values in their daily work.

•• Incrementalism is the sixth strategy and entails more and more empha-
sis slowly being put on one particular value. Not changing too abruptly 
should, at the same time, mitigate the opposition to a particular choice 
and satisfy those who ask for a way out of the value conflict. However, 
the fact that changes are only small is also the disadvantage of this 
method: Those public officials that oppose these changes might just 
hold on to their old practices and value preferences.

None of these strategies require commensurability, yet they avoid a para-
lyzing situation which is often the result of carefully weighing the relative 
importance of conflicting values (Millgram, 1997); in this article, they are 
used as conceptual lenses to study how conflicting values are dealt with in 
public governance.
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Reflecting on the character of the various strategies, one notices that they 
differ conceptually. First of all, while some coping mechanisms are conscious 
reactions to experienced conflicts (like casuistry), others (like cycling) seem 
to originate from a series of choices made over time. As a result, it seems 
likely that one will only find cycling in a longitudinal study of a particular 
issue. Second, while some are more likely to be on the meso or organizational 
level (like creating firewalls), others are more likely to be on a micro or per-
sonal coping level (e.g., bias). This is important to be aware of, as it also 
means that multiple coping strategies might be used in response to a single 
value conflict. One can, for instance, imagine that creating firewalls on an 
organizational level results in a bias for the workers in one of the “firewalled” 
departments. Also, Stewart (2006), Thacher and Rein (2004), and Steenhuisen 
and van Eeten (2008) related the coping strategies mainly to policy decisions. 
Most examples they give concern cases in which different outcome values 
are conflicting (for instance, punctuality and safety of trains in the article of 
Steenhuisen & van Eeten, 2008). Here, we study process values: We do not 
focus on the content and goals of public policy—and the difficult choices 
they entail as we cannot achieve everything we want—but on public gover-
nance. Finally, it is important to note that Thacher and Rein identified their 
strategies inductively; they are not based on theoretical choices. The six strat-
egies presented above thus can overlap and the list can certainly be expanded 
(Thacher & Rein, 2004, p. 464).

Method

This explorative study focuses on the value conflicts that are perceived by 
public administrators, and how they are dealt with. It was feasible to conduct 
two case studies, two organizations. As we are interested in the variety of 
value conflicts that occur in public organizations we chose to study one clas-
sic public organization and one semi-public organization. As both munici-
palities and hospitals have their own codes that express the public values that 
are desirable in both organizations, we chose these organizations as our cases.

As both our case study organizations are located in The Netherlands, the 
Dutch governance code for the public sector which was drafted by the Dutch 
Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations in 2009 was examined first. 
This code lists seven principles of good governance, but on a closer look it 
becomes clear that some of these principles contain several values. In the 
end, 10 public values were central in our study (Table 1).

To some extent there are many similarities with these 10 values and the 
“set of global public values” identified by Beck Jørgensen and Sørensen 
(2013). The main differences are that the Dutch code does not contain values 
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(similar to) public interest and political loyalty. On the contrary, more “mod-
ern” values such as professionalism and participation are added.

To find the value conflicts experienced within the two organizations—the 
second part of the research question—respondents with a range of different 
roles and responsibilities were chosen (cf. Vrangbæk, 2009, p. 528). In the 
municipality, we interviewed the mayor, two aldermen, six managers, and ten 
civil servants. The managers and civil servants came from three different sec-
tors: permit enforcement, social security, and neighborhood management. 
While the executers in the first two sectors are responsible for the implemen-
tation of policy, neighborhood managers also have a role in the process of 
agenda setting and policy making. In the hospital, we interviewed a total of 
16 respondents. The sample in this case consisted of both of the two senior 
executives, doctors, nurses, managers, and supporting staff. All interviews 
lasted somewhere between 45 and 75 min. All the interviews were taped and 
transcribed literally. During the semi-open interviews, questions were asked 
on (a) perceptions of relevant values in their daily activities; (b) relevant 
concrete conflicts perceived, foreseen, or known; and (c) particular values: 
transparency, participation, legitimacy, accountability, lawfulness, integrity, 
equality, efficiency, effectiveness, and professionalism—their definition, role 
in governance, and conflicts between them. Many interviewees initially con-
sidered the role of values in governance to be abstract. They were, however, 
able to make the values more concrete—for themselves and the research-
ers—when actual value conflicts were discussed. The specific value conflicts 
that officials perceive is important here, as is how they justify (Boltanski & 
Thévenot, 1999, 2006) and frame (Schön & Rein, 1994) them. All interviews 
started with a general question about the toughest decisions the respondent 

Table 1.  The 10 Values.

  1. � Openness. Acting transparently toward all stakeholders on procedures and 
decisions

  2.  Participation. Involving the environment and stakeholders in decision making
  3. � Accountability. Acting willingly to justify and explain actions to relevant 

stakeholders
  4.  Legitimacy. Acting with public support
  5.  Effectiveness. Acting to achieve the desired results
  6.  Efficiency. Acting to achieve results with minimal means
  7.  Integrity. Acting in accordance with relevant moral values and norms
  8.  Lawfulness. Acting in accordance with existing laws and rules
  9.  Professionalism. Acting with expertise, including learning from previous mistakes
10.  Equality. Treating equal cases equally
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faced; only later were the 10 values introduced and the dilemmas interpreted 
in terms of value concepts.

To find the different value profiles of administrators in both cases—the 
first part of the research question—Q-methodology was used (cf. de Graaf & 
Van Exel, 2009; Selden, Brewer, & Brudney, 1999). All respondents were 
asked at the end of the interview to rank the 10 values in a Q-sort, to get a first 
impression of the value profiles among the respondents and how these pro-
files relate to the roles and functions of the respondents (De Graaf & Van 
Exel, 2009). Q-methodology was deemed most suitable because Q-study 
results are clusters that are functional rather than logical. In other words, the 
clusters are not logically constructed by the researchers, they result from the 
empirical data; they are operant (De Graaf & Van Exel, 2009). Q-methodology 
can reveal a characteristic independently of the distribution of that character-
istic relative to other characteristics in a population. Unlike surveys, which 
provide patterns of variables, Q-methodology provides patterns of persons, in 
this case, administrators and their value profiles. Q-methodology is a mixed 
qualitative–quantitative small-sample method that provides a scientific foun-
dation for the systematic study of subjectivity, such as people’s opinions, 
attitudes, preferences, and so on (cf. Brown, 1980, 1993; De Graaf, 2011; 
Twijnstra & De Graaf, 2013; Watts & Stenner, 2005).

Coding and Research Heuristic

The individual Q-sorts were factor analyzed using PQMethod 2.11 (extrac-
tion method: centroid; rotation method: varimax) to reveal the distinct ways 
in which the values were rank-ordered. The analysis led to six factors—six 
value profiles.

Using the software program ATLAS.ti, the interviews were coded in vari-
ous steps as described by Boeije (2010). According to Eisenhardt (1989), the 
multiple case study design offers the researcher the opportunity for more accu-
rate formulation of concepts than single case studies. To be more specific, the 
logic of our data analysis is the “retrospective comparison of cases” (Den 
Hertog & Wielinga, 1992, p. 104): an in-depth analysis of a large set of aspects 
in a number of cases. According to Eisenhardt, the advantage of this design is 
that it allows the researcher to recognize general patterns in different settings. 
The disadvantage of this design is, however, that every case, with its own 
context and contingencies, has to be reduced to a more abstract level, to make 
between-case comparisons possible (Dyer & Wilkins, 1991). Of course, the 
context of municipal government differs largely from a hospital.

After coding, the next step was to take a certain theme and read all the 
respondents’ answers on it. From this overview, first impressions of overall 
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patterns were derived and were then juxtaposed with the empirical data. This 
inductive process is clearly not a matter of counting. Besides the fact that we 
did not randomly select our respondents and that 34 interviews are, for quan-
titative purposes, too small a number, the idea of our explorative study is to 
consider the nuances and context of every case. Thus, it is not just important 
that a respondent experienced a value conflict, but which one and how it was 
dealt with; how it was worded. The inductive analysis process was repeated 
many times before the final analysis was written.

The central idea is that researchers constantly compare theory with data-
iterating toward a theory which closely fits the data. A close fit is important to 
building good theory because it takes advantage of the new insights possible 
from the data and yields an empirically valid theory. (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 541)

Results

Various Value Profiles

The Q-study resulted in six separate factors with their own value profile. For 
each factor, a composite sort was computed based on the rankings of the 
respondents’ loading on that factor and their correlation coefficient with the 
factor as weight (see the appendix). This idealized Q-sort represents the way 
in which a person loading 100% on that factor would have ranked the 10 
values. Each factor was interpreted and described using the characterizing 
and distinguishing values and the explanations of respondents’ loading on the 
factor. A value is characterizing by its position in the outer columns of the 
idealized Q-sort of the factor and is distinguishing if the position is statisti-
cally significantly different from its position in the idealized Q-sorts of all 
other factors.

The results of the Q-study show that the context (one’s particular organi-
zation and job) is of high importance for the public values that play an impor-
tant role in daily work. The respondents that have a significant loading within 
a specific factor, all seem to have comparable jobs (see the appendix). The 
fact that the specific context is of great importance also became clear during 
the interviews, in which the respondents were questioned about the meaning 
of the specific values.

The six value profiles are given below:

Proper client manager: Integrity is the main value in this factor, followed 
by accountability and lawfulness. In the direct contact they have with the 
client, the respondents with this value profile follow the rules and can be 
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held accountable for doing so. They believe it is more important to do their 
work carefully than to be very efficient. Whether there is societal support 
for their actions does not play a large role. This value profile is typical for 
social security counselors and permit inspectors in the municipality (cf. 
Vrangbæk, 2009).
Autonomous client manager: This factor is similar to the previous with 
regard to the importance of lawfulness and integrity. “The rules are clear, 
and however annoying that sometimes might be—I do come across dis-
tressing cases—I have to stick to the rules.” The main difference is that 
respondents with this values profile (also mainly social security counsel-
ors and permit inspectors) believe accountability plays the smallest role of 
all 10 values, while they rank professionalism as one of the most impor-
tant values. The respondents adhering to this value constellation feel that 
they, as professionals, should be trusted for making morally right and law-
ful decisions: “I believe that I do my job as best as I can and that they can 
trust me to do that.”
Responsive connector: Like the previous two factors, significant load-
ings on this factor can also be found almost exclusively among respon-
dents from the municipality. However, the content of the value profile 
is completely different. The three neighborhood managers with signifi-
cant loadings find lawfulness the least important value: “That is the 
universal feature of neighborhood managers: breaking the rules.” 
Instead, being open and transparent to citizens and letting them partici-
pate in agenda setting and decision making are found to be of great 
importance. “It is the essence of being a neighborhood manager, 
enhancing participation.”
Performance-driven middle manager: A completely different value pro-
file can be found among middle managers, with one significant loading in 
both municipality and hospital, but several high loadings of other manag-
ers in the hospital as well. This factor has a negative correlation with all 
the other factors. With effectiveness and efficiency at the top of the pyra-
mid, this profile is completely different from the other profiles. 
Respondents feel the pressure from the top of the organization to make 
sure that their department performs its tasks within the budget.
Open professional: This factor has significant loadings from various 
types of professionals, all working in the hospital. Transparency toward 
patients and within the organization is a key value for these professionals. 
They decide how to act based on their professional knowledge, experi-
ence, and skills, and believe that their integrity is of great importance. 
Values like effectiveness, efficiency, and legitimacy are of relatively 
minor importance.
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Accountable relation manager: Finally, two executives of the hospital 
have a significant loading on a sixth factor. Accountability is their most 
important value. “Accountability to the world around us has become more 
important: the inspection, quality indicators that need to be registered, 
insurance companies, and so on. That is what society demands from us.” 
Transparency is another important value, just as integrity; they find it 
important that their personnel believe the executive can be trusted. 
Equality is the least important value: As an executive you have to be able 
to make exceptions.

Value Conflicts in the Municipality

The fact that respondents in the municipality had different and to some extent 
opposing value profiles is also reflected in the large number of value conflicts 
that respondents perceived. Figure 1 shows the value conflicts that were men-
tioned by at least three respondents.

Most conflicts follow the division between performing, proper, and 
responsive governance.

Proper versus performing governance: Respondents in the municipality 
experience how adhering to legal and moral norms can conflict with norms 
for performance. Having full integrity might mean that one misses out on 

Figure 1.  Number of particular value conflicts in the municipality.
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opportunities for the realization of specific policy goals. An alderman 
states that his colleagues and civil servants try to be on the safe side and 
thus stay away as far as possible from the boundaries of integrity. “But by 
staying very far away from those boundaries, you do not fully exploit the 
opportunities an organization has.” A second conflict arises when treating 
everyone equally might mean that one spends part of a budget on citizens 
that do not really need it. In the eyes of respondents, equality then con-
flicts with efficiency. Third—and most noticed by respondents—it can be 
hard to choose between following the rules and making sure that one 
achieves results quickly. In line with the argument of Maynard-Moody 
and Musheno (2003), civil servants can then choose between either strictly 
following the rules or seeking space to maneuver—based on their estima-
tion of the particular case: “citizens should file a request for subsidy 6 
weeks in advance. However, when they do it 1 week in advance and I 
believe it to be an important initiative, I will arrange it in 1 week.” Another 
civil servant gives the example of arranging the construction of parking 
spaces on a spot where they are not allowed according to the rules of the 
municipality: “Those citizens are very satisfied. But if you would do that 
by the book, then you would need to start this whole procedure.” This 
finding harks back to a study on the loyalties of different types of Dutch 
administrators:

Client loyalty seems to play a large role in the loyalty conceptions of street-
level administrators, whereas loyalty to stakeholders in the policy field (the 
equivalent of client loyalty for top level administrators) plays a small role in the 
loyalty conceptions of top administrators. (De Graaf, 2011, p. 15)

And a conclusion of the earlier mentioned study in Denmark on value 
conflicts: “Public managers in regulative/administrative organizations 
think that rule abidance and balancing interests are more important, 
whereas public managers in service delivery organizations score higher on 
professionalism and user focus” (Bøgh Andersen, Beck Jørgensen, Mette 
Kjeldsen, Holm Pedersen, & Vrangbæk, 2012, p. 723).
Proper versus responsive governance: In the municipality, proper gover-
nance also conflicts with responsive governance—partly because one can-
not be open about certain issues where the law prohibits it. More important, 
however, is the conflict between participation and lawfulness. Getting citi-
zens involved and hearing what their opinion is might result in the fact that 
one has to choose between implementing general and lawful policy which 
was established by the city council (vertical democracy) or doing what 
citizens want you to do (horizontal democracy):
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The city council is the representation of the people and when you start a 
participation process, a conflict can arise that leads to a situation in which you 
have to choose: are we going to follow the general policy or are we going to 
follow the wishes of this specific neighborhood?

A similar conflict was found in Bøgh Andersen et al. (2012) in Denmark:

In a similar vein, the negative correlation between “rule abidance” and “user 
focus” (implying a value conflict between hierarchy and market) also makes 
sense as satisfying users’ needs will often put public managers in a dilemma 
between (narrow) individual concerns and broader structural elements 
(exemplified by the plights and prerogatives which rules imply). (p. 723)

Responsive versus performing governance: Being responsive from time 
to time also conflicts with achieving results. Respondents notice first of 
all how accountability conflicts with efficiency. Sometimes the quest for 
accountability leads to inefficient procedures. On other occasions, civil 
servants decide to skip a form of accountability to save time that they 
can use to help another client. Second, transparency and effectiveness 
often conflict in the municipality. Sometimes it seems to be in the inter-
est of the municipality not to make something public or to be completely 
open, but these are tough decisions to make. “I might be too open some-
times. Because if you are too open, that can sometimes harm the quality 
of the decision-making process in the interest of the municipality.” 
Finally, respondents argue that they have to make choices between an 
efficient decision-making process and allowing everyone to participate 
in the process. Moreover, doing the latter might also result in less effec-
tive policy as the process results in a consensus that nobody can really 
work with: “I believe that I’m doing things which I doubt are really 
effective.”

Three more conflicts were mentioned. First of all, a traditional value con-
flict between effectiveness and efficiency is provided: The pressure on civil 
servants to be more efficient can conflict with their views on how to do their 
job in an effective manner. “Efficiency can be at the expense of a careful 
handling of a specific case . . . There’s quite some pressure from the rest of 
the organization. We often hear others argue ‘you are always so careful.’” 
This is in line with earlier findings of Bøgh Andersen et al. (2012): “Once the 
budgeted resources are used, the public service provider faces a serious 
dilemma of either skimming on services or not being able to keep the budget” 
(p. 723). Second, two values that can both be seen as translations of 
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responsive governance can conflict with each other: Stimulating participation 
might not always lead to more legitimacy. In the end, it can be difficult to 
ensure that a decision has widespread support in society when one asks citi-
zens to participate in decision making. Finally, while client managers (as 
noted in the study) believe lawfulness is of the highest importance, they do 
sometimes feel that it conflicts with their own idea of fairness. This troubles 
them on a personal level.

Value Conflicts in the Hospital

Compared with the municipality, less value conflicts were mentioned in the 
case of the hospital (see Figure 2). This might have to do with the semi-public 
character of the hospital. Acting in a proper manner and being responsive to 
society are expected from both a municipality and a hospital, but are of less 
importance in the daily work of the latter. Instead, work in the hospital is all 
about treating patients in a professional manner. Most of the value conflicts 
that occur thus entail a conflict in which the effectiveness or efficiency of the 
treatment of patients is at stake.

A first important value conflict, experienced primarily by middle manag-
ers and nurses, is between effectiveness and efficiency. As we saw in the 
municipality, the pressure to save money or time, can conflict with one’s 

Figure 2.  Number of particular value conflicts in the hospital.
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ideas on doing a careful job. In the eyes of some, the conflict between effi-
ciency and effectiveness is primarily hypothetical. In the eyes of others it 
already occurs: “Then we have to compromise on the quality of our care . . . 
Too few nurses while there are too many patients.” Having enough time for 
high-quality care can also conflict with demands for accountability. It is 
mostly doctors who find both things important, but feel that the demand for 
accountability sometimes is at the expense of their time for delivering good 
care. “You used to write things down in a file and then you were done within 
10 minutes. Now you are writing for almost half an hour for just one patient. 
That starts to become excessive.”

Another conflict—which is experienced by almost all respondents—is 
between transparency and effectiveness. Doctors and nurses find it impor-
tant to be open to patients and their relatives, but also have to take into 
account whether this can damage the effectiveness of their treatment when 
their message might cause too much upset. On the level of the hospital as 
an institution, too, transparency and effectiveness conflict. Should the hos-
pital be open about things that have gone wrong or should it save its reputa-
tion: “I don’t want to have any trouble, so I’d rather choose the safe way 
out. But that leads to discussion with our medical staff because they do not 
necessarily agree.”

In the process of delivering care, the participation of patients has 
become more and more important. Most respondents applaud this develop-
ment, but in some situations, they feel that participation conflicts with 
their professionalism. The wishes of a patient might not always be what 
the doctor or nurse believes to be the best course of action. Finally, follow-
ing procedures strictly is good in general, but can sometimes conflict with 
providing the best and most effective treatment. Sometimes because the 
procedures prescribe actions that are not the optimal solution for the spe-
cific case, on other occasions because the prescribed actions take a lot of 
time: “Officially only the doctor can request such an examination. By now, 
I regularly just do it myself. And most of the time, that is applauded 
afterwards.”

Coping Strategies

A number of coping strategies can be found in both organizations. In the 
municipality, client managers try to cope with the conflicts that have to do 
with lawfulness by using a bias for the rules. They usually first ask them-
selves whether the rules allow them to do something. This approach prevents 
them from having to think about the effectiveness, efficiency, or fairness of 
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their actions. “Sometimes you have cases in which, even if you did want to 
do something, you just cannot do it”; “Look, higher up they can make excep-
tions from time to time. We just cannot do that.” This is sharply contrasted by 
the way some neighborhood managers deal with cases: “A colleague of my 
often asks whether it is something important, whether residents want it. If 
they do, we will just do it.”

This difference might also be caused by the firewalls that have been cre-
ated on an organizational level. The demand for responsive governance (and 
the attention to values like participation and transparency) is relatively new 
and has, in The Netherlands, led to initiatives such as the introduction of 
neighborhood managers (Peeters, Van der Steen, & Van Twist, 2010). These 
civil servants therefore feel like the guardians of responsive values such as 
participation and legitimacy. However, they function in an organization 
where other departments are not judged by their responsiveness. Instead, it 
is the job of—for instance—permit enforcers to make sure that people 
adhere to the conditions that are listed in their permit. The idea of proper 
governance (and especially lawfulness) is thus of huge importance in such a 
department. As is also shown in the value profiles we found, the firewalls in 
an organization thus influence the values that are found important in various 
departments. Although a firewall like this makes it easy for those in the 
departments to state what their objective is, it results in conflicts in particu-
lar cases in which both the inspector and the neighborhood manager are 
involved.

On an individual level, the coping strategy that we found in such cases is 
“escalating”: When one department wants to do things by the book and the 
other wants to be responsive toward the citizens, the middle managers or the 
executives need to make the final decision. As one neighborhood manager 
reports,

There are plenty of moments that we say to each other “we are not going to 
reach an agreement here. You do not want me to do what I believe needs to 
be done, so we go to a higher level.” So then it goes to the manager or the 
alderman.

In the hospital, nurses also try to cope with conflict situations by emphasiz-
ing the importance of rules. It creates a feeling of safety as you cannot be 
blamed for following the rules. A bias for rules might however mean that value 
conflicts are neglected, which can lead to lower effectiveness: “Nurses prefer 
to follow the rules . . . You get to hear quite frequently: ‘Yes, but protocol tells 
me to do this?!’ But did you then also look at . . . And that is quality.” Doctors 

 at Vrije Universiteit 34820 on May 21, 2014aas.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://aas.sagepub.com/


de Graaf et al.	 21

believe strongly that every case needs to be judged on its own merits. In con-
trast with bias, using “casuistry” as a coping strategy ensures that one can 
always look for the “best” solution in each case. However, looking at the con-
text of the municipality, it also entails the risk that it becomes less clear for 
citizens what they can expect from their local government as two civil ser-
vants might judge differently about a similar case. Moreover, using “casu-
istry” as a coping mechanism is more demanding for the professionals than 
using bias. They will have to address the value conflict for every single case. 
To deal with these issues, “casuistry” is often combined with “support.” 
Doctors and nurses seek support from their colleagues when they come across 
a situation in which they find it hard to tell what the best solution is. Similarly, 
executive directors seek “support” from colleagues or their supervisory board 
when they try to come to a future strategy for the hospital.

Conclusion and Discussion

While governance codes try to formulate the meaning of good governance by 
listing a number of desirable public values, this study confirms the idea that 
these values can and do conflict in reality. Neighborhood managers, counsel-
ors, inspectors, doctors, nurses, middle managers, and executive directors all 
experience situations in which various values—which are in themselves 
desirable—conflict. Which values they find most important (as shown in the 
value profiles in this study) and which value conflicts they experience, is to a 
large extent influenced by the context of their specific job. Some values are 
however more present in the perceived value conflicts. In the municipality, 
respondents struggle with the extent to which lawfulness is an absolute value: 
Is it “good” governance to bend rules for the sake of effectiveness, efficiency, 
or participation? And what is more important: The effectiveness of policy and 
efficiency of policy processes or transparency and accountability toward the 
public and a participation process in which all actors are involved? These 
public values are incommensurable. Middle managers and their personnel in 
both the municipality and the hospital struggle with the current pressure on 
efficiency: Saving time and money is desirable, but what to do if you feel the 
pressure for more efficiency damages the quality of your work? In the hospi-
tal, respondents throughout the organization also struggle with the conflict 
between the effectiveness of their care or the hospital in general and the 
importance of transparency and accountability: Is it “good” governance to be 
less transparent and pay less time to accountability processes if you believe it 
ensures better care for patients?
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Some of the conflicts found here were described by Lipsky (1980). But 
some new value conflicts were also identified. The demand for responsive 
governance can conflict with ideas about proper and performing governance. 
Moreover, the current pressure on budgets and the need to work in a more 
efficient manner seems to make conflict concerning efficiency more promi-
nent and intense. As it is unlikely this pressure will fade away in the near 
future, it is interesting to look at the various ways public administrators cope 
with these value conflicts.

This study distinguishes empirically two patterns of coping strategies. 
The first pattern starts with firewalls on an institutional level: Various 
departments are given the responsibility of pursuing the realization of dif-
ferent values (resulting in differences between the value profiles of employ-
ees in the different departments). This makes it easy for those in the 
departments as it is clear to them what they have to do, possibly because of 
a bias. However, in particular cases in which the various departments are all 
involved, the value conflict can resurface. This leads to an individual cop-
ing strategy called “escalating” here: The conflict returns to higher levels in 
the organization.

In the second pattern, the different values are not separated institutionally. 
Instead, it is left to the professional to come to a good solution in specific 
cases. The professional turns to “casuistry,” which allows for an optimal 
solution to be found in every case. As this puts more pressure on the profes-
sional, this strategy is combined with “support”: administrators ideally share 
their dilemmas with colleagues and find out whether there is support for their 
preferred course of action.

Case studies—as conducted here—offer the advantage of studying phe-
nomenon within their context. The disadvantage is that they do not allow 
for statistical generalization. Eisenhardt and Graebner (Eisenhardt, 1989; 
Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007) argue that case study research does allow 
for theoretical and analytical generalization. The purpose of the within-
case analysis was to study the case as a unique entity which “allows the 
unique patterns of each case to emerge before investigators push to gener-
alize patterns across cases” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 540). Future research in 
other public institutions comparing our findings, and more quantitative 
research which makes statistical generalizability possible, would be inter-
esting. Also, given the fact that this specific study was conducted in the 
Netherlands only, generalizability of the results to other countries and cul-
tural spheres is limited. It would be interesting to conduct a cross-country 
value comparison.
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Appendix

Factor Matrix of the 34 Respondents With Their Loadings on 
the Six Factors, With an X as Identification of a “Defining Sort.”

Loadings

Respondents A B C D E F

Respondents case municipality
    1. MM/neighborhood −0.09 0.18 0.10 −0.51 0.11 0.22
    2. NM −0.05 −0.06 0.86X −0.01 0.45 0.06
    3. NM 0.38 0.10 0.82X −0.09 −0.01 −0.00
    4. NM −0.14 0.14 0.89X −0.08 −0.20 −0.06
    5. NM 0.12 −0.41 0.45 −0.60 0.42 0.16
    6. MM/permits 0.21 0.74X −0.22 −0.29 −0.04 −0.26
    7. PI 0.21 0.92X 0.02 −0.00 0.04 −0.04
    8. PI 0.49 −0.28 0.03 0.04 0.55 0.08
    9. PI 0.48 0.32 0.31 −0.04 0.64 0.28
  10. PI 0.81X 0.23 0.10 0.22 0.14 0.06
  11. MM/neighborhood 0.63X 0.10 −0.25 0.07 −0.17 0.14
  12. Governor 0.56 0.14 −0.06 −0.53 0.41 −0.41
  13. MM/permits 0.03 0.01 −0.13 0.87X −0.21 −0.31
  14. Governor 0.03 0.54 0.12 0.00 0.21 0.55
  15. SSC −0.09 0.16 0.10 0.22 0.40 −0.70X
  16. SSC 0.27 0.10 0.50 0.51 0.29 0.15
  17. SSC 0.32 0.65X −0.04 0.09 0.51 0.09
  18. SSC 0.83X 0.25 −0.04 0.04 0.03 0.16
Respondents case hospital
  19. Nurse −0.37 −0.14 0.19 0.40 0.73X −0.21
  20. MM 0.13 0.32 −0.64X 0.43 −0.09 0.14
  21. MM −0.15 −0.15 −0.09 0.77X −0.01 0.52
  22. Staff 0.18 −0.03 0.33 0.14 0.69X 0.39
  23. Governor −0.06 0.04 0.10 −0.32 0.84X 0.11
  24. Specialist 0.21 0.16 0.31 0.27 0.86X −0.13
  25. MM 0.46 −0.23 −0.06 0.55 0.34 0.30
  26. MM 0.19 0.04 −0.06 0.57 0.45 0.12
  27. Governor 0.41 0.19 0.32 0.15 0.32 0.76X
  28. Specialist 0.61 0.08 0.24 0.58 0.46 −0.03
  29. Staff 0.11 0.36 −0.57 0.54 0.35 −0.09
  30. Governor 0.80X 0.10 0.15 −0.16 0.56 0.11
  31. Staff −0.04 −0.09 0.87X −0.09 0.32 0.28
  32. Governor 0.41 −0.28 0.09 −0.15 0.23 0.75X
  33. Specialist −0.19 −0.42 0.68 0.18 0.47 0.28
  34. Nurse 0.20 0.20 −0.10 −0.27 0.80X −0.00
% explained variance. 15 10 16 14 19 10

Note. SSC = social security counselors; PI = permit inspectors; MM = middle-management; NM = neighbor-
hood managers.
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