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Vorwort 
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An erster Stelle gilt mein besonderer Dank Prof. Dr. Rick Vogel, der stets meine Ideen und 

damit meine wissenschaftliche Entwicklung unterstützt und gefördert hat, indem er mir mit 

seinem Rat und Kritik immer zur Seite stand und mir dabei die nötige Freiheit ließ. Ich be-

trachte es als ein großes Privileg bei ihm und von ihm gelernt zu haben. Des Weiteren möchte 

ich Prof. Dr. Georg Krücken und Dr. Tim Seidenschnur für die wertvolle Zusammenarbeit 

während der letzten dreieinhalb Jahre danken. Unsere Zusammenarbeit, gemeinsame Präsen-

tationen auf Konferenzen und die Diskussionen bei Projekttreffen haben ebenso einen großen 

Anteil am Gelingen dieser Arbeit. Ich möchte auch meinem Zweitbetreuer Prof. Dr. Daniel 

Geiger danken. Die Gespräche über qualitative Forschung und Kreativität waren inspirierend 

und haben mir sehr geholfen. Auch Tanja Giba möchte ich meinen herzlichen Dank ausspre-

chen. Ihre geduldige und moralische Unterstützung und das Korrekturlesen waren immer eine 

große Erleichterung. Des Weiteren möchte ich allen meinen geschätzten Kolleginnen und 

Kollegen danken, es war schön, ein Teil des Teams zu sein und während der Kaffee- und 

Teepausen viel gelacht zu haben. 
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Zusammenfassung 

Die kumulative Dissertation „Legitimation von Unternehmensberatung im institutionellen 

Kontext der öffentlichen Verwaltung“ erforscht Legitimierungsprozesse und -bedingungen 

von Unternehmensberatern1 in der öffentlichen Verwaltung. Da Berater ihre Beratungskom-

petenz unter Beweis stellen müssen und zudem in der öffentlichen Verwaltung außerhalb ih-

res angestammten institutionellen Feldes agieren, sind sie auf Zuschreibungen von Legitimität 

durch öffentliche Auftraggeber angewiesen, um als legitime Akteure in Reformprozessen an-

erkannt zu werden. Wie Unternehmensberater mit solchen institutionellen Brüchen umgehen, 

ist bis heute wenig bekannt. 

Die bisherige Beratungsforschung untersuchte vor allem Legitimation durch Beratung, d. h. 

Unternehmensberatung wurde vorwiegend als legitimatorische Ressource für die Einführung 

neuer Praktiken oder die Rechtfertigung bereits getroffener Entscheidungen betrachtet. In 

dieser Dissertation wird eine andere Perspektive gewählt und Legitimation von Beratern un-

tersucht. Dabei spielen institutionelle Wirkungsmechanismen in der öffentlichen Verwaltung 

eine große Rolle. Unter Anwendung eines qualitativen Forschungsdesigns und des theoreti-

schen Ansatzes der institutionellen Logiken werden die besonderen Legitimierungsbemühun-

gen und Handlungsmöglichkeiten von Unternehmensberatern erforscht. Es wird argumentiert, 

dass konkurrierende institutionelle Logiken Widersprüche und Uneindeutigkeiten auf der 

Mikro-Ebene erzeugen und damit Handlungsspielräume und Interpretationsmöglichkeiten für 

Unternehmensberater in der öffentlichen Verwaltung eröffnen, um sich in eigener Sache Legi-

timation zu erarbeiten. 

Im institutionellen Kontext der öffentlichen Verwaltung werden die besonderen Legitimie-

rungsprobleme, die sich aufgrund des starken Kontrastempfindens von Beratern in Beratungs-

interventionen mit Klienten ergeben, ergründet und Legitimierungsstrategien aufgezeigt. In-

dem erforscht wird, wie Berater institutionelle Logiken übersetzen und institutionelle Wider-

sprüche und Leerstellen innerhalb der öffentlichen Verwaltung auf der Mikro-Ebene für sich 

nutzen, wird zur theoretischen Mikro-Fundierung institutioneller Logiken beigetragen. Die 

Ergebnisse dieser Arbeit eröffnen ein differenzierteres Bild von Unternehmensberatern in der 

öffentlichen Verwaltung als es die bisherige Forschung zeigt.  

 

1 Aus Gründen der besseren Lesbarkeit wird nur eine Geschlechtsform gewählt. Gleichwohl beziehen sich alle 
Angaben auf alle Geschlechter. Sämtliche Rollenbezeichnungen wie „Berater“ oder „Klient“ werden ge-

schlechtsneutral verwendet. 
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Summary 

The cumulative dissertation “Legitimation of Management Consultancy in the Institutional 

Context of Public Administration” explores the legitimization processes and conditions of 

management consultants2 in public administration. Since consultants have to demonstrate 

their consulting competence while acting outside their original institutional field, i.e. in public 

administration, they depend on legitimacy ascriptions by public clients in order to be accepted 

as legitimate actors in reform processes. How management consultants deal with such institu-

tional breaches has not been thoroughly explored yet. 

Previous research on consulting mainly examined legitimacy through consultation, i.e. busi-

ness consultancy was primarily regarded as a legitimizing resource to introduce new practices 

or to justify decisions already made by clients. This dissertation adopts another perspective 

and explores the legitimation of consultancy. In this context, institutional mechanisms play an 

important role in public administration. Using a qualitative research design and the neo-

institutionalist approach of institutional logics, legitimization efforts and action possibilities 

of management consultants are explored. The dissertation argues that competing institutional 

logics create institutional contradictions and ambiguities at the micro level, and hence provide 

room for maneuver and interpretation options for management consultants in order to legiti-

mize themselves. 

This dissertation investigates the legitimization problems resulting from consultants’ percep-

tion of contrast in consulting interventions with clients and identifies legitimization strategies 

of consultants. By studying how consultants translate institutional logics and exploit institu-

tional contradictions and gaps at the micro level in public administration, this dissertation 

contributes to the theoretical micro-foundation of institutional logics. The results of this study 

provide a more nuanced picture of management consultants in public administration than pre-

vious research suggests. 

 

2 For better legibility, formulations with one gender are used in this dissertation. Nevertheless, references always 

include all genders. All role descriptions, such as “consultant” and “client”, are used in a gender-neutral form.  
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Synopsis 

Einleitung 

Der öffentliche Sektor in Deutschland befindet sich seit drei Jahrzenten in einem tiefgreifen-

den Transformations- und Modernisierungsprozess. Das zeigt sich z. B. an Reformen im Zuge 

des New Public Managements (NPM) (Dunleavy und Hood 1994; Hood 1991; Vogel 2006), 

das im deutschsprachigen Raum auch unter dem Begriff des Neuen Steuerungsmodells 

(NSM) (KGSt 1993) bekannt geworden ist, an der Öffnung der Verwaltung unter dem Leit-

bild einer New Public Governance (NPG) (Osborne 2006; 2010) oder an der neuen Ära der 

Digitalisierung mit noch nicht vollständig absehbaren Umbrüchen (Dunleavy et al. 2006). 

Solche Transformationsprozesse und die damit einhergehende Institutionalisierung von neuen 

Managementkonzepten und -prozessen verlaufen keineswegs immer stetig und reibungslos, 

wie es am Beispiel des New Public Managements ersichtlich ist (Vogel 2009; 2012). Viel-

mehr stellen sie den öffentlichen Sektor vor große Herausforderungen.  

Vor diesem Hintergrund ist es nicht verwunderlich, dass sich der Rückgriff auf externe Bera-

tungsdienstleistungen im öffentlichen Sektor fest etabliert hat (Kipping 2002; Kipping und 

Saint-Martin 2005); sei es, um externes Managementwissen in die Organisation zu diffundie-

ren, neue Geschäftsprozesse zu implementieren oder eigene Ressourcenengpässe zu kompen-

sieren (Momani und Khirfan 2013). Unternehmensberater spielen daher eine wichtige Rolle in 

vielen Reformprozessen der öffentlichen Verwaltung. In der wissenschaftlichen Literatur wird 

ihnen daher auch die Rolle von Multiplikatoren zugeschrieben, die managerielles Wissen und 

Methoden in den und innerhalb des öffentlichen Sektors diffundieren (Christensen 2005; Pol-

litt 1996; Saint-Martin 1998; 2000).  

Innerhalb der kritischen Beratungsforschung (critical consulting; z. B. Clark und Fincham 

2002) wurden Unternehmensberater u. a. als „whores in pinstripes“ (Jackall 1988), als „mer-

chants of meaning“ (Czarniawska-Joerges 1990), als „esoteric experts“ und „traders in trou-

ble“ (Alvesson und Johansson 2002) oder auch als „management fashion setters“ (Abraham-

son 1996; Clark 1994) diskutiert. Einige Wissenschaftler warnen sogar vor Abhängigkeiten 

aufgrund der Beauftragung externer Unternehmensberatung: „Weak managers, allowed to 

commission consultancy work, can all too easily become hooked on what is the management 

equivalent of smoking cannabis“ (Ashford 1998, S. 19). 
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Gerade für den öffentlichen Sektor ergeben sich daraus viele Bedenken über Einflussnahme 

und unsichtbare Dienstleistungen privatwirtschaftlicher Akteure (Speers, 2007). Aus diesem 

Anlass untersuchen Kipping und Saint-Martin (2005) aus einer historisch-marktanalytischen 

Perspektive die Verbreitung von externen Beratungsdienstleistungen im britischen öffentli-

chen Sektor. Die Autoren kommen zu dem Schluss, dass zwar die Inanspruchnahme von Be-

ratungsdienstleistungen im öffentlichen Sektor tatsächlich zugenommen hat, lehnen aber 

überbetonte Bedenken in der Literatur hinsichtlich missbräuchlicher Nutzung bzw. entstehen-

den Abhängigkeiten ab, da entwickelte Kontrollmechanismen der öffentlichen Hand und 

Marktbereinigungsmechanismen zu besserer Qualität und Transparenz auf dem Beratungs-

markt im britischen öffentlichen Sektor geführt hätten (Kipping und Saint-Martin 2005). 

Auch im deutschen öffentlichen Sektor ist die Inanspruchnahme von externen Beratungs-

dienstleistungen fest etabliert. Die Beratungsbranche kann seit Jahren einen wachsenden Be-

ratungsmarkt verzeichnen und inzwischen 9,1 Prozent Marktanteil (2,64 Mrd. EUR) vorwei-

sen (BDU 2017a). In einem Interview mit dem Bundesverband Deutscher Unternehmensbera-

ter e. V. (BDU) erklärt beispielsweise Roland Berger die Bedeutung des öffentlichen Sektors 

und die Veränderung der Beratungsbranche: „Heute engagieren Öffentliche Auftraggeber […] 

regelmäßig mehrere Beratungsunternehmen nebeneinander je nach Reputation, kognitivem 

Know-how und persönlicher Glaubwürdigkeit. Die Beratungswelt hat sich diesbezüglich ge-

ändert und ist sehr kompetitiv geworden“ (BDU 2017b).  

Dennoch stellt die neuere Forschung über Unternehmensberatung ein tendenziell schlechtes 

Image von Beratung im öffentlichen Sektor fest. In ihrer qualitativen Studie führen Armbrüs-

ter und Kollegen (2010) das schlechte Image von Unternehmensberatung auf Legitimierungs-

probleme zurück, die aufgrund von privatwirtschaftlichen Praktiken und der Gewinnerzie-

lungslogik von Unternehmensberatungen bei Klienten in der öffentlichen Verwaltung hervor-

gerufen werden. In einer vergleichenden Studie in Frankreich, Großbritannien und Deutsch-

land zeigen auch Serrano-Velarde und Krücken (2012), wie Unternehmensberater in öffentli-

chen Universitäten aufgrund institutioneller Unterschiede zur Privatwirtschaft Legitimie-

rungsprobleme haben. Durch den Wechsel aus dem privatwirtschaftlichen in den öffentlichen 

Sektor werden Unternehmensberater offensichtlich mit anderen Denkmustern, Praktiken und 

Normen konfrontiert.  

Um die Verbreitung und Etablierung von Unternehmensberatung außerhalb ihres angestamm-

ten institutionellen Feldes der Privatwirtschaft zu erklären, beschäftigt sich diese Dissertation 
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mit der Frage: Wie erlangen Unternehmensberater im institutionellen Kontext der öffentlichen 

Verwaltung Legitimation?  

Zwar wurde in der bisherigen Beratungsforschung Legitimation erforscht, jedoch hat sich die 

Forschung vor allem mit der Legitimation durch Beratung beschäftigt (Bouwmeester und van 

Werven 2011; Ernst und Kieser 2002; Faust 1998; Sturdy u.a. 2009). Die umgekehrte Per-

spektive – Legitimation von Beratung – verdient mehr Aufmerksamkeit, um einerseits die 

besonderen institutionellen Legitimierungsbedingungen des öffentlichen Sektors zu ergründen 

und andererseits die Handlungsoptionen und -strategien von Unternehmensberatern zur Ak-

zeptanzsicherung in eigener Sache zu erforschen.  

Die Synopsis ist wie folgt aufgebaut: Nachdem bereits in das Thema der vorliegenden Disser-

tation eingeführt und die übergreifende Fragestellung dieser Dissertation formuliert wurde, 

wird im nächsten Kapitel der theoretische Rahmen vorgestellt, der die Verbindung zwischen 

dem institutionellen Kontext öffentlicher Verwaltung und der Legitimationsnotwendigkeit 

von Managementberatern beschreibt. Anschließend werden die vier Einzelbeiträge dieser ku-

mulativen Dissertation rekapituliert und ihre Beiträge in Bezug auf die übergreifende Frage-

stellung zusammengefasst. Nach der Synthese der einzelnen Artikel werden offene Fragen 

und Möglichkeiten für weitere Forschung aufgezeigt.   

Theoretischer Rahmen 

Institutionelle Logiken 

Friedland und Alford (1991) definieren fünf große Glaubenssysteme in modernen westlichen 

Gesellschaften: Markt, Staat, Familie, Religion und Demokratie. Jedes dieser institutionellen 

Systeme besitzt eine zentrale Logik, die ihre eigenen organisationalen Prinzipien hervorbringt 

und soziale Akteure mit Motiven, Symbolen und Bedeutungen ausstattet. Diese Logiken kön-

nen in Konkurrenz zueinanderstehen und dadurch Widersprüche und Uneindeutigkeiten für 

soziale Akteure erzeugen. Während Friedland und Alford (1991) in ihrer Definition vor allem 

die symbolische Perspektive betonen und institutionelle Widersprüche in ihrer Arbeit themati-

sieren, entwickelt Jackall (1988) ein normatives Verständnis institutioneller Logiken, indem 

er sie als Sets betrachtet, die Regeln und Sanktionen in einem bestimmten institutionellen 

Kontext festlegen. Sie entscheiden darüber, welches Verhalten als angemessen und richtig 

erachtet wird. 
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Aufbauend auf Jackalls (1988) und Friedlands und Alfords (1991) theoretischen Überlegung-

en entwickeln Thornton und Ocasio (2008) die Theorie institutioneller Logiken weiter und 

definieren diese Logiken als “the socially constructed, historical patterns of material practic-

es, assumptions, values, beliefs, and rules by which individuals produce and reproduce their 

material subsistence, organize time and space, and provide meaning to their social reality” 

(Thornton und Ocasio 1999, S. 804). Damit vereinen Thornton und Ocasio in ihrer Definition 

strukturelle, symbolische und normative Dimensionen von Institutionen (vgl. die regulative, 

normative und kognitive Säule von Institutionen bei Scott 1995).  

Innerhalb der neo-institutionalistischen Theorie schlägt der theoretische Ansatz institutionel-

ler Logiken (Thornton und Ocasio 2008) damit eine Brücke zwischen der strukturellen Per-

spektive auf der Makro-Ebene (Meyer und Rowan 1977; DiMaggio und Powell 1983) und der 

prozessualen Perspektive auf der Mikro-Ebene (Zucker 1977). Denn soziale Akteure werden 

nicht nur mit institutionalisierten Symbolen, Praktiken und Regeln ausgestattet, sondern kön-

nen diese auf der Mikro-Ebene weiterentwickeln, verändern oder im eigenen Interesse einset-

zen (Friedland und Alford 1991, S. 248, 251-252; Thornton und Ocasio 2008, S. 103).  

Thornton und Ocasio (2008) argumentieren, dass die Art und Weise, wie institutionelle Logi-

ken auf Individuen und Organisationen wirken, damit zusammenhängt, wie sich diese mit der 

kollektiven Identität3 einer sozialen Gruppe, Organisation, Profession oder einer bestimmten 

Branche identifizieren. Eine kollektive Identität entsteht aus einer gemeinsamen kognitiven, 

normativen und emotionalen Erfahrung basierend auf einer wahrgenommenen gleichen Lage 

der Mitglieder einer sozialen Gruppe (Thornton und Ocasio 2008, S. 111). Individuen sind 

multiple Mitglieder solcher sozialen Gruppen mit kollektiven Identitäten, denkt man z. B. an 

bestimmte Berufsgruppen, Verbände ethnischer Gruppen, Frauenverbände, Gewerkschaften 

und viele andere Organisationen. Soziale Interaktion und Kommunikation zwischen den ein-

zelnen Mitgliedern einer sozialen Gruppe ist eine wichtige Basis für die Herausbildung sol-

cher kollektiven Identitäten (White 1992).  

 

3 In ihrem Beitrag Institutional Logics sprechen Thornton und Ocasio (2008) zunächst im Allgemeinen von kol-

lektiven Identitäten und beziehen sich u. a. auf die Arbeiten von Tajfel und Turner (1986) sowie March und 

Olsen (1989). Später werden die Autoren in ihrem Buch The Institutional Logics Perspective (Thornton, Ocasio 

und Lounsbury 2012) konkreter und sprechen von  sozialen Identitäten, die einerseits aus einer Mitgliedschaft 

und dem damit verbundenen Kategorisierungsprozess innerhalb einer sozialen Gruppe entstehen können (Tejfel 

und Turner 1986, Hogg und Abrams 1988), oder im Sinne einer Identifikation mit sozialen Rollen, die maßgeb-

lich die Beziehungen von Individuen und damit Identitäten innerhalb der Gesellschaft formen (Burke und Tully 

1977; Stryker 1968; 1980). 
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Bei der Entwicklung eines Modells zur Mikro-Fundierung institutioneller Logiken (Abb. 1) 

theoretisieren Thornton, Ocasio und Lounsbury (2012), dass Individuen durch unterschiedli-

che, zugleich geltende Referenzrahmen aufgrund konkurrierender Logiken multiple soziale 

Identitäten sowie unterschiedliche Ziele und Schemata ausbilden, aktivieren und in sozialen 

Prozessen aushandeln können. Gerade Widersprüche und Doppeldeutigkeiten aufgrund über-

lappender oder konkurrierender institutioneller Logiken geben Individuen und Organisationen 

die Notwendigkeit und zugleich die Möglichkeit, institutionalisierte Praktiken, Routinen und 

Annahmen (neu) zu verhandeln und damit einen institutionellen Wandel zu begünstigen 

(Thornton, Ocasio und Lounsbury 2012). Im theoretischen Ansatz der institutionellen Logi-

ken wird damit eine Grundannahme der „embedded agency“ postuliert (Battilana, 2006; Gre-

enwood und Suddaby 2006; Seo und Creed 2002; Thornton und Ocasio 2008).  

Abb.1: Mikro-Fundierung der institutiobnellen Logiken 

Quelle: Thornton, Ocasio und Lounsbury 2012, S. 85 

Die Perspektive der institutionellen Logiken erlaubt somit, die Gesellschaft als ein inter-

institutionelles System zu verstehen, was auch voraussetzt, dass die institutionelle Ordnung 

aus modularen und zerlegbaren Elementen besteht (Thornton, Ocasio und Lounsbury 2012). 

Die Eigenschaft der Zerlegbarkeit von institutionellen Logiken ermöglicht auch das theoreti-

sche Erfassen der fragmentierten und widersprüchlichen Eigenarten kultureller Einflüsse in 

einem bestimmten institutionellen Kontext, in dem soziale Akteure aktiv verschiedene Ele-

mente institutioneller Logiken quer durch und innerhalb institutioneller Systeme diffundieren 

können (Thornton und Ocasio 2008). 
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Jedoch gibt es bislang wenige empirische Arbeiten dazu, wie diese sozialen Mechanismen auf 

der Mikro-Ebene ablaufen. Erst die jüngere Forschung beschäftigt sich verstärkt mit Akteurs-

strategien im Umgang mit institutionellen Widersprüchen aufgrund konkurrierender instituti-

oneller Logiken (Greenwood et al. 2011; McPherson und Sauder 2013; Pache und Santos 

2010; 2013a; 2013b). In der Beratungsforschung gibt es bis jetzt wenige empirische Arbeiten, 

die die Wirkungsweise institutioneller Logiken auf die legitime Konstitution von Unterneh-

mensberatern untersuchen (z. B. Krücken und Serrano-Velarde 2016; Seidenschnur und Krü-

cken (im Erscheinen); Serrano-Velarde und Krücken 2012).  

Konkurrierende Logiken in der öffentlichen Verwaltung 

Managementberater agieren in der öffentlichen Verwaltung in einem institutionellen Kontext, 

der in unverkennbarem Kontrast zur privatwirtschaftlichen Gewinnerzielungslogik von Bera-

tungsunternehmen und ihren herkömmlichen Klientenorganisationen steht. Der gemeinwohl-

orientierte Auftrag der öffentlichen Verwaltung verdeutlicht wohl am prägnantesten den un-

terschiedlichen Handlungsraum und die Legitimierungssphäre, in dem bzw. in der sich Unter-

nehmensberater beweisen müssen.  

Diese institutionelle Komplexität der öffentlichen Verwaltung bedingt institutionelle Wider-

sprüche und Uneindeutigkeiten auf der Mikro-Ebene, welche Ansprüche, Maßnahmen und 

Praktiken angebracht sind. Je nach Fachbereich der öffentlichen Verwaltung können wiede-

rum unterschiedliche institutionelle Logiken wirksam werden. Daher konzentriert sich diese 

Dissertation auf die Kernverwaltung auf der kommunalen, der Landes- und der Bundesebene. 

Es werden die legalistisch-bürokratische und die managerielle Logik, die einen besonders 

großen Kontrast bilden und in Beratungsprozessen in Konkurrenz zueinanderstehen, gegen-

übergestellt, um Legitimationsbedingungen und -prozesse von Unternehmensberatern exemp-

larisch abbilden zu können.  

In den kontinentaleuropäischen Rechtsstaaten hat vor allem die legalistisch-bürokratische 

Logik eine historische Persistenz. Sie beruht auf Werten, wie z. B. Legalität, politische Neut-

ralität, Gleichheit, Loyalität, Sicherheit, Stabilität und ist dem Allgemeinwohl gewidmet 

(Meyer et al. 2014). Im Zuge von Verwaltungsreformen unter dem Leitbild des NPM, das im 

deutschen Raum vor allem unter dem Begriff des NSM (KGSt, 1993) Anklang fand, wurde 

eine neue managerielle Logik in den öffentlichen Sektor diffundiert. Unternehmensberater 

waren in dieser Phase zwar nicht die alleinigen Akteure, jedoch wichtige Multiplikatoren in 
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der Diffusion der manageriellen Logik (Vogel 2009; 2012). Die managerielle Logik beruht 

auf ökonomisch-kausalen Mittel-Ziel-Beziehungen und umfasst u. a. Kernwerte, wie z. B. 

Ergebnisorientiertheit, Effizienz und Effektivität (Meyer et al. 2014).  

Aufgrund dieser konkurrierenden institutionellen Logiken entstehen somit institutionelle Wi-

dersprüche, Doppeldeutigkeiten und Unsicherheiten in der Annahme, was einen „guten“ Be-

rater ausmacht, ab wann eine Beratung als erfolgreich gilt und welche Praktiken angemessen 

und angebracht sind, um erwünschte Beratungsergebnisse zu erzielen.  

Legitimität und ihre Zuschreibung 

Als externe Akteure müssen Unternehmensberater ihr Expertenwissen und die Wirksamkeit 

ihrer Dienstleistung unter Beweis stellen und öffentliche Auftraggeber überzeugen (Corcoran 

und McLean 1998). Hinzu kommt, dass Unternehmensberater in der öffentlichen Verwaltung 

in einem besonderen institutionellen Kontext agieren, in welchem bestimmte institutionali-

sierte Vorstellungen und Erwartungen existieren und an sie gerichtet werden (Armbrüster, 

Banzhaf und Dingemann 2010). Um Interventionsmöglichkeiten und Glaubwürdigkeit in der 

öffentlichen Verwaltung zu erlangen, sind sie auf die Zuschreibung von Legitimität angewie-

sen. Legitimität stellt somit eine wichtige Währung für Berater dar, um sich als wissensreiche 

Spezialisten in Reformprozessen in der Verwaltung zu präsentieren.  

In der Organisationsforschung gibt es bereits viele Arbeiten, die Legitimation aus unter-

schiedlichen Perspektiven und unterschiedlichem Fokus erforschen und teilweise ihre eigenen 

Definitionen anbieten (vgl. Berger et al. 1998; Bitektine und Haak 2015; Kumar und Das 

2007; Suchman 1995; Zelditch 2001). Suddaby, Bitektine und Haak (2017) weisen darauf hin, 

dass es wichtig ist diese unterschiedlichen Konstitutionen der Legitimität (Tabelle 1) in der 

Organisationsforschung zu differenzieren, um ihre Entstehung und Erscheinungsform ergrün-

den zu können. Die Autoren unterscheiden dabei drei unterschiedliche Betrachtungsweisen 

des Konstrukts der Legitimität in der Literatur: Legitimität als ein Gut, ein Prozess und als 

eine Wahrnehmung4.  

Als ein Gut: Legitimität kann als eine Art Besitz oder Eigentum betrachtet werden, dass man 

haben, gewinnen oder verlieren kann (Suddaby, Bitektine und Haack 2017). Legitimität ent-

 

4 Im Original heißen die Kategorien bei Suddaby, Bitektine und Haack (2017) property, process und perception. 
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steht dabei aus der Übereinstimmung zwischen den Fähigkeiten, Eigenschaften oder Ressour-

cen eines Akteures und den normativen Erwartungen aus der Umwelt. Diese Übereinstim-

mung zwischen den Eigenschaften oder Fähigkeiten des Akteurs und den Erwartungen der 

Anspruchsgruppen gibt gleichzeitig eine Auskunft darüber, wie Legitimität erreicht werden 

kann (Drori und Honig 2013; Suddaby, Bitektine und Haack 2017). Aus dieser konzeptionel-

len Perspektive vertritt Suchman (1995) wohl die bekannteste Definition von Legitimität: 

„Legitimacy is a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desir-

able, proper or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs 

and definitions“ (Suchman 1995, S. 574). Demnach kann Legitimität als Eigentum auch auf 

andere Organisationen oder Akteure übertragen und wiederhergestellt werden. In diesem Zu-

sammenhang diskutieren beispielsweise Suddaby und Kollegen (2017) managerielle oder 

technische Legitimität, die durch Übereinstimmung von Organisations- und Umweltanforde-

rungen erreicht wird, insbesondere durch anerkannte Führungspraktiken oder durch techni-

sche oder professionale Standards. Um Legitimität zu erreichen, können Akteure daher dazu 

neigen, anerkannte Standards und Normen zu befolgen und mimetische Prozesse in einem 

organisationalen Feld zu betreiben (DiMaggio und Powell 1983), den Glauben an ausgewähl-

te Managementpraktiken und damit Rationalitätsmythen zu verbreiten (Meyer und Rowan 

1977). 

Als ein Prozess: Eine andere Perspektive nehmen Organisationsforscher ein, die Legitimität 

als einen Prozess betrachten (Lawrence, Suddaby und Leca 2009; Suddaby and Greenwood 

2005; Zimmerman und Zeitz 2002). Aus dieser Betrachtungsweise ist Legitimität kein Ergeb-

nis einer Übereinstimmung, wie oben beschrieben, sondern viel mehr ein Ergebnis dessen, 

wie diese normative Deckung erreicht wird (Suddaby, Bitektine und Haack 2017). Berger und 

Kollegen (1998) betrachten Legitimität als einen „process by which cultural accounts from a 

larger social framework in which a social entity is nested are construed to explain and sup-

port the existence of that social entity, whether that entity be a group, a structure of inequali-

ty, a position of authority or a social practice“ (Berger et al. 1998, S. 380). Demnach um-

schreibt Legitimität einen sozialen Prozess, innerhalb dessen eine normative Bewertung und 

Zuschreibung eines angebrachten und angemessenen Verhaltens oder wünschenswerter Ei-

genschaften von Akteuren stattfindet. Aus dieser prozessualen Perspektive ist die Entstehung 

der Legitimität, im Gegensatz zur konzeptionellen Auslegung der Legitimität als ein Gut, ein 

dynamischer und iterativer Prozess, der mehrere soziale Ebenen und Interaktionsprozesse 

umfasst (Suddaby, Bitektine und Haack 2017; Suddaby und Greenwood 2005). Aus dieser 
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Perspektive muss Legitimität stetig aufrechterhalten werden und bedarf der Einbindung vieler 

Akteure in unterschiedlichen Interaktionen, da sie aus einem kollektiven Prozess entsteht 

(Berger et al. 1998, S. 380). Um zu erklären, wie Legitimität in sozialen Interaktionen aufge-

baut wird, spielen interessengeleitete Akteure und ihre zweckgerichteten Handlungen eine 

Schlüsselrolle (Suddaby, Bitektine und Haack 2017). Während aus Legitimität als ein Gut auf 

strukturellem Funktionalismus beruht, muss bei der Erforschung der prozessualen Legitimität 

ein konstruktivistisch-interpretativer Ansatz gewählt werden, um zu verstehen, wie sie ent-

steht (Suddaby, Bitektine und Haack 2017). 

Als eine Wahrnehmung: Eine dritte Strömung in der Organisationsforschung betrachtet Legi-

timität als eine Wahrnehmung bzw. Wertung der Angemessenheit und Richtigkeit einer Pra-

xis oder einer Eigenschaft eines Akteurs. Diese Betrachtungsweise wurzelt in den Annahmen 

der sozialen Konstruktion (Berger und Luckmann 1967) und konzentriert sich hierbei auf die 

Rolle des Einzelnen im Prozess der sozialen Legitimationskonstruktion unter der Bezugnah-

me von Wahrnehmungen und Bewertungen auf der kollektiven Ebene (Suddaby, Bitektine 

und Haack 2017). Eine der prominentesten Vertreterinnen dieser Forschungsrichtung ist bei-

spielsweise Zucker (1977), die Institutionalisierungsprozesse betrachtet und dabei die Entste-

hung der Legitimität als Wahrnehmung auf der Mikro-Ebene hervorhebt. Die Konstruktion 

subjektiver Urteile impliziert den Kategorisierungsprozess der Angemessenheit „was ist rich-

tig“ und „was ist falsch“, das sich aus dem Vergleich mit einem breiteren Kontext ergibt 

(Suddaby, Bitektine und Haack 2017; Zucker 1977), wie er z. B. von institutionellen Logiken 

bereitgestellt wird (Thornton und Ocasio 2008). Handlungen bzw. Verhaltensweisen, die ei-

nem Akteur als objektiv gegeben erscheinen, werden zu sozialen Fakten entwickelt (Zucker 

1977). Folglich resultiert die Wahrnehmung über ihre Angemessenheit aus einem breiteren 

Konsens darüber (Zelditch 2001). Eine passende Definition schlägt Zelditch (2001) vor: „Le-

gitimation is a process by which acts in specific, concrete situations of action are justified in 

terms of the norms, values, beliefs, practices, and procedures of pre-given structure“ 

(Zelditch 2001, S. 14). Eine vorherrschende institutionelle Logik innerhalb eines institutionel-

len Feldes und die Zugehörigkeit zu einer relevanten sozialen Gruppe könnte daher z. B. zu 

einer Anpassung oder Assimilation von Wahrnehmungen führen, da sie den Akteuren stabile 

Referenzen in der Urteilsfindung bietet (Suddaby, Bitektine und Haack 2017; Zucker 1977). 

Fehlen dagegen objektive Referenzen, werden solche Wahrnehmungen und Urteile über die 

Angemessenheit und Richtigkeit weniger stabil und die Beeinflussbarkeit dieser Urteile er-

höht sich (Sherif und Hovland 1961). In solchen Situationen sind Individuen motiviert, Wer-
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tungen von anderen zu übernehmen, um die eigene Unsicherheit zu reduzieren (Bitektine & 

Haak 2015; Zucker 1977). Die Legitimationsforschung aus dieser Perspektive betrachtet indi-

viduelle und kollektive Wahrnehmung als den grundlegenden Mechanismus, durch den Legi-

timität aufgebaut wird (Bitektine und Haak 2015; Suddaby, Bitektine und Haack 2017). 

Tabelle 1: Drei Perspektiven in der Legitimitätsforschung 

  ein Gut ein Prozess eine Wahrnehmung 

Was ist               

Legitimität? 

ein Eigentum                             

eine Ressource           

ein Vermögen            
eine Fähigkeit                     

ein Gegenstand 

Ein interaktiver Prozess  

der sozialen Konstruktion 

ein soziales Urteil      

eine Bewertung                

eine sozio-kognitive  
Konstruktion 

Wo entsteht                

Legitimität? 

Zwischen dem  

Legitimitätsobjekt (z. B.  
eine Organisation) und  

der externen Umgebung 

Zwischen multiplen sozialen 

Akteuren, insbesondere zwi-
schen denjenigen, die eine 

Veränderung  
vorantreiben oder sie  

hemmen wollen 

Zwischen Individuum und 

kollektiven Bewertungen 
(Gruppen, Organisationen,  

Gesellschaft) 

 
Meistens auf der Feld- bzw.  

Organisationsebene 

Meistens auf der Feldebene 

bzw. auf der Organisations-
(Gruppen-) Ebene 

Multilevel, aber  

tendenziell auf der  
Mikro-Ebene 

Wie entsteht             
Legitimität? 

Kontingenz-Perspektive: 
Durch die Übereinstimmung  

zwischen den Eigenschaften 
einer Organisation und den 

externen Erwartungen einer 
Anspruchsgruppe  

Agency-Perspektive:  
Durch gezielte 

Bemühungen von 
„change agents“ und             

anderen sozialen Akteuren 

Bewertungsperspektive: 
Durch Wahrnehmungen,  

Wertungen und durch 
Handlungen von  

Personen unter dem Einfluss 
institutionalisierter  

Urteile auf der  
kollektiven Ebene 

 Quelle: Suddaby, Bitektine und Haack 2017, S. 453 (eigene Übersetzung) 

Diese verschiedenen konzeptionellen Perspektiven auf das Konstrukt der Legitimität verdeut-

lichen, die Komplexität sozialer Mechanismen hinter den Legitimationsprozessen, die unter-

schiedliche Akteure sowie Ebenen einbinden können. Folglich kann die Legitimation von 

Beratern viele soziale Prozesse umfassen, wie z. B. Generalisierungen auf der Ebene der öf-

fentlichen Meinung, Kompetenzzuschreibungen aufgrund von Übereinstimmungen mit Er-

wartungen und Reputation innerhalb eines organisationalen Feldes sowie Professionalisie-

rungsprozesse (Alvesson und Johansson 2002; Bévort und Suddaby 2016; McKenna 2006). 

Auf der Mikro-Ebene von Beratungsprozessen rückt die Berater-Klienten-Beziehung 

(Fincham 1999; Nikolova, Möllering und Reihlen 2015; Sturdy und Wright 2011) in den 

Vordergrund und damit auch soziale Interaktionsprozesse zwischen Beratern und Klienten 

sowie ihre Wahrnehmung innerhalb dieser. Gleichzeitig sind diese Ebenen miteinander ver-

bunden, da, wie bereits erwähnt, institutionelle Logiken sowohl Organisationen als auch Indi-
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viduen mit Annahmen darüber ausstatten, was und warum etwas angebracht ist, als auch die 

Akteure diese Annahmen über die Angemessenheit gestalten können (Thornton, Ocasio und 

Lounsbury 2012). Vor diesem Hintergrund werden institutionelle Settings und Strategien des 

„Copings“ von Beratern in Beratungsprozessen zum Zweck der Legitimitätssicherung in ei-

gener Sache relevant.  
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Darstellung der Einzelbeiträge 

Autoren Titel und Status Forschungsfrage(n) Daten  Zentrale Ergebnisse 

Artikel 1: Vergleichende Perspektive auf Unternehmensberatung in zwei unterschiedlichen institutionellen Kontexten 

Seidenschnur/          

Krücken/             

Galwa/Vogel 

Berater im Spiegel des 

Feldes: Eine professi-

onssoziologische Re-

konstruktion ihrer 

Legitimierung in Ver-

waltungen und Universi-

täten, in: Soziale Welt  

 

(veröffentlicht; VHB-

JOUQUAL3: N/A;                   

Impact Factor: 0.432 

(2013)) 

(1) Wie können die Ver-

breitung und das Aufkom-

men von Unternehmensbe-

ratung außerhalb ihres 

originären institutionellen 

Feldes erklärt werden?  

(2) Welche Bedingungen 

und Strukturen der Legiti-

mation gibt es für Unter-

nehmensberatung in der 

öffentlichen Verwaltung 

und in Universitäten? 

●25 semi-

strukturierte Inter-

views in der öffentli-

chen Verwaltung   

●25 semi-

strukturierte Inter-

views in Universitä-

ten   

 

Komparativer Ansatz 

●Durch den komparativen Ansatz mit dem 

institutionellen Kontext der Universität 

werden die besonderen Legitimierungsbe-

dingungen in der öffentlichen Verwaltung 

sichtbar. 

●Beratung folgt in der öffentlichen Verwal-

tung und in Universitäten unterschiedlichen 

Narrativen, die an jeweilige institutionelle 

Settings geknüpft sind.   

●Berater müssen auf unterschiedliche 

Erwartungshaltungen, Anspruchsgruppen 

und Narrative eingehen, um Legitimität zu 

erlangen. 

Artikel 2: Erforschung von Legitimierungsbedingungen in der öffentlichen Verwaltung 

Vogel/Galwa/           

Krücken/  

Seidenschnur 

Legitimierungsprobleme 

und -strategien von 

Managementberatern im 

öffentlichen Sektor, in: 

der moderne staat: 

Zeitschrift für Public 

Policy, Recht und 

Management (dms)  

 

(veröffentlicht; VHB-

JOUQUAL3: C;                 

Impact Factor: N/A) 

(1) Welche Legitimie-

rungsbedingungen schafft 

der institutionelle Kontext 

des öffentlichen Sektors für 

externe Berater?  

(2) Welche Legitimie-

rungsprobleme erwachsen 

aus dem Zusammentreffen 

divergierender institutionel-

ler Logiken für Berater?  

(3) Mit welchen Hand-

lungsstrategien begegnen 

Berater diesen institutionel-

len Logiken, um Legitimität 

zu gewinnen und zu si-

chern? 

●Interviewsequenzen 

aus eigenem Inter-

viewmaterial (6) und 

Sekundärliteratur 

(13)  

 

Explorativer Ansatz 

 

●Divergierende institutionelle Logiken 

erzeugen die Notwendigkeit für Berater, 

Legitimierungsarbeit in Beratungsprozes-

sen zu leisten. 

●Institutionelle Widersprüche und Span-

nungen eröffnen Beratern Handlungsoptio-

nen in Beratungsinteraktionen mit Klienten.  

●Berater können Legitimation durch Stra-

tegien wie Konformität, Selektion und/oder 

Manipulation von institutionellen Logiken 

erlangen.  

 

  

Artikel 3: Erforschung von Legitimierungsprozessen anhand der Rekonstruktion von sozialen Identitäten 

Galwa/Vogel 

In Search of Legitimacy: 

Conflicting Logics and 

Social Identities of 

Management Consult-

ants in Public Admin-

istration, in: Journal of 

Public Administration 

Research and Theory  

 

(revise & resubmit 1; 

VHB-JOURQUAL3: A; 

Impact Factor: 3.907 

(2017)) 

 (1) Wie übersetzen Berater 

konkurrierende institutio-

nelle Logiken in der öffent-

lichen Verwaltung, um sich 

als legitime Akteure zu 

konstituieren?  

(2) Welche Legitimie-

rungsprozesse finden dabei 

auf der Mikro-Ebene statt? 

●22 semi-

strukturierte Inter-

views mit Klienten 

●21 semi-

strukturierte Inter-

views mit Beratern 

 

Konstruktivistisch-

interpretativer An-

satz  

●Es wurden vier unterschiedliche soziale 

Identitäten von Beratern rekonstruiert. 

Berater erschaffen diese Identitäten, indem 

sie konkurrierende institutionelle Logiken 

übersetzen und unterschiedlich kombinie-

ren.  

●Die Konstruktion von Identitäten erfolgt 

in einem gemeinsamen Interaktionsprozess 

mit Klienten. 

●Die unterschiedlichen Identitäten helfen 

den Beratern institutionelle Widersprüche 

und Doppeldeutigkeiten zu überwinden und 

prozessuale Legitimität zu erzeugen. 

Artikel 4: Erforschung der individuellen Prädisposition von Beratern und Auswirkungen auf die Klienten-Berater-Interaktion 

Galwa  

Management Consulting 

as a Meaningful Public 

Service? – Public Ser-

vice Motivation among 

Management Consult-

ants in Public Admin-

istration, in: xx 

 

(eingereicht; VHB-

JOURQUAL3: B;                       

Impact Factor: 1.810 

(2015) )    

(1) Ob und wie interpretie-

ren Unternehmensberater 

ihre potentielle PSM im 

Kontext der öffentlichen 

Verwaltung? 

(2) Welche PSM-

Antezedenzien spielen für 

Berater in der öffentlichen 

Verwaltung eine Rolle?  

(3) Welche Wirkung hat 

potentielle PSM unter 

Beratern auf Beratungspro-

zesse? 

●22 semi-

strukturierte Inter-

views mit Klienten 

●21 semi-

strukturierte Inter-

views mit Beratern 

 

Explorativer Ansatz 

●Berater zeigen eine unterschiedliche 

Ausprägung von PSM.  

●Berater, die ehemals selbst im öffentli-

chen Sektor gearbeitet haben, zeigen eine 

stärkere PSM-Ausprägung. Auch der 

Spezialisierungsgrad spielt eine Rolle.  

●Berater mit PSM finden mehr Akzeptanz 

bei Klienten, da ihre Werte und Motive 

stärker mit der normativen Vorstellung über 

angemessenes Verhalten und wünschens-

werter Eigenschaften von Akteuren in der 

öffentlichen Verwaltung übereinstimmen.  
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Artikel 1: Berater im Spiegel des Feldes: Eine professionssoziologische Rekonstruktion 

ihrer Legitimierung in Verwaltungen und Universitäten 

Vor dem Hintergrund gesellschaftlicher Ökonomisierungsprozesse untersucht dieser explora-

tive Beitrag die Legitimierung von Unternehmensberatern außerhalb ihres angestammten in-

stitutionellen Feldes und fragt nach ihrer Legitimation, die über die bereits in der Literatur 

viel diskutierte Zuschreibung ihrer Rolle als Diffusionsagenten hinausgeht (Lapsley, Miller 

und Pollock 2013; Saint-Martin 1998; 2000). Mit Hilfe eines komparativen Ansatzes wird 

Legitimierung von Beratung in zwei unterschiedlichen institutionellen Kontexten untersucht. 

Durch den Vergleich werden Legitimierungsbedingungen in der öffentlichen Verwaltung und 

in Universitäten freigelegt, die sich aus dem Zusammenspiel institutioneller Logiken ergeben 

und wichtige konstitutive Elemente in der Legitimierung von Unternehmensberatern darstel-

len.  

Der Artikel greift das neo-institutionalistische Kernargument auf, demzufolge die gesell-

schaftlich zugeschriebene Legitimation über den Erfolg und das Bestehen von Organisationen 

und Akteuren entscheidet (Meyer und Rowan 1977). Durch den Wechsel aus der Privatwirt-

schaft in die öffentliche Verwaltung und in Universitäten ergeben sich für Unternehmensbera-

ter zwar neue Geschäftsfelder, die jedoch aufgrund institutioneller Eigenlogiken andere Be-

dingungen und Strukturen der Legitimation schaffen.   

Mit dem Brückenschlag zur professionssoziologischen (Brüsemeister 2004; Stichweh 1996) 

und Managementliteratur (Alvesson, Bridgeman und Willmott 2009; Alvesson, Kärremann 

und Stury 2009) und dem Heranziehen qualitativer Interviews wird ein Zugang gewählt, der 

es erlaubt die Erforschung von Legitimierungsprozessen von Unternehmensberatern in der 

öffentlichen Verwaltung und in Universitäten vergleichend zu ergründen. Die empirische Ba-

sis bilden 50 qualitative Interviews mit Beratern sowie mit Klienten aus der öffentlichen Ver-

waltung (25) und aus Universitäten (25). Es werden drei Kategorien des professionellen Ar-

beitens von Unternehmensberatern aus der Literatur hergeleitet – Wissen, Macht und Image. 

An diesen drei Analysekategorien laufen feldspezifische Erwartungen, Deutungs- sowie Kon-

struktionsmuster der Legitimierung von Beratern zusammen. Anhand dieser Kategorien wer-

den unterschiedliche Narrationen und Traditionen in der öffentlichen Verwaltung und in Uni-

versitäten aufgedeckt, die unterschiedliche institutionelle Logiken widerspiegeln.  



Synopsis 14 

 

Dieser Zugang ist insofern für die Erforschung der Legitimation von Unternehmensberatung   

interessant, als Unternehmensberatung bis heute keine klassische Profession darstellt 

(McKenna 2006) und es keinen definitorischen Konsens über ihre Formen und Leistungen 

gibt (Barchewitz und Armbrüster 2004; Höner 2008). In der wissenschaftlichen Literatur las-

sen sich bereits mehrere Versuche zur Begriffsbestimmung von Unternehmensberatung fin-

den, die gleichzeitig die Schwierigkeit in der Eingrenzung und Definition von Unternehmens-

beratung und ihrer Formen bestätigen und kritisch diskutieren (Brüsemeister 2004; Groß 

2003; Groß und Kieser 2006; Höner 2008). Der Artikel greift weder auf eine dieser Definitio-

nen zurück, noch fügt er eine weitere hinzu, sondern baut seine Argumentation inhaltlich-

analytisch unter Bezugnahme professionssoziologischer Kategorien und der Managementfor-

schung auf, um feldspezifische Dynamiken und Legitimierungsprozesse zu beleuchten. 

Dieser Artikel leistet drei Beiträge: Erstens werden zwei institutionelle Kontexte erforscht, die 

in der Beratungsforschung bisher wenig Aufmerksamkeit erhalten haben. Durch die Ver-

gleichskategorien können Gemeinsamkeiten und Unterschiede in Legitimierungsprozessen 

von Beratern in der öffentlichen Verwaltung und in Universitäten besser ergründet werden. 

Zweitens wird aufgezeigt, dass Legitimierung von Beratung in der öffentlichen Verwaltung 

und in Universitäten unterschiedlichen Narrativen folgt, die an jeweilige institutionelle Set-

tings geknüpft sind. Diese Narrative sind ein wichtiger Bestandteil in der Konstruktion von 

legitimen Akteuren in der öffentlichen Verwaltung und in Universitäten. 

Drittens verdeutlicht der Artikel, dass Beratern unterschiedliche Möglichkeiten zur Verfügung 

stehen, mit feldspezifischen Erwartungen, Anspruchsgruppen und Entscheidungskulturen um-

zugehen. Berater können z. B. übergeordnete Rationalitätsvorstellungen auf der Ebene des 

organisationalen Feldes als Narrationen in Beratungsprojekten für sich nutzen, aber auch be-

stehende Narrationen herausfordern. 

Unter Berücksichtigung der geleisteten Beiträge des Artikels 1, ist abschließend festzuhalten, 

dass die Legitimierung von Unternehmensberatung in unterschiedlichen institutionellen Kon-

texten unterschiedlichen institutionellen Bedingungen und Prozessen unterliegt. Der Artikel 

deutet die Verbindung wichtiger Legitimierungsprozesse auf mehreren gesellschaftlichen 

Ebenen an und verweist auf die Möglichkeit von Beratern, ihre Legitimation in den rekonstru-

ierten Handlungsarenen strategisch aushandeln zu können. Konkrete Handlungsstrategien 

werden hier nicht genannt; jedoch liefert der Artikel eine wichtige Grundlage für Artikel 2 
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(Legitimierungsprobleme und -strategien von Managementberatern im öffentlichen Sektor), 

der Legitimierungskonflikte und -bedingungen, die der institutionelle Kontext der öffentli-

chen Verwaltung für Berater bereithält, stärker in den Fokus nimmt. Unter der Annahme, dass 

Unternehmensberater Legitimierungsarbeit in eigener Sache leisten müssen, um als legitime 

Akteure in der öffentlichen Verwaltung anerkannt zu werden, konzentriert sich Artikel 2 da-

her auf Handlungsstrategien von Beratern auf der Mikro-Ebene. 

Artikel 2: Legitimierungsprobleme und -strategien von Managementberatern im 

öffentlichen Sektor 

Dieser explorative Beitrag beschäftigt sich mit der Legitimierungsarbeit von Beratern unter 

Bedingungen divergierender institutioneller Logiken des öffentlichen Sektors. Es wird aufge-

zeigt, welche Spannungen und Konflikte aus dem Zusammentreffen divergierender institutio-

neller Logiken für Berater erwachsen und die Notwendigkeit schaffen, ihre Legitimation aktiv 

zu suchen und auszuhandeln.  

Das theoretische Gerüst des Artikels bildet der soziologische Neo-Institutionalismus, inner-

halb dessen sich jüngere Beiträge verstärkt mit Akteursstrategien auf der Mikro-Ebene be-

schäftigt haben (Greenwood et al. 2011; McPherson und Sauder 2013; Pache und Santos 

2010; 2013a; 2013b; Reay und Hinings 2009). Da die Prozesse der Legitimierung von Ma-

nagementberatung auf der Mikro-Ebene noch wenig erforscht sind, ist dieser Artikel explora-

tiv angelegt und die Argumentation mit narrativen Sequenzen aus 19 qualitativen Interviews 

mit Unternehmensberatern sowie mit Klienten aus der öffentlichen Verwaltung empirisch 

unterlegt und kontextualisiert. Die Interviews stammen aus eigenem Datenmaterial und aus 

der Sekundärliteratur.  

Der Beitrag arbeitet institutionelle Unterschiede zwischen privaten Unternehmen und öffentli-

chen Organisationen (Boyne 2002; Rainey 2014) exemplarisch auf, indem die managerielle 

und bürokratische Logik gegenübergestellt werden (Meyer und Hammerschmid 2006). Unter-

dessen verweist der Artikel auf den wachsenden Beratungsmarkt im öffentlichen Sektor und 

damit auf den offensichtlichen Erfolg von Beratern, Legitimation bei kritischen Anspruchs-

gruppen im öffentlichen Sektor zu finden. Um die Frage zu beantworten, inwiefern dieser 

Erfolg auf die Legitimierungsarbeit von Beratern zurückzuführen ist, werden verschiedene 

Handlungszwänge, -optionen und -strategien analysiert und diskutiert.  
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Der Artikel bezieht sich auf Unternehmensberatung aus sozialwissenschaftlicher Perspektive, 

wonach Beratung eine besondere Interaktionsform zwischen Beratern und Klienten darstellt 

(Pohlmann und Zillmann 2006). Die Wirkung des institutionellen Kontextes wird innerhalb 

von Beratungsprozessen in den Blick genommen und damit stärker auf der Mikro-Ebene ver-

ortet. Vor diesem Hintergrund werden drei mögliche Legitimierungsstrategien nach Suchman 

(1995) – Konformität, Selektion und Manipulation – aufgezeigt, die Berater zur Sicherung 

ihrer Legitimität im öffentlichen Sektor nutzen können. Demnach können Berater Konformi-

tät mit der bürokratischen Logik demonstrieren, indem sie z. B. Symbole und Praktiken re-

produzieren, die in der Verwaltung als angemessen gelten, um Legitimität aus der institutio-

nellen Umwelt zu sichern. Wenn Berater unterschiedliche Legitimitätsressourcen identifizie-

ren können, insbesondere dann, wenn institutionelle Widersprüche verhandelt werden müs-

sen, können Berater eine Selektionsstrategie anwenden. Mit der Strategie der Manipulation 

von institutionellen Logiken können Berater bestehende Deutungsmuster so beeinflussen, 

dass ihre Praktiken und Symbole als notwendigerweise richtig und angebracht angesehen 

werden, um als legitime Akteure in der öffentlichen Verwaltung zu gelten.  

Der Artikel leistet drei Beiträge: Erstens helfen die Erkenntnisse über die Legitimierungspro-

zesse von Unternehmensberatern, die Mechanismen in der Diffusion von Verwaltungsrefor-

men zu verstehen. Die Ergebnisse tragen dazu bei, die Rolle von Beratern als Multiplikatoren 

in extern angestoßenen Innovationsprozessen im öffentlichen Sektor zu ergründen.   

Zweitens werden in dem Artikel die Legitimierungsstrategien von Beratern erforscht, die in 

der öffentlichen Verwaltung zum Einsatz kommen. Damit liefert der Artikel auch einen wich-

tigen Beitrag zur Erforschung des institutionellen Kontextes der öffentlichen Verwaltung, in 

dem sich Berater bewegen und auf die Zuschreibung der Legitimität angewiesen sind. 

Drittens leistet der Artikel einen Beitrag zur theoretischen Mikro-Fundierung des Neo-

Institutionalismus, indem er aufzeigt, dass Akteure institutionelle Widersprüche, Uneindeu-

tigkeiten und Leerstellen innerhalb der öffentlichen Verwaltung auf der Mikro-Ebene für sich 

nutzen können. Damit sind institutionelle Logiken, ihre Symbole und Praktiken durch Berater 

zugänglich, um sie zu verändern, zu formen oder weiterzuentwickeln. Aus dieser Perspektive 

werden Berater nicht mehr als passive Akteure betrachtet, die der institutionellen Komplexität 

in der öffentlichen Verwaltung gegenüberstehen, sondern es wird ihnen eine aktive Einfluss-

nahme auf ihre Legitimierung zugeordnet.  
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Damit haben Artikel 1 und 2 wichtige Erkenntnisse über Legitimierungsprozesse von Bera-

tern in der öffentlichen Verwaltung geliefert; dennoch bleibt unklar, wie die verschiedenen 

Legitimierungsebenen aufeinander rekurrieren, d. h. wie Berater institutionelle Logiken inter-

pretieren, übersetzen und konkret in sozialen Interaktionen mit Klienten anwenden. Um diese 

sozialen Mechanismen genauer zu ergründen, wird in Artikel 3 (In Search of Legitimacy: 

Conflicting Logics and Social Identities of Management Consultants in Public Administrati-

on) die Theorie institutioneller Logiken (Friedland und Alford 1989; Thornton und Ocasio 

2008) um das theoretische Konzept sozialer Identitäten (Tajfel und Turner 1986; Hogg und 

Reid 2006) erweitert. Dieser konzeptionelle Zugang soll ein besseres Verständnis über die 

Wirkungsweise abstrakter institutioneller Logiken und die Aushandlung der Legitimität der 

Berater in Beratungsinteraktionen liefern.  

Artikel 3: In Search of Legitimacy: Conflicting Logics and Social Identities of 

Management Consultants in Public Administration 

Nach dem die Rolle der Berater als Multiplikatoren und Diffusionsagenten von manageriel-

lem Wissen (Lapsley, Miller und Pollock 2013; Saint-Martin 2000) und ihre Legitimationsbe-

dingungen und Strategien in der öffentlichen Verwaltung in den Einzelbeiträgen 1 und 2 dis-

kutiert wurden, sind die genauen sozialen Mechanismen der Legitimierung von Beratern in-

nerhalb von Beratungsprozessen unbekannt. Dieser Beitrag geht daher der Frage nach der 

Indentitätsarbeit der Berater in der öffentlichen Verwaltung nach. Er rekonstruiert vier ver-

schiedene soziale Identitäten von Beratern, die in einem iterativen und gemeinsamen Kon-

struktionsprozess mit Klienten entwickelt werden, um institutionelle Widersprüche und Unsi-

cherheiten zu überwinden.   

Aufbauend auf dem konzeptionellen Gerüst des neo-institutionalistischen Ansatzes der insti-

tutionellen Logiken (Thornton und Ocasio 2008) wird argumentiert, dass die institutionelle 

Komplexität der öffentlichen Verwaltung institutionelle Widersprüche, Unsicherheiten und 

Konflikte für Berater bereithält. Die Exploration, wie Berater mit diesen Widersprüchen und 

Unsicherheit umgehen, um sich als legitime Akteure zu konstituieren, wird durch das theore-

tische Konzept der sozialen Identität (Tajfel und Turner 1986) verdichtet und konzeptionell 

komplementiert. Untermauert wird die Argumentation mit 43 semi-strukturierten Interviews 

mit Beratern mit einem Beratungsschwerpunkt im öffentlichen Sektor sowie mit Klienten aus 

verschiedenen Fachbereichen der Kernverwaltung auf kommunaler, Landes- und Bundesebe-

ne.  
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Der Artikel argumentiert, dass die Konstruktion von Legitimität ein dynamischer und iterati-

ver Prozess ist, der viele soziale Akteure in stetige Interaktions- und Aushandlungsprozesse 

einbindet (Suddaby, Bitektine und Haack 2017; Suddaby und Greenwood 2005). Gerade 

wenn der institutionelle Kontext keine dominierende Logik, sondern multiple und divergie-

rende Logiken aufweist, besteht die Möglichkeit, dass soziale Akteure Logiken oder einzelne 

Elemente einer Logik selektieren, priorisieren und kombinieren, um den vielfältigen Anforde-

rungen der institutionellen Umwelt gerecht zu werden (Greenwood et al. 2011; Pache und 

Santos 2010; 2013b).  

In diesem Prozess konstruieren Unternehmensberater in einem gemeinsamen Prozess ange-

brachte und wünschenswerte soziale Identitäten, die auf unterschiedliche Weise die manageri-

elle und die bürokratisch-legalistische Logik aufgreifen (Managerial Missionary, Political 

Dealmaker, Administrative Partner und Public Servant). Die rekonstruierten Identitäten zei-

gen, wie in Beratungsprozessen abstrakte konkurrierende institutionelle Logiken durch Bera-

ter interpretiert und übersetzt werden. Auf diese Weise werden institutionelle Widersprüche, 

Doppeldeutigkeiten und Unsicherheiten aufgrund divergierender institutioneller Logiken in 

der öffentlichen Verwaltung bewältigt. Es zeigt sich, dass nur eine Identität dem Bild ent-

spricht, das die Beratungsliteratur von Unternehmensberatern im öffentlichen Sektor zeichnet 

(Lapsley und Oldfield 2001; Wright und Kitay 2004). Die anderen drei Identitäten greifen in 

unterschiedlichem Grad die bürokratische Logik auf, um Legitimität aus der institutionellen 

Umwelt zu beziehen.  

Damit verweisen die Ergebnisse die Ergebnisse des Beitrags auf das Paradox der „embedded 

agency“ (Battilana und D'Aunno 2009), da drei Identitäten in unterschiedlicher Weise ihre 

Legitimität aus der bürokratischen Logik ableiten und damit innerhalb von Verwaltungsre-

formen eine unterschiedliche institutionelle Einbettung auf der Mikro-Ebene erfordern. Bera-

ter sind somit paradoxerweise vom institutionellen Kontext der Verwaltung abhängig, die sie 

durch Beratungsinterventionen zu verändern bezwecken. Gerade hybride Identitäten (Artikel 

3) stoßen die Überlegung an, inwiefern Berater eine inkrementelle Veränderung im institutio-

nellen Gefüge der öffentlichen Verwaltung ermöglichen, wenn managerielle Praktiken über-

setzt und angepasst werden und so nach und nach Eingang in den öffentlichen Sektor finden 

(Pache und Santos 2013a).  

Der Artikel leistet damit drei Beiträge: Erstens bietet der Artikel ein tieferes Verständnis von 

Legitimierungsprozessen von Unternehmensberatern, indem neue Erkenntnisse darüber ge-
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wonnen werden, wie sie abstrakte und konkurrierende institutionelle Logiken auf der Mikro-

ebene interpretieren und in soziale Identitäten übersetzen.  

Zweitens erlaubt der Artikel einen besseren Einblick in die institutionelle Komplexität in der 

öffentlichen Verwaltung. Die Vielfalt der rekonstruierten Identitäten von Beratern verweist 

auf diese institutionelle Komplexität, weil insbesondere institutionelle Widersprüche und 

Doppeldeutigkeiten zu einer Reinterpretation von Praktiken, Symbolen und Annahmen führen 

und dadurch die Entstehung von Abwandlungen in der Konstruktion von sozialen Identitäten 

begünstigen (Creed, Scully und Austin 2002).  

Drittens identifiziert der Artikel eine Gruppe von Beratern, die ihre Legitimität hauptsächlich 

aus der bürokratischen Logik ableiten und eine soziale Identität kreieren, die Parallelen zum 

theoretischen Konzept der Public Service Motivation (PSM) (Perry und Wise 1990, Perry und 

Vandenabeele 2008) aufweist. Diese Identität von Beratern weist auf die Verfügbarkeit von 

Legitimationsressourcen hin, die in der bisherigen Beratungsforschung wenig erforscht sind.  

Zudem lässt die rekonstruierte soziale Identität von Beratern, die ihre Legitimität hauptsäch-

lich aus der bürokratisch-legalistischen Logik ableitet (public servant), eine weitere theoreti-

sche Überlegung zu, inwiefern sich die Attrahierungshypothese im theoretischen Konzept von 

Perry und Wise (1990) auf eine Gruppe von Beratern im öffentlichen Sektor übertragen lässt 

bzw. welche Bedeutung potenzielle PSM von Beratern in Beratungsprozessen mit Klienten 

haben könnte (Artikel 4). 

Artikel 4: Management Consulting as a Meaningful Public Service? – Public Service 

Motivation among Management Consultants in Public Administration 

Dieser Beitrag fokussiert die besonderen Eigenschaften und Merkmale der im Beitrag 3 re-

konstruierten sozialen Identität des public servants, die ihre Legitimation hauptsächlich aus 

der bürokratischen institutionellen Logik in der öffentlichen Verwaltung ableitet. Da diese 

Identität, wie im Beitrag 3 diskutiert wurde, einer Gruppe von Beratern andere Legitimie-

rungsressourcen zur Verfügung stellt, werden in diesem Beitrag PSM-relevante Motive (Perry 

und Wise 1990) unter Unternehmensberatern in der öffentlichen Verwaltung genauer unter-

sucht.  

Die Public Management-Forschung hat bereits festgestellt, dass Rational-Choice-Ansätze als 

Erklärung für die Motivation und das beobachtete Verhalten von vielen Angestellten im öf-
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fentlichen Sektor oft nicht greifen (Perry and Wise 1990; Rainey 1982; Wittmer 1991). Da 

zwischen öffentlichen und privaten Organisationen große institutionelle Unterschiede existie-

ren, sollten nicht nur die institutionellen Rahmenbedingungen, sondern auch vorgelagerte 

Motive und Einstellungen von Beratern, die mit dem institutionellen Kontext der öffentlichen 

Verwaltung korrespondieren, genauer betrachtet werden. Vor diesem Hintergrund erforscht 

und diskutiert dieser Artikel die Bedeutung und Auswirkung von Public Service Motivation 

(PSM) unter Unternehmensberatern auf Beratungsprozesse in der Kernverwaltung.  

Das Konzept der PSM geht auf die Arbeit von Rainey (1982) zurück und wurde in darauffol-

genden Jahren vor allem durch die Weiterentwicklung von Perry und Wise (1990) in der Ma-

nagementforschung populär. PSM bezeichnet eine individuelle Prädisposition von Personen, 

die durch die Möglichkeit, dem Allgemeinwohl zu dienen, angetrieben werden (Perry und 

Wise 1990). Im Kern erfasst dieses Konzept eine spezifische Form der prosozialen Motivation 

(Ritz 2009), die gerade im öffentlichen Sektor zum Tragen kommt, weil sie sich nicht primär 

auf eigennützige Motive gründet, sondern auf die Möglichkeit, sich für das Allgemeinwohl 

einzusetzen.  

Im öffentlichen Sektor stellen Motivations- und Leistungspotenziale öffentlicher Angestellter 

eine wesentliche Grundlage für die Sicherung der Qualität von öffentlichen Dienstleistungen 

und damit die organisationale Leistungsfähigkeit dar. Bürger als Nutznießer dieser Leistungen 

profitieren entscheidend vom Leistungspotenzial allgemeinwohlorientierter und -motivierter 

Angestellter. Auch außerhalb des öffentlichen Sektors kann PSM wirksam werden, insbeson-

dere überall dort, wo Aufgaben mit dem Fokus auf dem öffentlichen Wohl geleistet werden 

(Ritz, Neumann und Schott 2006, Perry und Wise 1990). Dieser Artikel argumentiert, dass, 

obwohl in der Regel kein direkter Kontakt zwischen Bürgern und Beratern besteht, gerade 

ihre Beratungsfunktion in der Kernverwaltung und der Zugang zu politischen Themen und 

Entscheidungsebenen Entfaltungspotenzial für ihre PSM bietet.   

Auf der Grundlage von semi-strukturierten Interviews mit 21 Unternehmensberatern sowie 22 

Klienten aus unterschiedlichen Fachbereichen der öffentlichen Verwaltung werden unter-

schiedliche Ausprägungen und PSM-Dimensionen von Beratern aufgezeigt. Es wird ergrün-

det, welche Bedeutung sie ihrer Beratungsarbeit in der öffentlichen Verwaltung beimessen 

und welche Aspekte ihrer Beratungstätigkeit die Berater motivieren, gerade im öffentlichen 

Sektor zu intervenieren. Da Motive und persönliche Einstellungen von Beratern nicht durch 

Klienten direkt beobachtet werden können, sind es in erster Linie die Interviews mit den Bera-
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tern, die implizite Hinweise auf potenzielle PSM geben und damit die Basis für die Analyse 

bilden. Die Interviews mit Klienten dienen vorrangig dazu, Handlungen und Eigenschaften 

von Beratern durch normative Wertungen zu beurteilen und damit die Ergebnisse zu kontex-

tualisieren 

Anhand des Interviewmaterials konnten PSM-Antezedenzien aufgezeigt werden, die auf eine 

Prädisposition bzw. Vorsozialisation bei Unternehmensberatern hindeuten (Perry 1997; Perry 

et al. 2008; Riccucci 2018). Daneben zeigen die Ergebnisse, dass PSM-Ausprägungen unter 

Beratern den Beratungsprozess und die Interaktion mit Klienten wesentlich beeinflussen. Die 

Kongruenz zwischen der persönlichen Wertorientierung von Beratern und den Werten der 

öffentlich Verwaltung führt nicht nur zu einer stärkeren Präferenz demokratisch bzw. kon-

sensbasierter Beratungsansätze, sondern fördert auch eine stärkere Identifikation mit der öf-

fentlichen Verwaltung und ihrem öffentlichen Auftrag. Außerdem sehen Berater, die einen 

stärkeren Spezialisierungsgrad insbesondere in sozialen Bereichen der Verwaltung aufweisen, 

ihre Beratungstätigkeit als einen übergreifenden Beitrag zu gesellschaftsrelevanten Themen. 

Daher wird auch eine mögliche Aktivierung bzw. Kultivierung der PSM von Beratern disku-

tiert (Moynihan und Pandey 2007; Perry 2000; Perry und Vandenabeele 2008; van Loon, 

Leisink und Vandenabeele 2013), die einerseits durch den institutionellen Kontext hervorge-

rufen wird und andererseits durch den strukturellen Zugang zu sensiblen Themen und Daten, 

der mit einer Spezialisierung in bestimmten Bereichen einhergeht.  

Die Ergebnisse deuten auf das Zusammenwirken individueller Prädisposition und dem Ein-

fluss des institutionellen Kontextes auf Individuen hin, da die institutionelle Umwelt in der 

Verwaltung die PSM-Manifestation unter Beratern in unterschiedlichem Grad bedingen bzw. 

aktivieren kann (Moynihan und Pandey 2007; Perry 2000; Perry und Vandenabeele 2008). Im 

Zuge der theoretischen Weiterentwicklung des PSM-Konzepts diskutieren Perry und 

Vandenabeele (2008) bereits diese Wirkungsmechanismen von öffentlichen Institutionen auf 

Individuen und die Prägung der individuellen Motive und Präferenzen durch diesen speziellen 

institutionellen Kontext. Erkenntnisse über institutionelle Rahmenbedingungen einer PSM-

Kultivierung unter Beratern geben auch Aufschluss darüber, wie der institutionelle Kontext 

auf externe Berater im Sinne von „taken-for-granted“-Strukturen wirkt (Zucker 1977). Insbe-

sondere zeigen sich die Effekte einer solchen Prägung von Beratern in Interaktionen mit Kli-

enten, wenn von beiden Seiten auf bessere Akzeptanz in Beratungsprozessen verwiesen wird, 

wenn entsprechende Werte und Motive geteilt werden.  
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Der Artikel leistet drei Beiträge: Erstens unternimmt er den erstmaligen Versuch, PSM unter 

Unternehmensberatern zu erforschen. Trotz der bedeutenden Rolle von Beratern in vielen 

Verwaltungsreformen ist über ihre PSM wenig bekannt. Dieser Artikel gewährt einen Blick 

auf Managementberatung im öffentlichen Sektor aus der Perspektive von Beratern und erlaubt 

damit, ein differenziertes Bild von ihnen jenseits üblicher Stereotype zu entwickeln.  

Zweitens ist die PSM-Forschung bis auf wenige Studien (Kjeldsen 2012; Schott, van Kleef 

und Steen 2015; van Loon, Leisink und Vandenabeele 2013) vor allem durch quantitative 

Forschung geprägt. Aufgrund des qualitativen Forschungsdesigns, das diesem Artikel zu-

grunde liegt, vermittelt er ein tieferes Verständnis davon, welche Bedeutung Berater z. B. dem 

Allgemeinwohl, öffentlichen Werten oder der Bürgerpflicht beimessen und wie sie ihre indi-

viduelle PSM in die Praxis umsetzen. Das ist insofern relevant, als diese für das PSM-

Konzept zentralen Begriffe soziale Konstrukte sind, deren Bedeutungszuschreibungen stark 

kulturell geprägt sind und dadurch variieren können.  

Drittens leistet der Artikel einen theoretischen Beitrag, indem er eine mögliche Verbindung 

zwischen der individuellen Ausprägung von PSM unter Beratern und dem institutionellen 

Kontext der öffentlichen Verwaltung diskutiert. Gerade die jüngere PSM-Forschung unter-

nimmt den Versuch, das Konzept der PSM im institutionellen Kontext öffentlicher Organisa-

tionen stärker zu verwurzeln (Perry und Vandenabeele 2008, Vandenabeele 2007; van Loon, 

Leisink und Vandenabeele 2013). Die Erforschung der individuellen Ausprägung von PSM 

unter Akteuren, die regelmäßig in der öffentlichen Verwaltung interagieren und dabei keine 

formale Mitgliedschaft der Organisation aufweisen, liefert wichtige Erkenntnisse über die 

Wechselwirkung zwischen Institutionen und Individuen.   

Aus der Perspektive der neo-institutionalistischen Theorie sind PSM-relevante Motive von 

Beratern in der öffentlichen Verwaltung insofern interessant, als institutionelle Logiken sozia-

le Akteure nicht nur mit Organisationsprinzipien, sondern auch mit „vocabularies of motive 

and a sense of self (i.e., identity)“ (Thornton und Ocasio 2008, S. 111) ausstatten. Daneben 

umfasst das PSM-Konzept insbesondere die affektive bzw. emotionale Dimension von Moti-

ven, die konstituierend innerhalb von Identifikationsprozessen wirkt (Lok 2007), besonders 

dann, wenn es um Prinzipien geht, die als selbstverständlich erachtet werden: “institutions 

depend, both in their formation and their core, on a passionate identification“ (Friedland 

2012, S. 593). PSM-Ausprägungen unter Unternehmensberatern in der öffentlichen Verwal-

tung liefern daher wichtige Erkenntnisse über implizite Prozesse der Identifikation (Perry und 
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Vandenabeele 2008) und damit über Legitimierungsprozesse von Managementberatung auf 

der Mikro-Ebene der Berater-Klienten-Interaktion, die zur Erforschung der übergreifenden 

Fragestellung der Dissertation relevant sind.  

Abschließend betrachtet verweisen Artikel 3 und 4 auf alternative Identitätskonzepte von Be-

ratern und deuten gleichzeitig auch auf mögliche Identitätskonflikte hin (Horton und Wander-

ley 2016). Berater mit PSM nehmen ihre Rolle und Motive anders wahr und distanzieren sich 

von „konventionellen“ Unternehmensberatern und dem, was unter dem Managerialismus pro-

pagiert wird (Dent 1993). Die Ergebnisse der Einzelbeiträge weisen auf vielschichtige Wir-

kungsmechanismen von institutionellen Logiken in der öffentlichen Verwaltung hin und legen 

unterschiedliche Legitimierungsbedingungen und Handlungsmuster (Artikel 1 und 2) sowie 

unterschiedliche Selbstkonzepte und Motive (Artikel 3 und 4) von Beratern frei, die für die 

Legitimation von Unternehmensberatung in diesem besonderen institutionellen Kontext kon-

stituierend sind. 

Legitimation der Berater 

Die unterschiedlichen konzeptionellen Perspektiven, die Legitimität als ein Gut, ein Prozess 

oder als eine Wahrnehmung betrachten (Suddaby, Bitektine und Haack 2017; vgl. Tabelle 1), 

dienen der notwenigen Abstraktion, um die Legitimation von Unternehmensberatung, die 

viele soziale Interaktionen, unterschiedliche gesellschaftliche Ebenen und unterschiedliche 

Akteure unterschiedlich stark einbindet, jeweils aus einer bestimmten Blickrichtung zu be-

trachten.  

Artikel 1 betrachtet die Legitimität der Berater aus der Perspektive eines Guts, das sie inner-

halb der Kategorien Wissen, Mach und Image aushandeln und erlangen können. Der kompara-

tive Ansatz zeigt, dass Berater mit unterschiedlichen Bedingungen und Narrativen in der öf-

fentlichen Verwaltung und in Universitäten konfrontiert sind, die nicht nur die Übertragbar-

keit von Managementwissen aus der Privatwirtschaft infrage stellen, sondern auch ihren Sta-

tus als legitime Lieferanten dieses Wissens. Damit wählt Beitrag 1 eine Perspektive, die Legi-

timität als ein Ergebnis eines „fits“ zwischen den Fähigkeiten oder Eigenschaften von Bera-

tern und den normativen Erwartungen in der Verwaltung betrachtet (Suddaby, Bitektine und 

Haack 2017). Legitimierung der Berater hängt hier eng damit zusammen, ob und wie Berater 

Erwartungen der Klienten erfüllen und dabei ihr Managementwissen oder ihr Image im Sinne 

einer Reputation im Feld als wichtige Legitimitätsressourcen einsetzen. Damit nimmt der Bei-
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trag auch eine funktionalistische Betrachtungsweise der Legitimität ein. Beispielsweise deutet 

ein Narrativ im Beitrag darauf hin, dass in der Verwaltung der Wissenstransfer von Beratun-

gen stärker im Fokus steht als die Anpassung von Wissen an fallspezifische Bedingungen. 

Legitimität aus dieser Betrachtungsweise ist etwas, was auf andere Akteure übertragbar er-

scheint (Suddaby, Bitektine und Haack 2017). Verwaltung ist dann auf den Expertenrat der 

Berater oder die Einführung neuer Managementpraktiken auch im Sinne der eigenen Legiti-

mität angewiesen. Zudem gibt es Narrative über die Bedeutung des Gemeinwohls, die gegen 

Einmischungen durch Berater in Stellung gebracht werden. Dieses Beispiel zeigt, dass die 

Übereinstimmung mit dem institutionellen Kontext nicht immer gegeben ist bzw. das Fehlen 

dieser kann gegen Berater verwendet wird. Legitimität muss hier als eine wichtige Ressource 

betrachtet werden, die Berater ebenso einbüßen können, wenn sie nicht mit den sozial aner-

kannten Regeln in der Verwaltung übereinstimmen.  

Um auf diese institutionellen Rahmenbedingungen einwirken und institutionelle Widersprü-

che überwinden zu können, wenden Berater daher Legitimierungsstrategien, um Legitimität 

im Sinne eines solchen Guts für sich zu generieren. Folglich betrachtet Beitrag 2 Legitimität 

zunächst aus der gleichen Perspektive wie Beitrag 1. Legitimationsprobleme der Berater in 

der öffentlichen Verwaltung führen zur aktiven Bemühung, Übereinstimmung mit Erwartun-

gen und sozial akzeptierten Verhaltensmustern zu demonstrieren. Die Strategie der Konformi-

tät mit der bürokratischen Logik kann Berater von Legitimierungszwängen befreien, weil ihre 

Legitimation dann nicht mehr erneut ausgehandelt werden muss (Oliver 1991; Suchman 

1995). Konformität mit der institutionellen Umwelt können Berater auch signalisieren, wenn 

sie z. B. auf die eigene Biografie und eine frühere Beschäftigung im öffentlichen Dienst ver-

weisen können (vgl. Beitrag 3 und 4). Spätestens wenn unterschiedliche Erwartungen zu gro-

ße Widersprüche erzeugen oder eine neue managerielle Methode eingeführt werden muss, 

müssen Berater die Strategie der Selektion anwenden, um zwischen den institutionellen An-

sprüchen abwägen zu können (Suchman 1995). Dies erfordert ein aktiveres Verhalten als die 

bloße Übernahme institutioneller Vorgaben, weil die Legitimität dann neu ausgehandelt wer-

den muss. Eine dritte mögliche Strategie stellt die Manipulation institutioneller Logik dar. 

Demnach werden institutionelle Ansprüche nicht bloß übernommen oder selektiv erfüllt, son-

dern Berater engagieren sich aktiv, um eine institutionelle Logik so zu beeinflussen, dass ihr 

Verhalten als angemessen erscheint. Diese Strategie weist Parallelen zu der Entkopplungsstra-

tegie bei Meyer und Rowan (1977), wonach institutionelle Anforderungen aus der Umwelt 

nur zum Schein übernommen werden. Diese Strategie erfordert von Beratern wesentlich mehr 
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an Engagement und Aktivität, als die konforme Anpassung an institutionelle Umwelt. Damit 

betrachtet Beitrag 2 Legitimität zwar als eine Art Gut, gleichzeitig betont er stärker die 

Agency-Rolle der Berater innerhalb ihrer Legitimimierungsktivitäten. Mit der Diskussion, 

dass diese Legitimierungsstrategien einen unterschiedlichen Grad der Aktivität von Beratern 

erfordern, macht der Beitrag 2 deutlich, dass die Erzeugung der Legitimität im Kontext der 

öffentlichen Verwaltung einen Prozess umfasst, der einen breiteren Kreis zieht und Klienten 

stärker einbezieht. 

Während Beitrag 1 und 2 Legitimität stärker als ein Ergebnis einer Übereinstimmung zwi-

schen den Fähigkeiten oder Eigenschaften von Beratern mit den Erwartungen aus der institu-

tionellen Umwelt (Suddaby, Bitektine und Haak 2017; Suchman 1995) oder die symbolische 

Demonstration einer solchen Übereinstimmung betrachtet (Meyer und Rowan 1977), beschäf-

tigt sich Beitrag 3 mit der Konstruktion und Aufrechterhaltung der Legitimität aus der Per-

spektive eines dynamischen und iterativen Prozesses (Suddaby, Bitektine und Haack 2017; 

Suddaby und Greenwood 2005). Diese prozessuale Sicht auf die Legitimitätsarbeit von Bera-

tern schließt Klienten stärker mit ein, die eine wichtige Rolle in der Konstruktion von sozialen 

Identitäten von Beratern spielen. Dieser Co-Kreative Prozess der Identitätskonstruktion legt 

das „agenthafte“ Manövrieren der Berater im institutionellen Kontext der Verwaltung frei, 

aber auch die interessengeleitete Rolle von Klienten. Durch die Adressierung unterschiedli-

cher Erwartungen, die konstitutiv für Berateridentitäten sind, üben Klienten einen unter-

schiedlichen Einfluss auf die Legitimation der Berater und damit indirekt auf die Veränderung 

oder Erhaltung der bürokratischen Logik aus. Durch die prozessuale Sicht auf die Legitimati-

on der Berater, wird deutlich wie sie abstrakte institutionelle Logiken und ihre einzelnen Ele-

mente übersetzen und miteinander kombinieren, um institutionelle Widersprüche zu überbrü-

cken. Dabei weist eine Gruppe von Beratern in ihrer Identitätskonzeption (public servant) die 

größte Konformität mit der bürokratischen Logik auf (vgl. Beitrag 2). Jedoch anders als im 

Beitrag 2, in dem Berater bewusst die Strategie der Konformität anwenden, ist im Beitrag 3 

diese Konformität ein Teil des Selbstkonzeptes der Berater, der erst durch die prozessuale 

Sicht auf Legitimität deutlich wird. Dadurch werden wichtige Unterschiede im Grad der Ein-

bindung der Berater im institutionellen Kontext der Verwaltung sichtbar. Diese Ergebnisse 

erweitern somit das Blickfeld nun um die institutionelle Einbettung in der Legitimierungspro-

zessen und rekurrieren stärker auf die Berater-Klienten-Interaktion.  

Im Gegensatz zu den anderen Beiträgen erforscht Beitrag 4 die Legitimation von Beratern 

nicht direkt, sondern PSM-relevante Motive stehen im Vordergrund und damit verbundene 
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Werte und Vorstellungen von Beratern, die eine Kompatibilität mit der bürokratischen Logik 

aufweisen (Meyer et al. 2014). Der Beitrag zeigt, dass eine Gruppe von Beratern ein Selbst-

Konzept entwickeln (vgl. Beitrag 3), das auf normativen Vorstellungen über das Gemeinwohl 

und Werte in der öffentlichen Verwaltung gründet. Dabei zeigen Berater eine unterschiedliche 

PSM-Ausprägung, die einen unterschiedlichen Kategorisierungsprozess der Angemessenheit 

von Praktiken oder Beratungsansätzen bewirkt, so dass Berater mit entsprechenden PSM-

Motiven tendenziell von Klienten besser akzeptiert werden. Hier kann Legitimität im Sinne 

einer Wahrnehmung diskutiert werden (Suddaby, Bitektine und Haack 2017), da der instituti-

onelle Kontext der Verwaltung wichtige Informationen über soziale Normen und Angemes-

senheit liefert, die Berater aufgrund einer bestimmten Prädisposition zu sozialen Fakten ent-

wickelt können. Aufgrund von ähnlichen Motiven, Überzeugungen und Wertvorstellungen 

zwischen Klienten und Beratern, kann folglich die Legitimation von Beratern auf eine viel 

subtilere Weise über Zeit erfolgen. Die folgende Abbildung betrachtet die einzelnen Beiträge 

anhander der verschiedenen Perspektiven auf die Legitimität der Berater im institutionellen 

Kontext der Verwaltung (Abb. 2). 

Abb. 2: Integrierte Darstellung der Beiträge und die Legitimitätsperspektiven 

 

Quelle: Eigene Darstellung angelehnt an die Mikro-Fundierung der institutionellen Logiken bei Thornton, Oca-

sio und Lounsbury 2012, S. 85 
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Weitere Forschung 

Die Erforschung der Legitimation von Unternehmensberatung im institutionellen Kontext der 

öffentlichen Verwaltung hat neue Erkenntnisse über Berater und ihre Aktivitäten in der öf-

fentlichen Verwaltung aufgezeigt; dennoch könnte weitere Forschung in anderen institutionel-

len Kontexten ein umfassenderes Verständnis ihrer Legitimation vermitteln. Im Rahmen die-

ser Arbeit wurden feldspezifische Traditionen und Narrationen, Legitimierungsstrategien, 

Identitätskonstruktionen in sozialen Interaktionen mit Klienten sowie die PSM von Beratern 

ergründet, was auf Legitimierungsprozesse auf unterschiedlichen sozialen Ebenen hindeutet. 

Die Perspektive der institutionellen Logiken veranschaulicht dabei die symbolische, kognitive 

und normative Dimension in Legitimierungsprozessen, die in der sozialen Interaktion zwi-

schen Unternehmensberatern und Klienten zusammenlaufen. Dennoch bleiben offene Fragen 

und es ergeben sich auch neue, die für die weitere Forschung relevante Anknüpfungspunkte 

liefern.   

In der Organisationsforschung hat Hybridisierung als Bewältigungsstrategie der institutionel-

len Komplexität bereits an Aufmerksamkeit gewonnen (Mangen und Brivot 2015; Pache und 

Santos 2013a; 2013b; Polzer et al. 2016; Skelcher und Smith 2015). Pache und Santos 

(2013a) zeigen beispielsweise, wie Organisationen, die aufgrund eines Markteintritts in ein 

neues institutionelles Feld unter größerem Legitimationsdruck stehen, am meisten in Hybridi-

sierung investieren, um Akzeptanz zu finden und bezeichnen diese als „Trojanisches Pferd“. 

Im dritten Dissertationsbeitrag zeigt das Beispiel von zwei unterschiedlichen hybriden sozia-

len Identitäten von Beratern, dass soziale Akteure auf der Mikro-Ebene ebenfalls Hybridisie-

rung als eine Art Coping-Strategie im Umgang mit institutionellen Widersprüchen und Un-

eindeutigkeiten aufgreifen und Legitimation auf unterschiedliche Weise aus der institutionel-

len Umwelt beziehen. Auf der Mikro-Ebene gibt es wenige Arbeiten, die Hybridisierungsstra-

tegien untersuchen (z. B. Denis, Ferlie und Van Gestel 2015; McGivern et al. 2015; Skelcher 

und Smith 2015). McGivern et al. (2015) kritisieren, dass Hybridisierung in der Forschung 

vor allem als etwas Homogenes und mit einer einheitlichen Wirkung auf Organisationen an-

gesehen wird und unterscheiden in ihrer empirischen Arbeit zwischen „incidental“ und „wil-

ling hybrids“ in der Identitätsarbeit von Managern. Demnach gibt es unterschiedliche Katego-

rien der Hybridisierung, die unterschiedliche Vorläufer und Wirkungen im institutionellen 

Kontext haben können. Für weitere Forschung wäre zu ergründen, welche Muster der Hybri-

disierung von sozialen Identitäten von Unternehmensberatern es in der öffentlichen Verwal-
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tung gibt. Auch wäre zu fragen, welche Rolle Hybridisierung auf der Mikro-Ebene für den 

institutionellen Wandel in der Organisation und darüber hinaus spielt.  

Das Paradox der „embedded agency“ könnte ein wichtiges Puzzleteil in der Erklärung des 

institutionellen Wandels sein (Thornton, Ocasio und Lounsbury 2012). Thornton und Ocasio 

(2008) haben bereits die Rolle des „institutional entrepreneur“ auf der Mikro-Ebene theore-

tisch diskutiert, die institutionelle Logiken inkrementell verändern, manipulieren und so einen 

institutionellen Wandel auslösen können. Horton und Wanderley (2016) argumentieren, dass 

vor allem Konflikte in sozialen Identitäten ein wichtiger Antrieb für „embedded agency“ in-

nerhalb von Organisationen sind, die eine Art Motor für den institutionellen Wandel darstellt. 

Es braucht mehr Forschung, um zu verstehen, ob und wie externe Berater in gemeinsamer 

Konstruktion von sozialen Identitäten mit Klienten einen institutionellen Wandel in der öf-

fentlichen Verwaltung erzeugen können, wenn sie selbst in den institutionellen Kontext ein-

gebunden sind. Es wäre genauer zu ergründen, welche Rolle Klienten von Beratungsdienst-

leistungen in der öffentlichen Verwaltung im Sinne von „embedded agency“ spielen.  

Auch wäre die Erforschung einer Langzeitwirkung des institutionellen Kontextes der Verwal-

tung auf die Professionalisierungsprozesse und die Konstruktion von Professionsidentitäten 

von Unternehmensberatern interessant. Der stetige Legitimierungsdruck und die Anpassung 

an den institutionellen Kontext der öffentlichen Verwaltung bedingt neue Deutungsmuster 

und Variationen in Praktiken, Routinen und im Selbstverständnis von Beratern, wie es im 

Dissertationsbeitrag 3 aufgezeigt wurde. Gerade institutionelle Widersprüche bedingen solche 

Variationen und neue Skripte in Professionsidentitäten (Bévort und Suddaby 2016; McGivern 

et al. 2015). Eine Longitudinalstudie könnte interessante Einsichten in solche Professionskon-

struktionen von Beratern liefern und die Forschung über die Wirkungsweise von institutionel-

len Logiken auf Professionen bereichern.  

Mit der Erforschung von PSM von Unternehmensberatern wird Forschungsneuland betreten. 

Das kann durchaus Kontroversen erzeugen, da ein in der Literatur unübliches Bild von Bera-

tern gezeichnet wird. Das theoretische Konzept von PSM (Perry und Wise 1990) greift nicht 

nur die für institutionelle Logiken relevanten Symbole und Normen, wie z. B. Werte und Mis-

sionen der öffentlichen Verwaltung, sondern auch die affektive Dimension der Motivation 

von sozialen Akteuren auf. Auch in der neo-institutionalistischen Organisationsforschung 

rückt zunehmend die affektive bzw. emotionale Dimension von Institutionen in den Fokus 

(DeJordy und Barrett 2014; Lok et al. 2017). Thornton und Ocasio (2008) erwähnen 
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beispielsweise die emotionale Komponente in kollektiven Identitäten: „A collective identity is 

the cognitive, normative, and emotional connection experienced by members of a social group 

because of their perceived common status“ (Thornton und Ocasio 2008, S. 111). Emotionen 

könnten daher ein wichtiges Bindeglied zwischen Individuen und Institutionen darstellen 

(Lok et al. 2017) und neue Erkenntnisse über die Wirkungsweise von institutionellen Logiken 

auf soziale Akteure und damit auch auf Legitimationsprozesse liefern. Weitere Forschung 

könnte stärker die affektive Dimension in Identifikations- und Legitimierungsprozessen von 

Unternehmensberatern in der öffentlichen Verwaltung ergründen.  

Da die meisten Befragten in dieser Studie dazu tendieren, eher über erfolgreiche Beratungs-

projekte und gute Erfahrungen zu berichten (Ashraf und Uddin 2013), wären auch negative 

Erfahrungen von Befragten, d. h. gescheiterte Beratungsprojekte, für die weitere Erforschung 

von Legitimation von Unternehmensberatung relevant. Das Untersuchen von Delegitimierung 

(Berger et al. 1998) von Unternehmensberatern könnte neue und wichtige Einsichten über die 

Persistenz von institutionellen Logiken und Erhaltung von Institutionen in der öffentlichen 

Verwaltung liefern.  
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Berater im Spiegel des Feldes 

Eine professionssoziologische Rekonstruktion ihrer Legitimierung in Verwal-

tungen und Universitäten***** 

Tim Seidenschnur,* Georg Krücken,** Julia Galwa*** und Rick Vogel**** 

Zusammenfassung: Unternehmensberater spielen eine wichtige Rolle für die Verbreitung von Ma-

nagementtrends in unterschiedlichen organisationalen Feldern. Sie profitieren zugleich von diesen 

Trends, weil sie neue Beratungsmärkte abseits des angestammten Geschäfts in der Privatwirtschaft 

schaffen. In diesen Feldern behaupten sich jedoch institutionelle Eigenlogiken, die Berater vor Legiti-

mierungsprobleme stellen. Dieser Beitrag untersucht die Legitimierung von Beratern in unterschiedli-

chen institutionellen Feldern entlang der drei professionssoziologisch gewonnenen Kategorien Wissen, 

Macht und Image. Er fokussiert insbesondere die feldspezifischen Erwartungshaltungen, an denen sich 

Berater messen lassen müssen, und betrachtet Narrationen und Traditionen als konstitutive Elemente 

für die Legitimation von Unternehmensberatung. Zur exemplarischen Analyse wird die Legitimation 

von Beratern in Universitäten und Verwaltungen anhand von Interviewsequenzen rekonstruiert. Neben 

dem Brückenschlag zwischen Neo-Institutionalismus und Professionssoziologie helfen die Ergebnisse 

auch, das bislang nur vereinzelt untersuchte, in der Praxis jedoch gewichtige Phänomen der Beratung 

in diesen beiden Forschungsfeldern vergleichend zu beleuchten. 

Stichworte: Beratung; Professionen; Neo-Institutionalismus; Legitimation; Organisationale Felder 

 

Legitimizing business consultants 

A comparative analysis in universities and public administrations 

Abstract: Business consulting has been very successful and has spread into almost every organizational 

field of society. Today, business consultants are very important for the diffusion of trends in manage-

ment. However, in organizational fields outside the economic sector, consultants face institutional 

logics and settings that differ remarkably from economic ones. These logics shape the expectations of 

clients and thereby determine whether consultants are constructed as legitimate actors in consulting 

processes or not. This paper analyses how consultants are constructed as legitimate actors by referring 

to sociological research on professions. Based on that research, the categories knowledge, power, and 

image are central for our analysis. By making use of these categories, the paper analyses and discusses 

how consultants are legitimated in universities and public administrations. Empirically, the paper fo-

cusses on narratives in interviews with clients and consultants in the two fields at hand. The paper 

contributes to the understanding of how consulting processes are shaped by different institutional set-

tings in which universities and public administrations are embedded. Furthermore, linkages between 

sociological research on professions and sociology’s new institutionalism are explored. 
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In Search of Legitimacy: Conflicting Logics and Social Identities of Man-

agement Consultants in Public Administration 

 

Abstract 

While the role of management consultants as transmitters of private sector management tech-

niques is widely acknowledged, how they gain legitimacy from public sector clients remains 

unclear. We tackle this gap and investigate management consultants’ legitimization work in 

public administration. Building on institutional and social identity theory, we argue that com-

peting institutional logics of the public sector create a conflict-, contradiction-, and tension-

ridden arena. Faced with this interpretive ambiguity, consultants engage in identity work and 

co-create their social identities with their clients by referring to the broader sources of legiti-

macy that institutional logics provide. We substantiate our theoretical reasoning with 43 semi-

structured interviews with consultants and clients in the German public sector and extract four 

social identities of consultants. Only one of these identities complies with what the literature 

commonly considers a management consultant in the public sector, while the other identities 

source legitimacy to different extents from the professional logic of public administration. 

The results show how identity work helps actors in need of legitimacy to cope with the insti-

tutional complexity of public administration. 

 

Keywords: consultancy, institutional logics, legitimacy, new public management, social iden-

tity 
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In Search of Legitimacy: Conflicting Logics and Social Identities of Man-

agement Consultants in Public Administration 

 

Introduction   

The literature has long acknowledged the active, yet often hidden, role of management con-

sultants in public sector reforms  (e.g. Fattore, Iacovone, and Steccolini 2018; Ferlie et al. 

2016; Lapsley, Miller, and Pollock 2013; Saint-Martin 2000). The reform policies in the wake 

of New Public Management (NPM) (Hood 1991; Pollitt and Bouckaert 2017) have created a 

receptive climate in the public sector for management advice and almost given rise to a “con-

sultocracy” (Hood and Jackson 1991, 24). Consultants have gained currency in as far as the 

reform policies have promoted the adoption of business management, because public manag-

ers have had little experience of private sector ideas and practices (Kuna 2017; Saint-Martin 

1998). Management consultants have thus played an agentic role in “knowledge brokering” 

(Hargadon 2002, 46) and “boundary bridging” (Greenwood and Suddaby 2006, 37) between 

the public and the private sectors (Christensen 2005; Lapsley and Oldfield 2001). 

Their critical distinction from traditional bureaucracy and their identification with a 

new managerial logic are part of why management consultants have been successful in the 

public sector. However, the ‘clash’ of divergent logics once consultants have entered public 

organizations and interact with their clients also brings about problems of legitimization. In 

order to trigger change in the public sector, they strive for the legitimization in an institutional 

setting which not only differs greatly from the business sector, but is also heterogeneous due 

to the multiple and, sometimes, contradictory institutional logics (Coule and Patmore 2013; 

Meyer and Hammerschmid 2006). Consultants thus face considerable institutional complexity 

when they engage in legitimization work during micro-level interactions with public sector 

clients. Such efforts have become all the more crucial for consultants since the macro-level 

climate in favor of private sector management approaches has changed due to increasingly 

critical attitudes towards NPM (Dunleavy et al. 2006; Hood and Peters 2004). 

In this paper, we explore how management consultants gain legitimacy in the public 

sector by translating divergent institutional logics and by (co-)creating social identities. The 

academic literature on management consultants is still rather limited, given their influential 
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role in both the private and the public sectors. While the hiring of consultants has been re-

searched as a source to legitimize decisions (Bouwmeester and van Werven 2011), less is 

known about the attribution of legitimacy to consultants. We change the perspective from 

legitimization by consultants to the legitimization of consultants, and examine how consult-

ants turn into legitimate actors in public organizations. This perspective is particularly rele-

vant for our understanding of how management ideas spread from beyond and within the pub-

lic sector (Ferlie et al. 2016), better accounting for consultants’ role and actions as important 

multipliers of public sector reforms. Furthermore, we advance research on the institutional 

complexity in the public sector and strengthen the micro-foundations of institutional research 

on public administration. 

Our paper proceeds as follows: In the next section, we illustrate how management 

consultants are exposed to contradictive pressures due to competing logics in public admin-

istration. We subsequently elaborate on the theoretical approach of institutional logics (Fried-

land and Alford 1991; Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury 2012) and combine this with social 

identity theory (Tajfel 1982; Tajfel and Turner 1986) to emphasize the importance of man-

agement consultants’ identity work (Bévort and Suddaby 2016; Lok 2010). Afterwards we 

describe our qualitative study’s context and methods. Thereafter, we present our results. Fi-

nally, we conclude with a discussion of our contributions, of our paper’s limitations, and of 

the avenues for future research. 

Legitimacy, Institutional Logics, and Social Identities of Management Consultants 

Following a processual perspective on legitimacy (Suddaby, Bitektine, and Haack 2017), and 

building on institutional (Friedland and Alford 1991; Thornton and Ocasio 2008) and social 

identity theory (Tajfel 1981; Tajfel and Turner 1986), we argue that the public sector is a con-

flicts-, contradiction-, and tension-ridden arena in which consultants are in search of legitima-

cy in order to turn into credible change agents. Faced with the interpretive ambiguity resulting 

from competing institutional logics, consultants engage in identity work and co-create their 

social identities with clients by referring to the broader sources of legitimacy that institutional 

logics provide. Social identities therefore mediate between macro level-logics and micro-level 

actions, while consultants gain legitimacy in as far as they comply with these identities. 
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Consultants and Legitimacy 

Legitimacy has been defined as “generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an 

entity are desirable, proper or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, 

values, beliefs and definitions” (Suchman 1995, 574). The attribution of legitimacy empowers 

social actors to act upon accepted grounds and relieves them of having to justify their actions. 

Being perceived as legitimate is even more critical to actors who enter contested fields in 

which sources of legitimacy are tensional, because the existing norms, values, and beliefs are 

under threat. This applies to management consultants whose job is to challenge the status quo 

in organizations and to bring about change in organizational strategies, structures, and cul-

tures. When involved in management reforms in the public sector, consultants act in a highly 

contested arena in which managerial ideas and instruments clash with traditional bureaucracy 

(Kuna 2017; Radnor and O'Mahoney 2013; Saint-Martin 2000). This makes the search for 

legitimacy a critical challenge for management consultants in public organizations. 

Legitimacy is a core concept in institutional theory, which has been researched from 

various perspectives (Suchman 1995; Suddaby, Bitektine, and Haack 2017). When ap-

proached from a processual angle, legitimacy emerges from an interactive, social construction 

process (Suddaby, Bitektine, and Haack 2017). Constructing legitimacy is a dynamic and iter-

ative process, involving multiple social actors who interact and negotiate repeatedly, particu-

larly when seeking or opposing change. In this process, the use of persuasive language and 

narratives implies purposeful actors’ high self-interest and agency (Suddaby, Bitektine, and 

Haack 2017; Suddaby and Greenwood 2005). It also points to the high demands that institu-

tional actors face in terms of social skills (Fligstein 1997). Consultants are usually regarded as 

having (and being trained in) advanced skills in terms of impression management, which 

should prepare them to negotiate with and to persuade clients (Berglund and Werr 2000; 

Clark 1995; Clark and Salaman 1996). 

At the field level, management consulting’s professional form has, to some extent, 

been institutionalized (David, Sine, and Haveman 2013; McKenna 2006), but is still imbued 

with many ambiguities and uncertainties. Since consulting services are largely intangible, they 

are difficult to evaluate and may be subject to management fashions (Abrahamson 1996; Jung 

and Kieser 2012). Professional standards are heterogeneous and do not impose severe limita-

tions on access to the consulting market (Alvesson and Johansson 2002; Groß and Kieser 

2006). A considerable degree of institutional uncertainty, arising from a lack of professionali-
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zation, industry boundaries, and service standards therefore characterizes management con-

sulting (Alvesson 2011; Glückler and Armbrüster 2003). Accordingly, consultants’ legitimacy 

is not simply derived from the consulting profession’s firmly institutionalized assumptions, 

expectations, and images, but must be constantly established and reaffirmed in micro-level 

interactions. 

The literature provides initial evidence of public sector management consultants suf-

fering legitimacy problems. In a multiple case study of four policy decisions in the Dutch 

public sector, Bouwmeester and van Werven (2011) demonstrate that consultants’ legitimacy 

erodes when they are regarded as politicians’ ‘hired guns,’ who act as legitimizers of deci-

sions made beforehand. In their comparative analysis of consulting projects in public universi-

ties in France, Great Britain, and Germany, Serrano-Velarde and Krücken (2012) show that 

consultants struggle with legitimacy problems in academia’s decision-making culture and that 

a lack of legitimacy may inhibit cross-sectoral knowledge transfer. In a qualitative study of 

the German public sector,  Armbrüster and colleagues (2010) identify consultants’ bad image 

among clients and trace it back to institutional conflicts arising from business sector consult-

ants’ professional background. These results of previous research suggest that management 

consultants in the public sector do not (or no longer) gain legitimacy “simply by virtue of 

their technical knowledge” (Saint-Martin 1998, 348) based on their private sector experience, 

but are under considerable pressure to engage in the legitimacy building process.  

Competing Logics in the Public Sector 

From a processual perspective, legitimization is the “process by which cultural accounts from 

a larger social framework in which a social entity is nested are construed to explain and sup-

port the existence of that social entity” (Berger et al. 1998, 380). The social framework of 

norms, values, beliefs, and definitions from which legitimacy accounts flow and to which they 

refer, have recently been conceptualized as institutional logics (Friedland and Alford 1991; 

Thornton and Ocasio 2008; Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury 2012). Institutional logics com-

prise the institutional system’s organizing ‘master’ principles and provide social actors with 

behavioral and cognitive scripts on how to act and think appropriately. Institutional logics are 

therefore “the socially constructed, historical patterns of material practices, assumptions, val-

ues, beliefs, and rules by which individuals produce and reproduce their material subsistence, 

organize time and space, and provide meaning to their social reality” (Thornton and Ocasio 

1999, 804). 
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Institutional logics provide ambiguous sources of legitimacy when multiple logics col-

lide in the same field (Bévort and Suddaby 2016). Such ambiguity constrains legitimacy-

seeking actors, because conflicting logics lead to inconsistent interpretive social situations 

under which a variety of behavioral frames are available. However, institutional complexity 

also creates possibilities for agentic behavior (Greenwood et al. 2010; Greenwood et al. 2011) 

and is an important trigger of institutional change (Friedland and Alford 1991; Seo and Creed 

2002). In the absence of a single dominant logic with which to comply, institutional com-

plexity enables social actors to select, prioritize, and combine elements from different logics 

to find heterogeneous, but patterned, responses to the environment (Greenwood et al. 2011; 

Pache and Santos 2010, 2013). Rather than being passively exposed to the institutional envi-

ronment, social actors actively manage this environment’s contradictory expectations in order 

to co-construct legitimacy claims and, in turn, to bring about institutional change. 

The public sector is a prime example of the coexistence of multiple, often conflicting, 

logics. We focus on two overarching institutional logics that predominantly affect manage-

ment consulting in the public sector (although further logics may operate in different public 

sector subfields): the legalistic-bureaucratic logic and the managerial logic (Meyer et al. 

2014). The legalistic-bureaucratic logic is constitutive of traditional public administration 

and most clearly reflected in the Weberian state’s bureaucracy. It fosters a strong professional 

ethos based on values such as legality, neutrality, equity, and loyalty. In this logic, the state is 

a sovereign devoted to the public interest, but with a superior position in society. Since the 

legalistic-bureaucratic logic corresponds to procedural forms of legitimacy, the focus of atten-

tion is on behavior appropriateness, as evaluated in terms of compliance with rules, responsi-

bilities, and duties. Accordingly, control is tightly exercised through the rules and the direc-

tives of a hierarchical and centralized system.  

In the course of the past decades, NPM gave rise to a new managerial logic in the pub-

lic sector, which differs profoundly from and is opposed to the legalistic-bureaucratic logic 

(Meyer et al. 2014). Management consultants, who operate in a managerial frame of refer-

ence, have played an important role in this logic’s diffusion from the private to the public sec-

tor (Christensen 2005; Lapsley and Oldfield 2001; McKenna 2006; Saint-Martin 2000). The 

managerial logic drives an economic rationality with results-based forms of legitimacy. The 

state is a service provider held accountable for achieving targets and satisfying customer 

needs. For this purpose, objectives, contracts, performance indicators, and competition are 

appropriate modes of governance in a decentralized system which grants agency managers 
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considerable autonomy. The managerial logic is built on core values such as performance, 

efficiency, and effectiveness and fosters change, flexibility, and innovation. 

Since the legalistic-bureaucratic and the managerial logics are substantially incom-

mensurable, management consultants are exposed to institutional conflicts when they give 

advice on administrative reforms. How they resolve these tensions and balance the heteroge-

neous environment’s contradictory demands has not yet been explored. We argue that institu-

tional logics translate into social identities providing a link to the individual actorhood level 

(Meyer and Hammerschmid 2006; Meyer et al. 2014). Consultants engage with their clients in 

the co-construction of these identities and acquire legitimacy in as far as they comply with 

these. 

Identity Work of Consultants and Clients 

Social identities mediate the relationship between institutional structure and individual behav-

ior. A social identity is “that part of the individuals’ self-concept which derives from their 

knowledge of their membership of a social group (or groups) together with the value and 

emotional significance of that membership” (Tajfel 1981, 255). Social identities are features 

of social situations (Tajfel 1982; Tajfel and Turner 1986) rather than those of individuals (for 

comparison, see Hogg, Terry, and White 1995), and provide the actors within these situations 

with their typifications and categorizations (Berger and Luckmann 1967). The construction of 

identities is therefore a process of (self-)categorization into existing prototypes (Hogg 1992; 

Hogg and Terry 2000). Behavioral safety arises from a sense of belonging to social categories 

and from compliance with the templates they provide. Such templates comprise vocabularies, 

motives, norms, symbols, and practices, which are derived from institutional logics, but speci-

fy and enrich them in social situations.  

Identity construction is an ongoing process in which social identities are shaped and 

regulated according to the the sources of legitimacy which institutional logics provide. Alves-

son and Willmott define the regulation of identities as “the more or less intentional effects of 

social practices upon processes of identity construction and reconstruction” (2002, 625). Such 

identity work is particularly salient in management consulting (Alvesson 2000). In contrast to 

the popular image of overly self-confident consultants, knowledge workers often lack self-

esteem and suffer from existential anxiety and doubts. Ambiguities in both the activities and 

the results of consulting, as well as the lack of clients’ stable and reliable confirmation and 
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valuation, undermine a clear and coherent sense of self (Alvesson 2011). However, the need 

to construct and reconstruct social identities that are positive in terms of self-esteem and self-

enhancement in a social environment guide individuals (Banks et al. 2016; Hogg and Terry 

2000).  

The management consultancy case exemplifies that social identities emerge from so-

cial interactions rather than from a mechanical fit with the social environment, and depend on 

reference groups’ stereotypical perceptions of appropriate practices (Hogg and Ridgeway 

2003). Consulting emerges from a reciprocal interaction between consultants and clients and 

is thus dependent on the involved actors and their interrelationships (Fincham 1999; Nikolo-

va, Möllering, and Reihlen 2015; Sturdy and Wright 2011). Both consultants and clients 

therefore co-construct management consultants’ social identities. This corresponds to previ-

ous research on management consulting, which suggests that both views have to be consid-

ered in order to understand how consultants interact with clients to manage institutional 

boundaries (Alvesson et al. 2009). 

While consultancy work is, in general, often contested and conflicting (Alvesson 

2011), insecurity and ambiguity even increase in fields with competing institutional logics. 

Identity work enables actors to balance institutional contradictions and to reduce uncertainty 

(Cooper and Thatcher 2010; Creed, DeJordy, and Lok 2010; Hogg and Terry 2000). When 

multiple logics coexist and collide in the same field, a broader range of social identities is 

available and identity work becomes more salient than in fields with lower complexity. For 

instance, Bévort and Suddaby (2016) highlight the necessity for individuals to interpret and 

make sense of contradictory institutional demands in an organizational setting and to script 

their professional identity in this setting. Consultants exposed to conflicting logics may adopt 

and combine different elements of these logics, giving rise to hybrid versions of identities 

(Meyer and Hammerschmid 2006; Skelcher and Smith 2015). 

Data and Methods 

Above we have argued that public sector management consultants’ social identities emerge 

from both consultants’ and clients’ social constructions. A focus on social constructions is 

consistent with a qualitative methodology, because it requires an interpretive understanding of 

the ‘whys’ and ‘hows’ of such processes (Berger and Luckmann 1967; Corbin and Strauss 

2015). We therefore follow a qualitative approach, whose core comprises semi-structured 
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interviews with key informants. We consider consultants and clients as “knowledgeable 

agents” who “know what they are trying to do and can explain their thoughts, intentions, and 

actions” (Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton 2012, 17). 

Case Setting 

We sampled our interviewees in Germany, the largest consultancy market in Europe, whose 

market volume is EUR 29 billion and which has had the highest annual turnover growth dur-

ing the past ten years (FEACO 2017). As in many other Western countries (Saint-Martin 

2000), the spread of NPM across the German public sector has made consulting services for 

administrative reforms acceptable. Simultaneously, Germany is the prime example of the con-

tinental ‘Rechtsstaat,’ in which managerial ideas and concepts contrast sharply with tradition-

al forms of professional bureaucracy (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011). These institutional tensions 

between competing logics should make the German case particularly appropriate for studying 

management consultants’ legitimization. 

Sampling 

We applied purposeful sampling (Patton 2015), whose aim is to select information-rich cases 

strategically for the purpose of the research interest. More precisely, we followed theory-

based or operational construct sampling (Patton 2015) and selected candidates who represent 

a broad range of consulting firms, advisory approaches, and practical experience. We restrict-

ed our focus to management consulting in the ‘core’ administration, because this is where the 

managerial logic differs most from the legalistic-bureaucratic logic and only sampled clients 

from the federal, state, and municipal administration. We identified potential interviewees via 

professional online networks, consultancy webpages, and media reports on consulting pro-

jects. In both target groups (i.e. management consultants and public executives), we applied 

snowball sampling and asked the interviewees for referrals to other potential participants. This 

sampling strategy is considered appropriate for populations that are hard to identify and diffi-

cult to approach (Atkinson and Flint 2001), which applies to our study, because many public 

sector consulting projects are politically sensitive and consulting firms usually follow strict 

confidentiality policies. 

The sample covers consultants who have held various positions (i.e. junior and senior 

consultants, managing directors, associate partners) in consultancies that differ in size and in 

the scope of their activities (Appendix 1). As clients, we interviewed public officials and em-
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ployees with executive responsibilities (heads of department or division, department manag-

ers, project leaders, directors). We terminated the sampling when the collected data were satu-

rated and could no longer provide substantially new information (Corbin and Strauss 2015). 

We ultimately had a sample of 21 management consultants prioritizing the public sector and 

22 clients in public administration. 

Data Collection 

The interviews were conducted face-to-face from 2015 to 2017, had a duration of 60 to 90 

minutes, with an average interview lasting approximately 75 minutes. The semi-structured 

interviews followed a thematic interview guide related to (1) the consulting projects’ process-

es and practices; (2) personal experiences, cultural assumptions, beliefs, and the consultants’ 

and clients’ perceptions; (3) the institutional context’s influences and perceived ideals; and to 

(4) reflections on acceptance and conflicts (Appendix 2). All the interviews were recorded 

and thereafter verbatimly transcribed.  

Data Analysis  

An approach iterating between the empirical material and the theoretical considerations (Gi-

oia, Corley, and Hamilton 2012), which can best be described as a form of “abductive” re-

search (Alvesson and Kärreman 2007; Locke, Golden-Biddle, and Feldman 2008), guided the 

analysis of the interview transcripts. At the first level of analysis, we identified recurrent top-

ics in the data and grouped them into categories (i.e. first-order concepts). This “open coding” 

(Corbin and Strauss 2015) adhered closely to the informants’ terms and language, thus giving 

voice to the insiders most familiar with management consulting in public administration. 

Since the coding procedure resulted in a large number of codes, we reviewed their similarities 

and differences, collapsing some of the original codes so that there were fewer categories, 

similar to a preliminary “axial coding” (Corbin and Strauss 2015). 

At the second level, theoretical considerations and existing research on identity work 

primarily guided the data analysis (Lok 2010; Watson 2008). Here, the purpose was to arrive 

at more abstract themes that combined a theoretical narrative with empirical indications of 

how public sector management consultants’ social identities are constructed. Following Gioia, 

Corley, and Hamilton’s methodology, we identified a “workable set of themes and concepts” 

(2012, 20), which consists of underlying structures, concepts, themes, and recognizable pat-

terns. In order to not only focus on obvious self-identifications and self-descriptions, we also 
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paid attention to more indirect and subtle statements in the interviews, which are significant in 

the analysis of identity work (Ashcraft 2005; Thomas and Davies 2005; Watson 2008). In the 

final step, we continued to merge the second-order themes into aggregated identities with dis-

tinctive features.  

Findings: Social Identities of Management Consultants in the Public Sector 

Four public sector management consultant social identities emerged from our interview data. 

These identities, providing consultants with different legitimacy accounts, result from four 

interrelated second-order themes: (1) They relate in different ways to the public sector’s insti-

tutional logics and invoke, reject or combine elements from the bureaucratic and managerial 

logics. (2) Clients’ expectations of consultants vary considerably and contribute to key stake-

holders’ social construction of identities. (3) Such expectations are differently reflected in 

narrative self-concepts of who management consultants are and are not, and how they advise 

public sector clients. (4) Consulting approaches establish interaction systems in which con-

sultants and clients relate to one another in different ways, thus adding a relational aspect to 

the social identities.  

Managerial Missionary 

Institutional logics. We refer to public sector management consultants’ first social identity as 

the managerial missionary (Figure 1). This identity largely adopts elements of the managerial 

logic and subscribes to the mission of converting public administration to business-like organ-

izations that catch up with the private sector in terms of efficiency and effectiveness. Consult-

ants adopt this identity champion management as a panacea for addressing the public admin-

istration backlog, which is considered to “lag ten years behind the state-of-the-art in the pri-

vate sector” (Consultant 08, 19). Accordingly, managerial missionaries feel obliged “to put a 

set of tools in public administration managers’ hands with which their counterparts in the 

private domain would be familiar” (Consultant 17, 13). Consultants take credit for the spread 

of the New Steering Model (NSM), a management concept that has promoted output control, 

managerial autonomy, and competition across the German public sector (Vogel 2012), which 

has led to “an enormous increase in performance, effectiveness, and efficiency” (Consultant 

10, 49). This self-proclaimed success story provides managerial missionaries with the justifi-

cation and motivation to continue the transformation of the public sector in line with business 

standards. While the managerial logic provides the guidelines for this change, elements flow-
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ing from the legalistic-bureaucratic logic are the target of fierce criticism. Bureaucracy pro-

duces “[…] permanent contradictions. The whole thing is not a rational process, unlike in the 

private domain. […] The fact that anything works at all is nothing short of a miracle” (Client 

09, 71). The managerial missionary’s identity thus builds on strong opposition to bureaucratic 

practices and values, which is further aggravated by repeated emphasis on the differences 

between the public and the private sector: “It’s about professional values and identities that 

clash” (Consultant 13, 49) and a “confrontation with a completely different way of thinking” 

(77). Managerial missionary therefore copes with institutional complexity by acquiescing 

with the managerial logic (Pache and Santos 2010), while simultaneously defying the legalis-

tic-bureaucratic logic. This corresponds to a “reproducing mode” (Røvik 2016, 296) of trans-

lation of the managerial logic by copying its core elements to the public sector. 

 

*** Please insert Figure 1 about here. *** 

 

Clients’ expectations. Clients contribute to the managerial identity’s construction with specif-

ic expectations about consultants’ role in the consulting process. Facing considerable pressure 

in favor of administrative change, clients seek advice from independent and objective outsid-

ers with a broad market overview of the private sector. Consultants meet these expectations 

when they play “the role of the external assessor, the specialist expert, who brings his [or 

her] knowledge to the administration where such knowledge is not available” (Client 07, 78). 

Clients thus believe that consultants are an indispensable source of management knowledge 

that the public administration otherwise lacks. This belief is often associated with a general 

agreement on managerial solutions’ effectiveness regarding administrative problems: “I be-

lieve that almost all performance rating scales in the public domain can be set up on the basis 

of private economic benchmarks” (Client 10, 151). Clients particularly appreciate consultants 

who are not members of the organization, but contribute their expertise from outside. This 

makes them useful for justifying and approving decisions on profound organizational change, 

especially when “[...] one does not have the courage to change the organization or to pro-

mote acceptance for that, so we say, well, a third party may perhaps put it into practice objec-

tively” (Client 18, 17). At such time, consultants are “the external voice, an independent au-

thority” (Client 05, 24), which contributes to enhancing the administrative change’s objectivi-
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ty – “sometimes real objectivity, sometimes sham objectivity” (Client 02, 34). In the clients’ 

view, employing consultants also increases change initiatives’ rationality, because “[…] the 

consultants are significantly more rational than the employees on many issues. […] The level 

of rationality […], that’s a real advantage” (Client 16, 57). 

Consultants’ self-concept. The identity of a managerial missionary is most coherent 

when clients’ expectations resonate with a consultant’s self-concept as visionary experts ena-

bling progress towards public administration’s efficiency and modernity. “I know why I went 

into the world of the public administration. It’s because […] I can’t imagine that I would 

have had as much creative freedom in the automotive or transportation industry as I have in 

the public domain” (Consultant 16, 64). Such consultants demonstrate high levels of self-

efficacy and a strong belief in consulting’s transformative power. This confidence even grows 

if the consultant has experience with public sector consulting: “I actually believe that if you 

have provided consultation services to a public administration, you can radically change any 

organization, because you’ve already provided the most reactionary people in the world with 

consultation services” (Consultant 08, 75). When complying with the managerial missionary 

identity, consultants turn the “burden of otherness” (Kipping and Armbrüster 2002) into a 

‘benefit of otherness’ by capitalizing on the fact “that we come from outside, as people who 

know more about what processes entail, or about particular issues, have the know-how to 

conduct certain cost-efficiency analyses, and are brought in as specialist experts” (Consultant 

18, 19). The institutional specificities of public administration appear to be obstacles to be 

overcome in order to make progress. Owing to high levels of trust in management consult-

ing’s creative power, a managerial missionary’s self-concept feeds the popular stereotype of 

arrogant consultants: “They have the arrogance to think they know everything better” (Client 

20, 33). 

Consulting approach. Public sector consultants’ managerial identity is associated with 

a directive consulting approach. Consultants carefully address their advice to those client or-

ganization members with power to decide on the suggested changes and to ensure implemen-

tation: “You just need someone with the right power and budget and who says, ‘here’s what 

we’re going to do,’ […] and if that someone has the necessary money as well, everything 

happens wham, bam, because, in the end, everything is feasible” (Consultant 01, 80). To en-

sure decision-makers’ approval, consultants aim at rational persuasion by means of facts and 

figures: ‟The more people’s expectations differ, the more you have to have a bomb-proof 

foundation, namely your database […] and say: ‘Okay, then that’s what our role is – to pre-



Dritter Dissertationsbeitrag 101 

 

sent the facts and to process the data’” (Consultant 21, 61). At the same time, members at the 

client organization’s lower levels often have the impression that consultants “haven’t really 

talked to us on the same level, as equals” (Client 20, 33), whereas consultants feel like “al-

iens” (Consultant 01, 113) or “invaders” (Consultant 02, 50). Neither consultants nor their 

clients have therefore interest in a closer collaboration. This underlines that the missionary 

approach reflects an understanding of organizational change as being most effective when 

implemented top-down. Such a change is likely to engender resistance from many organiza-

tional members, but consultants accept this resistance and largely ignore it as long as they 

have the key organization players’ support. In some cases, consultants deliberately provoke a 

‘clash of cultures,’ because “it’s the client system that needs confrontation […] or at least an 

initial destabilizing” (Consultant 03, 56). This irritation is often the result of the replication of 

private sector best practices to the public sector without much adjustment: “Whether there are 

differences between the public and the private [sector] in my solution strategies? – No” 

(Consultant 01, 123). 

Political Dealmaker 

Institutional logics. The second identity borrows from public administration’s managerial and 

legalistic-bureaucratic logics (Figure 2). While the managerial missionary gains legitimacy by 

opposing the legalistic-bureaucratic logic, the political dealmaker is far more sensitive to bu-

reaucracy and exhibits a higher administrative literacy. Accordingly, consultants are eager to 

demonstrate their similarity to the client “because that always makes it easier for the client to 

contract the consultancy” (Consultant 06, 49) and stress “that everything is done in a com-

pletely different way in public administration than the way things are done in industry; people 

just tick differently” (41). Beyond impression management, however, political dealmakers 

truly recognize that it is “vitally important that people understand how certain legal provi-

sions work in public administration if I were to make a change” (Consultant 09, 38). The 

acknowledgement of several tensions inherent in public administration, for example, those 

between the political and the administrative spheres, between the top management and the 

lower tiers, or between the rule of law and citizen orientation is an essential part of this in-

depth knowledge. Faced with these tensions, consultants highlight informal organization’s 

utmost importance for successful consulting: “Between the lines, there is a zone of informal, 

intuitive coordination” (Consultant 03, 10) – “Reintegrating this informalized stuff into the 

organization […] is a tough challenge and that is our job” (Consultant 17, 63). It is in this 

informal sphere where management consultants try to resolve tensions and seek compromises 
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before concepts and reviews are fed into official decision-making procedures. The political 

dealmaker acknowledges that the legalistic-bureaucratic logic imposes many limitations on 

‘instant’ private sector solutions. This identity thus builds on a compromise between both 

logics and corresponds to a “modifying mode” (Røvik 2016, 297) of translation of private 

management knowledge to the public sector, in the course of which some elements of the 

managerial and the legalistic-bureaucratic logics are combined selectively (Pache and Santos 

2013, 2010), while others are omitted. 

 

*** Please insert Figure 2 about here. *** 

 

Clients’ expectations. Clients contribute to the emergence of consultants’ identity as political 

dealmakers if they expect them to be navigators through the political struggles that adminis-

trative change engenders. This identity becomes most salient when many stakeholders are 

involved in, or affected by, a broad change initiative across different departments or agencies. 

The better a consultant is, “the more effectively he [or she] has clarified with his [or her] 

client who exactly his [or her] stakeholders are” (Client 02, 136). A management consultant 

is therefore someone who “pulls the strings of a process a little bit anyway” (Client 12, 65). 

A too specialized expertise would limit the possibilities to adjust management concepts to 

local priorities and to communicate them comprehensively to various decision-makers with 

different backgrounds: “I’m thinking about my 54 mayors whom I have to persuade after-

wards. And so, I think to myself, does he [or she; consultant] have the power to persuade? Is 

he [or she] confident enough, does he [or she] have the authority to make people trust him 

[or her]?” (Client 07, 46). Clients are well aware that it is often not sufficient to refer to con-

sultants’ expert status, “because not all consultants who have proved themselves to be compe-

tent assessors will be perfect speakers” (Client 07, 78). Therefore, clients expect consultants 

to have strong communication skills to help them to build support among the project’s deci-

sion-makers and among the general public. Such skills become even more important, and con-

sultants’ specialist knowledge less relevant when “one actually knows how the thing could be 

done” (Client 07, 14). However, clients often lack the internal power to access the political 

domain and to drive change by means of political bodies: “An external person can also per-

form another role and act as a kind of translator” (Client 22, 19). 
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Consultants’ self-concept. Consultants reflect their clients’ expectations best when 

they develop a “self-understanding as a dealmaker, as people who bring parties together” 

(Client 14, 11) and adopt “the role of  – what I would call – an ‘honest’ broker” (Consultant 

19, 25). This will be most successful when they combine political instinct and administrative 

experience with rhetorical skills. Political dealmakers are aware that their managerial exper-

tise is an important, but not an essential, part of the consulting process: “In the private sector, 

I probably need 40 percent non-professional and 60 percent professional knowledge, and in 

public administration it is the opposite” (Consultant 05, 97). It is therefore sufficient to have 

“good human knowledge and few previous experiences of how public administration works 

and where you actually join the game” (Consultant 09, 28), as long as consultants are strong 

rhetoricians and have a convincing appearance: “There are consultants, who are professional-

ly not the best, but they are top-level rhetoricians and fit into the environment exactly like a 

politician, who has no idea of the content, but if he [or she] argues convincingly, then people 

follow […]” (Consultant 05, 97). Part of the political dealmaker’s self-concept is “to speak all 

languages” (Consultant 17, 23) across the hierarchical levels and to adapt to their conversa-

tion partners. Equipped with such flexibility and pragmatism, consultants see detecting hidden 

political agendas, resolving conflicts between stakeholders, and building coalitions in the best 

interest of the contracting client as their responsibility. They feel in the right place when 

“many shared interests are brought together and a compromise is reached” (Consultant 11, 

119), rather than seeking open confrontation with opponents of change. 

Consulting approach. When the political dealmaker’s identity is salient, frequent con-

sultant-client interactions will occur, particularly in the form of negotiations. Consultants try 

hard to identify key organization actors and gain their support: “Who else do we need to in-

volve in order to ensure that we are accepted on a project? And then you just look around for 

stakeholders […] – managers, mostly, politicians, it can be a range of different people” 

(Consultant 15, 42). The consulting approach is deliberately not intended to be grass-roots 

democratic: “By that I don’t mean that we always have to integrate absolutely everybody” 

(Consultant 03, 38). Rather, it is important to have a few “sponsors” (Consultant 06, 31) who 

“personally support the change” (Consultant 12, 64), sometimes a “gray eminence” (Con-

sultant 14, 103) from outside the project (such as a former politician). Once this has been 

achieved, the consulting aims to balance the power and interests between the involved stake-

holders. This requires a situational approach that allows for flexible responses to changing 

circumstances. While consultants stress that in-depth organizational knowledge is important, a 
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too thorough preparation in advance may also hamper flexibility: “Then you come in and you 

already have a preconceived idea derived from second-hand information, such as data, doc-

uments or whatever. And then you meet the people and they don’t fit with the preconceived 

idea you have formed in your mind” (Consultant 09, 40). As political deal making, consulting 

aims more at incremental adaptation than at radical change; “that’s when muddling through 

really is a powerful skill” (Client 14, 57). Part of this incremental approach is the re-

negotiation of the project goals, particularly if the political majorities changed after an elec-

tion. 

Administrative Partner 

Institutional logics. The third identity of public sector management consultants adopts ele-

ments of the managerial and the legalistic-bureaucratic logic, and seeks compromises between 

the two (Figure 3). In this regard, the administrative partner does not differ much from the 

previously discussed identity. However, while the political dealmaker considers bureaucracy a 

‘necessary evil’ to be coped with, the administrative partner accepts the legalistic-bureaucratic 

logic from conviction. This surfaces when consultants express their appreciation for people 

working in government and show understanding for public administration’s legal restrictions: 

“These people fulfil an important role and do an important job bound by legal provisions 

with which the consultant must comply. No question about that” (Consultant 04, 52). Consult-

ants who comply with this identity are unlikely to complain about decision-making in the 

public sector, which, due to high procedural standards and a multitude of stakeholders, often 

takes more time than in the private sector. They instead criticize the adoption of private sector 

management instruments “whose praises are no doubt sung in some business-studies textbook 

or other, but which can’t possibly work in the public sector, at least not if imported off-the-

peg” (Consultant 10, 109). The consulting therefore aims at customizing management instru-

ments for the public sector needs and at combining (Pache and Santos 2013, 2010) the con-

sultant’s managerial knowledge with the knowledge residing in the client organization. This 

identity subscribes to a “modifying mode” (Røvik 2016, 297) of translation of the managerial 

logic to the public sector. 

 

*** Please insert Figure 3 about here. *** 

  



Dritter Dissertationsbeitrag 105 

 

Clients’ expectations. A recurring narrative in the interviews is that clients expect consultants 

to compensate the lack of in-house resources: “scanty in-house resources, not enough people 

with the specialist competence to ask the right questions” (Client 16, 13). Consultants meet 

the expectations best when they have an extensive track record in public administration and 

provide specialist knowledge: “The clients expect you to transfer expert knowledge to their 

organization, in their language, to consider all the restrictions and dilemmas that they are 

facing. They expect you to have everything that they don’t have” (Consultant 14, 121). From 

the clients’ perspective, a good consultant will listen to them and address their needs precisely 

with an expertise that is otherwise lacking in the organization. Despite this knowledge divide, 

clients want consultants to meet them “as equals” (Client 07, 80; Consultant 01, 161) and, 

hence, as a partner on the same operational level and every day. “So you mustn’t ever allow 

an inferiority complex to develop. On a consultancy project, both sides must be equally strong 

partners in order to ensure success” (Client 10, 99). This partnership includes learning op-

portunities for the client, who can acquire expert knowledge from the consultant. However, 

the consultant’s empowerment of the client is even more important than the transfer of 

knowledge: “I expect consultants to be able to […] empower employees, no matter on which 

level of the organizational hierarchy they are. It’s not the consultants who should be having 

ideas; they should be enabling us to do that” (Client 12, 61).  

Consultants’ self-concept. Management consultants mirror these client expectations 

when they develop the self-concept of “a very reliable, loyal, sometimes rather quiet […] 

partner” (Consultant 01, 62). They thus internalize values that are some of the public sector’s 

core values, such as reliability, loyalty, integrity, and neutrality. Within this frame of refer-

ence, the search for solutions to the client’s problems drives the consultant: “The consultant is 

no longer the Man-in-Black; no longer the grey eminence, but the understanding problem 

solver who can see what needs to be done” (Consultant 17, 27). With this solution-driven 

focus, the administrative partner tries to avoid political arenas and to remain on a factual lev-

el, even if this means being strongly involved in operational issues: “I’m not the kind of con-

sultant who considers the administration assistant too far beneath him. I don’t want to be the 

consultant who doesn’t want to get his hands dirty in a pool of data” (Consultant 21, 89). The 

consultant’s self-understanding as being an empathetic colleague working side-by-side with 

the client implies that the boundaries between the insider’s and outsider’s roles are blurred. 

Administrative partners often feel that they are “effectively joining the organization, as if you 

are on the payroll, where you’re sitting across the desk with the relevant public administra-
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tion official, and where you get on with the day-to-day business” (Consultant 14, 119). Alt-

hough “you never have the opportunity to withdraw, and talk about the client” (Consultant 

01, 34), the administrative partner accepts the client organization’s assimilation, because this 

enables him or her to intervene more effectively. 

Consulting approach. From the clients’ expectations and the consultants’ self-concept, 

it follows that the administrative partner’s identity is most coherently enacted in a highly col-

laborative consulting approach. In the best case, such consultant-client interactions are based 

on a relationship of trust: “In the best-case scenario, a trust system develops. And in this trust 

system – that’s when the consultant becomes a true consultant” (Client 01, 50). Trust is more 

likely to develop the longer the consulting relationship lasts and the more the consultant is 

embedded in the client organization’s daily work. The consultant is strongly aware that 

“we’re all more likely to accept things if we’re involved in the decision, if we’re informed, if 

things are transparent” (Consultant 02, 56). Accordingly, the consulting process is highly 

participatory and best described as a co-production of knowledge or, in the words of a con-

sultant, a “co-creative service” (Consultant 03, 20). Although it is essential for the consultant 

to contribute a great deal of authoritative expertise to the relationship, there is little predeter-

mination of the results, which corresponds to a bottom-up rather than a top-down approach. 

This implies a caring partnership, regardless of the hierarchical level. The client’s learning is 

a cornerstone of success for this kind of consulting, because “then, the clients, in an ideal 

situation, will call you again in four years and ask: ‘Can I ask you to come in again?’” (Con-

sultant 09, 22). The consulting approach thus aims to establish a sustainable and reliable rela-

tionship between the consultant and the client. 

Public Servant 

Institutional logics. Management consultants’ fourth identity is not only derived from public 

bureaucracy’s appreciation, but also from private management’s criticism (Figure 4). While 

the administrative partner comes to an arrangement with the legalistic-bureaucratic logic and 

shows understanding of it, the public servant has a more normatively charged attitude towards 

public administration. This becomes evident when consultants stress public administration’s 

societal significance, “because the tasks that these people do there, […] concern caring for 

people’s basic existence. And that is a whole different ball game compared to the private do-

main” (Consultant 08, 25). Public employees “are special people who want to do something 

good for society” (Consultant 08, 91) and their work “is just so demanding, every single per-
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son is affected” (Consultant 04, 42). Given this ‘higher purpose’, consultants reject a manage-

rial approach that does not take public administration’s complexity into account: “If manage-

ment consultants enter public administrations with an approach based solely on economic 

principles, I believe they’re bound to fail” (Consultant 11, 121). Accordingly, the public serv-

ant is at odds with conventional consultants enacting an identity as a managerial missionary. 

In such a ‘wrong’ consulting, “management consultancy is part of the problem, rather than 

the solution” (Consultant 07, 152), particularly when their profit motive drives consultants. In 

contrast, consultants who subscribe to a public servant identity internalize public administra-

tion goals and are passionate about positive change in society. This pattern of coping allows 

consultants to borrow scripts and templates from the legalistic-bureaucratic logic to comply 

with environmental demands (Pache and Santos 2010), while the managerial logic is largely 

avoided and/or radically translated (Røvik 2016) to the public sector. 

 

*** Please insert Figure 4 about here. *** 

 

Clients’ expectations. The public servant identity is likely to emerge when clients expect con-

sultants to “take the goals of public administration on board” (Client 07, 32). At the same 

time, the consulting should go beyond the administrative sphere and offer political bodies new 

strategies and solutions. This requires consultants to be familiar with public policy’s and ad-

ministration’s structure and culture, but not necessarily have comprehensive prior knowledge 

of the consulting project’s subject. The reason for this requirement is that clients do not want 

consultants to work according to a rigid pattern and to suggest concepts implemented else-

where many times before: “I wouldn’t necessarily award the contract to the person who tells 

me they’ve just done exactly the same job for somebody else” (Client 02, 128). Rather, clients 

may contract a consultant “who tells them that this is the first time they’ve ever tried to do a 

job like this” (Client 02, 126). Clients perceive the recipient organization as very unique and 

expect tailor-made solutions that take this uniqueness into account. Small consultancies are 

more likely to meet these expectations than large firms: “A small consultant firm has a great 

chance of winning jobs in public administrations, because they can approach the challenge in 

a far more tailored way” (Client 07, 94). It is important for consultants to “give the impres-

sion that they are truly intellectual and that they are prepared to contribute everything that 
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they possibly can” (Client 21, 73). Appropriate solutions should take the public interest into 

account and enable administration to “grow flexibly with the time cycles and development 

processes within the society” (Client 20, 19). 

Consultant’s self-concept. Consultants co-create the public servant identity by concep-

tualizing themselves strongly in terms of the public interest. Beyond an understanding and 

even admiration of public employees’ societal mission, consultants see the ‘bigger picture’ 

and consider their work a contribution to society. This finds expression in reflections on why 

they became public sector consultants: “I wanted to change something. I didn’t want to go to 

the top and earn pots of money or be written about in the press. That wasn’t my ambition” 

(Consultant 09, 30). Public servants feel “driven in the sense of having a political impact” 

(Consultant 11, 57) and are willing to make personal sacrifices. They regard consulting as an 

opportunity “to shape the country in which we live and the conditions under which we live” 

(Consultant 19, 47). The impact on many citizens’ quality of life is “the first thing you notice 

in a public administration, because you yourself are a citizen and stand to benefit” (Consult-

ant 08, 57). Part of consultants’ self-concept as public servants is to envision citizens rather 

than clients as the ultimate beneficiaries of their work: “ʽNo, no, that’s a nice idea you have, 

but what good is that for Joe Citizen?ʼ Sometimes we feel like an advocate of the people, even 

if it doesn’t occur to them [clients]” (Consultant 09, 84). Public sector consultants therefore 

feel accountable towards citizens, not least because they “know that every day for which they 

get paid costs the taxpayer money” (Consultant 17, 81). A self-concept as a public servant is 

most salient when a consultant has work experience in the public sector on his or her CV. 

Consulting approach. Consistent with public servants’ normative commitment to the 

public sector, their approach follows the principles of democracy, which are themselves con-

sidered a “value” (Consultant 01, 62) or a “stance” (Client 12, 49) when consulting. Since 

“we believe that you can only change organizations if everybody pulls together” (Consultant 

08, 89), the approach aims at the organizational members’ broad participation. While other 

consulting approaches almost exclusively address decision-making elites in the client organi-

zation, public servants also try to include more peripheral and underrepresented actors with 

less power. This also means that deviant opinions will not be neglected and “every form of 

constructive criticism is welcome” (Client 12, 49). The consulting is most likely to achieve 

consensus when solutions are developed internally and collaboratively, and have mutual 

learning effects. Consultants then become “midwives delivering solutions” (Consultant 03, 

22) and “mountain guides for our clients, as they climb towards their solution” (ibid.). The 
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implementation of other public organizations’ standardized management concepts or even 

those from the private sector contradicts this consulting approach: “We are neither missionar-

ies, nor do we sell a proverbial silver bullet” (Consultant 13, 33). 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Despite management consultants’ crucial role in the diffusion of management instruments and 

techniques to (and in spreading them within) the public sector (e.g. Christensen 2005; Ferlie 

et al. 2016; Lapsley and Oldfield 2001; Saint-Martin 2000) they are still ‘unknown strangers’ 

in public administration, not least due to their discreet activities outside formal institutions 

(Beveridge 2012; Speers 2007) and consultancies’ strict confidentiality policies. Little is 

known of why and how management consultants gain legitimacy, as previous research has 

mostly focused on legitimization by rather than of consultants (e.g. Bouwmeester and van 

Werven 2011). This study argues that management consultants are at the nexus of institutional 

tensions and contradictions between public administration’s managerial and legalistic-

bureaucratic logics. To cope with this complexity and with knowledge work’s general uncer-

tainty and ambiguity (Alvesson 2011), they co-create social identities and gain legitimacy in 

as far as they activate and perform these identities depending on situational cues (Brown and 

Toyoki 2013).  

Four such identities emerged from our in-depth interviews with consultants and clients 

in the public sector, both of which are actively involved in the identity construction process. 

The extracted identities differ in how they translate, negotiate, and challenge the bureaucratic 

and managerial logics. Two opposite identities subscribe to one of these logics, while avoid-

ing the other: the managerial missionary champions the managerial logic and makes the le-

galistic-bureaucratic logic a target of criticism and transformation. When consultants comply 

with this identity, they hardly adjust to public administration’s institutional environment, but 

instead adhere to the private sector’s missions, priorities, values, and symbols, as well as capi-

talize on this ‘otherness’ when entering the public sector. The salience of this identity shows 

that there is still a substantial demand for management knowledge in the public sector, and 

consultants are regarded as legitimate suppliers of this knowledge. This may come as a sur-

prise to those who subscribe to the view that public management has entered a post-NPM era 

(Dunleavy et al. 2006). While institutional research has found that identities stemming from 

an ‘outdated’ or ‘repressed’ institutional logic may indeed endure and survive institutional 
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change (Creed, DeJordy, and Lok 2010), the managerialist identity indicates that NPM is 

alive and well in the public sector (Lodge and Gill 2011; Pollitt 2016). 

Conversely, the public servant largely adopts narratives and meanings from the legal-

istic-bureaucratic logic and is critical of the managerial logic’s colonization of the public sec-

tor. Consultants who enact this identity exhibit a high commitment to public administration’s 

mission and express their concerns with private sector management instruments, as well as 

with their opposition to consultants who suggest implementing such instruments without tak-

ing the public sector specificities into account. Such complaints about ‘wrong’ consultants 

perpetuate the social identity by defining an out-group from which the in-group of public 

servants can differ (Tajfel 1981, 1982). By extracting this identity, our findings become rele-

vant for research on public service motivation (PSM; Ritz, Brewer, and Neumann 2016), be-

cause the public servant exhibits attitudes and behaviors associated with the various dimen-

sions of PSM (Perry 1996). Most obviously, he or she has a strong commitment to the public 

interest by making sense of public sector consulting in terms of its societal impact and the 

citizens and society at large, who are the ultimate beneficiaries of such consulting. Since this 

motivational aspect is among the drivers of consultants’ self-selection to public sector con-

sulting, our findings expand the original attraction hypothesis (Perry and Wise 1990) to a 

group of external stakeholders who feel attracted to public organizations without seeking 

membership. 

Between these extremes, two hybrid identities emerge, each of which combines ele-

ments of the bureaucratic and the managerial logics. Both the political dealmaker and the ad-

ministrative partner accept the legalistic-bureaucratic logic as a frame of reference within 

which incremental change is possible when management instruments are carefully adapted 

and implemented. However, these identities differ considerably in terms of policy-makers’ 

involvement, the degree of knowledge specialization, impression management’s relevance, 

and consultants’ embeddedness in the client organization. The range of legitimacy sources is 

thus much broader than the literature on public sector management consulting suggests. When 

consultants’ role in public sector reforms is noticed (e.g. Ferlie et al. 2016), a stereotype pre-

vails that tends to overgeneralize the managerial identity. Our results provide a far more nu-

anced picture, with the public servant almost an antitype of what a public sector consultant is 

commonly considered. 
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From social identity theory (Tajfel 1982; Tajfel and Turner 1986) it follows that the 

extracted identities are social categories that provide scripts for appropriate management con-

sultant actions in the public sector. Consultants define their professional identity in terms of 

belonging to these categories, but it is worth repeating that social identity and self-identity are 

not the same (Hogg, Terry, and White 1995). While some of our interviewees mostly adhere 

to only one social identity, others activate them, and, depending on the situation, switch flexi-

bly between them. Such switches can occur both within and between projects when the expec-

tations harbored of consultants change with, for example, the consulting project’s subject (e.g. 

strategy or IT consulting), the public sector’s subfield (e.g. social services or financial man-

agement) or the hierarchical level (e.g. top management or project level). However, a consult-

ant’s adoption of different identities is inherently limited, because this requires high social 

skills (Fligstein 2001). Although consultants are often socially skillful, not least because many 

of them have received impression management training (Berglund and Werr 2000; Clark 

1995; Clark and Salaman 1996), it is challenging to enact different identities at similar levels 

of authenticity. Furthermore, the social categorization processes, to which consultants owe 

their legitimacy and sense of self-coherence, require some consistency in actions. 

Our study makes a case for actors responding to contradictory institutional logics with 

identity work (e.g. Bévort and Suddaby 2016; Creed, DeJordy, and Lok 2010; Lok 2010). In 

institutional theory, this stream has only rarely been extended to public administration (Meyer 

et al. 2014; Skelcher and Smith 2015), where the bureaucratic and the managerial logics are 

inherently contradictive. The ‘clash’ of these logics at the macro level creates tensions that 

give rise to consultants’ identity work at the micro-level. Our study thus adds micro-

foundations to institutional research on the public sector. It shows that, at the micro-level of 

public sector reforms, agency requires different degrees of embeddedness in public admin-

istration’s institutional structure. With the exception of the managerial missionary, all of man-

agement consultants’ social identities source legitimacy − to a greater or lesser extent − from 

bureaucracy’s incumbent logic. Consultants are therefore, somewhat paradoxically, dependent 

on the institutional structures that they are expected to change. Identity work is a response to 

this problem of “embedded agency” (Battilana and D'Aunno 2009) and hybrid versions may 

act as “Trojan horse” (Pache and Santos 2013, 973) when entering the field with low legiti-

macy. 
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Limitations and Future Research 

As any research, our study has some limitations that should be kept in mind. First, as men-

tioned above, researchers’ access to the field is limited, because the consulting industry has 

rigorous standards of confidentiality. It was therefore impossible to directly observe consult-

ant-client interactions in ongoing consulting projects, which would have provided further in-

sights into social identities’ construction, enactment, and change, as well as the conditions 

thereof. Our study has therefore built on interviewees’ past experiences and retrospective 

judgements. For similar confidentiality reasons, the interviewees largely protected their con-

sultants or clients’ anonymity when talking about them. This made it impossible for us to ar-

rive at ‘matched’ data on consultants and clients involved in the same projects. Future studies 

could try to combine in-depth interviews with other methods of data gathering, for example, 

direct observations or focus groups in which consultants and clients are interviewed jointly. 

Second, our sampling may be biased towards successful consultants and consulting 

projects. A general limitation of the change management literature is that practitioners are 

more willing to talk about successful projects than about failures (for an exception, see Ashraf 

and Uddin 2013). In our interviews, the clients exhibited this behavior more than the consult-

ants, who revealed some degree of self-criticism and frequently mentioned consulting projects 

with poor outcomes. The clients’ greater reserve may be due many public sector consulting 

projects’ political sensitivity and public administration having to account for taxpayers’ mon-

ey. Public administration clients may therefore wish to avoid politicians and the general pub-

lic blaming them for failed expensive projects and consequently direct the interviewers’ atten-

tion to more successful initiatives. 

Third, although the consulting industry is an increasingly global business, we cannot 

fully assess the extent to which our results can be generalized to cultural and structural con-

texts other than in Germany. The German public sector is a prime example of the Weberian 

‘Rechtsstaat’ tradition, which gives rise to an even stronger bureaucratic-legalistic logic than 

other administrative systems do (Meyer and Hammerschmid 2006; Painter and Peters 2010). 

While this could aggravate the ‘clash’ with managerial logic and create a particularly tension-

al arena for consultants, it is unclear whether the extracted identities emerge in similar ways 

in other administrative systems. More research from other countries and administrative tradi-

tions is needed to allow for cross-country comparisons. 
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Concluding Remarks 

The above limitations notwithstanding, we believe that our study improves the understanding 

of the important, yet underexplored, role that management consultants play in public sector 

reforms. Clients in the public sector often contract with management consultants because trig-

gering change from within public organizations is a severe challenge, given the particular 

strong forces of inertia in bureaucracies. Our results show how management consultants, de-

spite their external status, source legitimacy from the institutional logic that is to be modified 

or replaced. Identity work is a way to cope with this challenge, or even paradox, of managing 

change in the public sector.  
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Appendix 1: Sampling 

Interviewee Gender Position Organizational 

Size  

Field of Work Interview 

Duration 

Date 

01 Consultant  Female Senior 

Consultant 

>500 Employees Organizational 

and Process 

Management 

01:22:55 13-11-2015 

02 Consultant  Female Senior 

Consultant 

50-500 

Employees 

IT-Consulting, 

Process Ma-

nagement 

01:21:55 08-02-2016 

03 Consultant  Male Director  <50 Employees Systemic Con-

sulting, Human 

Resource Man-

agement 

01:14:20 22-03-2016 

04 Consultant  Male Director 

(previously 

worked in 
public 

sector) 

<50 Employees Organizational 

and Process 

Management 
Strategy Con-

sulting 

01:10:49 24-03-2016 

05 Consultant  Male Associate 

Partner 

>500 Employees Systemic Con-

sulting, Process 

Management,  

00:54:36 22-04-2016 

06 Consultant  Male Senior 

Consultant 

n/a IT-Consulting, 

Process Ma-

nagement 

01:02:43 01-12-2015 

07 Consultant  Male Director 50-500 

Employees 

Process Man-

agement, Strat-

egy Consulting, 

Human Re-

source Man-

agement  

01:12:31 28-07-2016 

08 Consultant  Female Senior 
Consultant 

<50 Employees Organizational 
and Strategy 

Consulting,  

Human Re-

source Man-

agement 

01:05:43 03-08-2016 

09 Consultant  Male Director 

(previously 
worked in 

public 

sector) 

<50 Employees Organizational 

and Process 
Management 

01:27:06 06-09-2016 

10 Consultant  Male Director 

(previously 

worked in 
public 

sector) 

<50 Employees Strategy Con-

sulting, Organi-

zational and 
Process Man-

agement,  

Coaching 

01:20:59 08-09-2016 

11 Consultant  Male Director <50 Employees Organizational 

and Process 

Management 

01:00:59 12-09-2016 

12 Consultant  Male Senior 

Consultant 

<50 Employees Organizational 

and Process 

Management 

01:30:17 19-09-2016 

13 Consultant  Female Senior 

Consultant 

<50 Employees Organizational 

and Process 

Management, 

Systemic Con-

01:12:00 10-10-2016 
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Interviewee Gender Position Organizational 

Size  

Field of Work Interview 

Duration 

Date 

sulting, Coach-

ing 

14 Consultant  Male Director of 

Public 

Sector Unit 

>500 Employees Systemic Con-

sulting, Strate-

gy, IT-

consulting, 
Process Man-

agement  

00:50:22 18-10-2016 

15 Consultant  Male Senior 

Consultant 

<50 Employees IT- and Process 

Consulting, 

Human Re-

source Man-

agement 

01:17:04 21-10-2016 

16 Consultant  Male Associate 

Partner 

>500 Employees IT- and Process 

Management, 

Human Re-

source Man-

agement 

01:27:51 27-10-2016 

17 Consultant  Male Associate 

Partner 

>500 Employees Organizational  

and Process 

Management, 

Systemic Con-

sulting, Strate-

gy Consulting  

00:57:56 03-11-2016 

18 Consultant  Male Director of 

Public 

Sector Unit 

>500 Employees Organizational  

and Process 

Management, 

Systemic Con-

sulting, Strate-

gy Consulting 

01:06:29 08-11-2016 

19 Consultant  Male Director of 

Public 

Sector Unit 

>500 Employees Organizational  

and Process 

Management, 

Systemic Con-

sulting, IT-

Consulting 

01:18:11 21-11-2016 

20 Consultant  Female Junior 

Consultant 

<50 Employees Organizational  

and Process 

Management, 

Human Re-

source  

00:45:10 23-11-2016 

21 Consultant Male Senior 
Consultant 

>500 Employees Organizational  
and Process 

Management,  

IT-Consulting  

01:23:00 15-12-2017 

01 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

Federal/State 

Level 

Economic Co-

operation and 

Development, 

Social Affairs 

01:19:57 16-02-2016 

02 Client  Female Head of 

Department  

State/Municipal 

Level 

Economy, 

Transport and 

Innovation  

01:11:05 18-02-2016 

03 Client  Male Department 

Manager 

Municipal Level Cross Depart-

mental Affairs, 

District Admin-

istration 

01:03:44 29-10-2015 
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Interviewee Gender Position Organizational 

Size  

Field of Work Interview 

Duration 

Date 

04 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

Federal/State 

Level 

Financial Affa-

irs  

01:18:17 19-02-2016 

05 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

State/Municipal 

Level 

Economy, 

Transport and 

Innovation   

00:56:57 23-10-2016 

06 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

State/Municipal 

Level 

Financial Af-

fairs, Adminis-

trative and 

Central Ser-

vices  

01:26:52 24-02-2016 

07 Client  Male Department 

Manager  

Municipal Level District Admin-

istration, Local 

Public 

Transport and 

Economic De-

velopment  

00:57:37 23-03-2016 

08 Client  Male Head of 

Division  

State Level Finance and 

Economy Affa-

irs 

01:06:15 23-03-2016 

09 Client  Male Department 

Manager 

State/Municipal 

Level 

Financial Af-

fairs, Budget 

and Task 
Scheduling  

01:37:42 12-04-2016 

10 Client  Male Director 

Manager 

Municipal Level Education and 

Training Affa-

irs 

00:58:44 01-03-2016 

11 Client  Male Department 

Manager 

State/Municipal 

Level 

Administrative 

and Central 

Services, IT 

and Organiza-

tional Man-

agement  

01:08:58 10-05-2016 

12 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

State/Municipal 

Level 

Financial Af-

fairs, Adminis-

trative and 

Central Ser-

vices  

01:00:00 01-12-2015 

13 Client  Male n/a State/Municipal 

Level 

Education Affa-

irs 

01:05:00 01-12-2015 

14 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

State/Municipal 

Level 

School and 

Vocational 

Education Af-

fairs 

01:21:40 04-08-2016 

15 Client  Male Head of 
Department  

State/Municipal 
Level 

Cultural Affairs   01:10:00 08-08-2016 

16 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

State/Municipal 

Level 

Family Affairs    01:06:28 09-08-2016 

17 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

State/Municipal 

Level 

Health and 

Consumer Pro-

tection   

00:50:17 19-08-2016 

18 Client  Female Project 

Leader 

Municipal Level Employment, 

Social, Family 

and Integration 

Affairs     

01:06:28 19-08-2016 

19 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

State/Municipal 

Level 

Health and 

Consumer Pro-

00:54:19 09-09-2016 
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Interviewee Gender Position Organizational 

Size  

Field of Work Interview 

Duration 

Date 

tection   

20 Client  Female Head of 

Division  

State/Municipal 

Level 

Cultural Affairs   01:15:18 26-09-2016 

21 Client  Female Head of 

Division  

State Level Cultural Affairs   01:00:10 27-09-2016 

22 Client  Female Head of 

Department  

State Level Employment, 

Social, Family 

and Integration 

Affairs     

01:24:55 13-10-2016 
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Appendix 2: Interview Guide 

For Management Consultants: 

(1) Processes and practices in consulting projects: 

• Which consulting projects did you carry out in the field of public administration? Are 

there different approaches? Could you please give us some examples?  

• Could you please describe the commissioning process in public administration?  

• How are consulting projects generally run? Are there any specific pat-

terns/procedures? 

• What has to be accomplished to rate a project as eventually successful?  

(2) Personal experience, cultural assumptions, beliefs, and perceptions:  

• How did you feel about working with clients/employees in public administration? 

• How would you describe the clients and how was your experience in collaborating 

with them? Are there any main patterns that you observed?  

• Are there any particular beliefs or habits that you observed in public administration? 

• How is the reputation of business consulting in the public sector? Does that corre-

spond to the experience you made in your projects? 

• Do you adjust your personal appearance depending on whether you consult in the pub-

lic or private sector? Or in meeting with particular actors? What is important to you in 

that respect?  

(3) Influence of institutional context and perceived ideals: 

• Are there any expectations on which you are judged? What expectations do you think 

are particularly important in the field of public administration? 
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• Which views, values, and routines did you observe and experience in public admin-

istration? How do they influence the consulting process? 

• Have these values or opinions been around for a long time, or have they changed in 

recent years? 

• Theoretically, a consultant can act in very different roles – e.g., as a facilitator, crea-

tive director, manager, etc. Which role is particularly important to you in public ad-

ministration? Who are you in this context? Where do you see yourself in this context? 

(4) Reflections on acceptance and conflicts: 

• Do you remember any situation in which you had problems being acknowledged as an 

expert? Could you please give us any examples? How did you react? 

• Whose support is particularly important in a consulting project?  

• Assuming you use strategies, which strategies did you develop in order to meet the 

specific conditions and expectations in public administration? How do you deal with 

contradictions or ambiguities? 

• In the public sector, projects are rarely cancelled because politicians or the public ex-

pect them to be completed – a failure of a project is often not budgeted. What do you 

think about that? Does this affect your work? 

• I would like to conclude with a provocative hypothesis: Consultants will fail in public 

administration in the long term because they believe too much in economic efficiency. 

What do you think about this? 
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For Clients: 

(1) Processes and practices in consulting projects: 

• In general, what experience did you make with management consultants? 

• Which consulting approaches or consulting topics did you experience? Could you 

please give us any examples? 

• Which were the motives or reasons for commissioning a consulting company? 

• Could you please describe the commissioning process? What do you need to keep in 

mind when you are seeking or selecting consultants/a consulting company? 

• How consulting projects are generally run? Are there any specific procedures? 

• What has to be accomplished to rate a project as eventually successful?  

(2) Personal experience, cultural assumptions, beliefs, and perceptions:  

• How did you feel about working with management consultants? What was unusual or 

what was familiar to you? 

• How would you describe management consultants and how did you experience col-

laborating with them? Are there any main patterns that you observed?  

• Are there any particular beliefs or habits of consultants that you observed? How do 

they differ from employees in public administration?  

• How is the reputation of management consulting in the public sector? Does this cor-

respond to the experience you have made? 

• What are the particular obstacles and chances of consulting in the public sector? 

(3) Influence of institutional context and prescribed ideals: 

• Which expectations do you think consultants have to meet in public administration?  
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• If you think about working with consultants: How would you expect consultants to act 

and to be? 

• Advisor, creative director, manager, etc. theoretically, a consult can take on different 

roles. How do you see consultants in the context of public administration? 

• Which views, values, and routines exist in public administration? How do they in-

fluence the consulting process?  

• Which role does the public interest play in consulting projects?  

• Did management consulting/the collaboration with consultants contribute to any 

changes in opinion, values, or routines? Did you, in this respect, observe  any changes 

in public administration in recent years?  

(4) Reflections on acceptance and conflicts: 

• Did you experience any situation in which you were required to interfere in a consult-

ing process? Why was that necessary? 

• Could you please describe a situation in which you considered to back management 

consultants (in front of your colleagues)? When and why did you consider this as ne-

cessary? 

• What do you think are the possible…/What are the possible strategies consultants can 

use to avoid or respond to acceptance problems? (What do you think?) 

• Do you actually believe that economic standards need to be more applied in public 

administration? To what extent does public administration have to become more effi-

cient? 

• In the public sector projects are rarely cancelled because politicians or the public ex-

pect them to be completed – a failure of a project is often not budgeted. What do you 

think about this?  
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• I would like to conclude with a provocative hypothesis: Consultants will fail in public 

administration in the long term because they believe too much in economic efficiency. 

What do you think about this?  
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Management Consulting as a Meaningful Public Service? – Public Service 

Motivation among Management Consultants in Public Administration 

 

Abstract  

In public administration, public service motivation (PSM) among employees is key for indi-

vidual and organizational performance, and thus for citizens as beneficiaries of public ser-

vices. Without being formal members of public administration and without directly interact-

ing with citizens, management consultants provide managerial expertise to public clients in 

decisively influential positions in public administration. As this powerful role enables man-

agement consultants to increase their impact, the consultants’ PSM accordingly becomes crit-

ical. Based on 43 in-depth interviews with management consultants and clients in public ad-

ministration in Germany, we show how public service motivated consultants put their indi-

vidual PSM into practice. Their consulting approach is characterized by a closer identification 

with the clients and by a higher appreciation of public values, which is crucial in safeguarding 

the public administration ethic. Our findings also reveal that the public sector background of 

consultants as well as the relevant PSM effects on consulting processes.   

Keywords: consultancy, public administration, public service motivation, qualitative research 
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Introduction 

The commissioning of management consultants in the public sector has gained importance 

since the demand for managerial concepts has increased in the wake of New Public Manage-

ment (NPM) (Hodge and Bowman 2006). External management consultants have benefitted 

from the lack of managerial knowledge in the public administration domain and entered the 

public sector to assist public managers with several reforms (Momani and Khirfan 2013).  

So far, the literature acknowledges the role of management consultants as transmitters 

of managerial knowledge to and across the public sector (Christensen 2005; Pollitt 1996; 

Saint-Martin 2000, 2005) and as gap-fillers in a lack of in-house resources in the local public 

administration (Momani and Khirfan 2013). The literature also provides insights into the use 

of consultants as “rational planners or technocrats”, as “advocates of New Public Manage-

ment (NPM)” (Saint-Martin 2012; see also Halligan 1995), and conveys an image of consul-

tants as “missionaries” who believe in the panacea of private sector techniques and ideas for 

the public sector (Whittle 2005; Wright and Kitay 2004). However, these attributions are ba-

sed on the functional-analytical perspective on management consultants in the public sector 

without exploring the consultants’ public service motivation (PSM).  

Although consultants do not directly interact with citizens like public employees usu-

ally do, their work has an important but indirect impact on the quality of public services pro-

vided by public employees. This potentiates their effect on society because they often operate 

at key interfaces and address the decision-making level of public administrations. When ba-

lancing often-conflicting values of efficiency and accountability to public interest, manage-

ment consultants’ bases of motivation become more important in change processes of public 

administration. Therefore, the PSM of management consultants who regularly conduct con-

sulting projects in the public sector is a key factor in creating more benefit for public orga-

nizations.  

Based on positive evidence of PSM on job performance (Pedersen 2015), job satisfac-

tion (Homberg, McCarthy, and Tabvuma 2015), and leadership (Vogel, Homberg, and Geri-

cke 2016; Wright, Moynihan, and Pandey 2012), scholars have mostly focused on employees 

in government (Brewer and Selden 1998; Bright 2013), healthcare (Andersen, Pallesen, and 

Pedersen 2011; Bellé 2013), education (Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen 2014; Holt 2018), 

and police services (Homberg, Vogel, and Weiherl 2017; Masal and Vogel 2016). Given the 
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fact that a large number of management consultants frequently operates in public sector re-

forms and manages change processes at the core of public administration, it may come as a 

surprise that their PSM have never been the subject of study. Management consultants are still 

an unknown entity in the public sector.  

The purpose of this exploratory study is to start investigating PSM among manage-

ment consultants experienced in public administration – to date, an atypical professional 

group in PSM scholarship. In doing so, we first answer the call for research on PSM with re-

gard to actors who are not members of the public sector (Perry and Vandenabeele 2015; 

Wright and Grant 2010). Second, we follow the latest call for a more qualitative approach 

(Ritz, Brewer, and Neumann 2016). Third, by providing useful examples and putting them in 

the context of practical experiences of clients and management consultants in public administ-

ration, we assume that, based on this qualitative approach, we will be able to present thorough 

and accessible research findings to practitioners as called for in recent PSM research (Wright 

and Grant 2010). Based on 43 in-depth interviews with both management consultants and 

public sector clients, we show whether and how management consultants interpret their PSM 

on the ground, which antecedents are relevant for consultants’ PSM to manifest itself, and we 

show how consultant’s PSM affects the consulting process. 

In the following section, we outline the theoretical background, the sources and effects 

of PSM and create a link to management consultancy in public administration. We then 

describe the empirical context of our research, the sampling, and the method of analysis. In 

the subsequent sections, we present findings on consultants’ PSM, the preconditions of the 

latter, and the effects of PSM on consulting projects. Finally, we conclude with a discussion 

of our contributions and the avenues for future research.  

Theoretical Background 

Since private sector management concepts and ideas have been introduced to the public sector 

in the course of New Public Management, public employees’ performance and motivation has 

also received more attention among public administration scholars and practitioners (Den-

hardt and Denhardt 2000; Dunleavy and Hood 1994). Research on government-related beha-

vior has caused scholars to doubt the explanatory power of once common rational choice the-

ories in this field, because many government employees exhibited different motives for choo-

sing a career in public organizations (Perry and Wise 1990; Rainey 1982; Wittmer 1991).  
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In their seminal article, Perry and Wise defined public service motivation (PSM) as 

‘an individual’s predisposition to respond to motives grounded primarily or uniquely in public 

institutions and organizations’ (1990, 368). They describe PSM as a personal feature of indi-

viduals and suggest three analytically distinct categories: rational, norm-based, and affective 

motives. The first category focuses on rational motives grounded in individual utility maxi-

mization, such as participation in public policy making (Perry and Wise 1990). Kim and 

Vandenabeele (2010) understand this type of motive as instrumental, since people who wish 

to improve public services see their job as an opportunity to achieve this goal.  The second 

category refers to norm-based motives to act in compliance with norms of public organiza-

tions in order to serve the greater public interest (Perry and Wise 1990). For instance, people 

feel the provision of services is a means to the end of improving social justice. Therefore, 

Vandenabeele and Kim (2010) include public values in this category and define this type of 

motive as value-based. The third category involves affective motives, which are based on 

emotional responses to different social contexts and which influence the personal benevolence 

towards people within a group or society (Perry and Wise 1990). Kim and Vandenabeele 

(2010) extend this category and view this type of motive as identification with a certain 

group, which affects the individual behaviour and the willingness to help this group. 

Based on these three types of motives, Perry (1996) developed the first measurement 

scale of PSM and identified the four dimensions of PSM: attraction to public policy making 

(rational), commitment to the public interest (norm-based), compassion (affective), and self-

sacrifice. Whereas the last dimension is not directly related to the other types of motives, Kim 

and Vandenabeele (2010) suggest that the last dimension, self-sacrifice, represents the basis 

of the other types. It is grounded in the fundamental motive to go beyond the organizational 

mission and in the readiness to give more than you receive, even if this means accepting per-

sonal loss. Perry (1996), however, does not see public service motivation as a merely altruis-

tic concept, since the concept of PSM incorporates the rational or instrumental dimension 

(Kim and Vandenabeele 2010). He assumes that individuals who are highly public service-

motivated are satisfying their personal need when they contribute to the greater good. 

Although there are different definitions of PSM (e.g. Brewer and Selden 1998; Perry 

and Hondeghem 2008; Rainey and Steinbauer 1999; Vandenabeele 2007), the central idea of 

the PSM concept is to provide meaningful public service or to serve the community at large 

(Schott, van Kleef, and Steen 2015). To bridge inconsistency of terms and variations in mean-

ing, Vandenabeele (2007) defines PSM as ‘the belief, values and attitudes that go beyond self-
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interest and organizational interest, that concern the interest of a larger political entity and 

that motivate individuals to act accordingly whenever appropriate’ (547). We base our study 

of consultants’ PSM on Vandenabeele’s extended definition as it is in line with our focus on 

interests of consultants which go beyond the personal and the clients’ organizational interests. 

Hence, we focus on consultants’ motivation to serve an abstract, overarching goal, i.e. societal 

interest, within and by means of public administration. 

Understanding the Sources and Effects of Public Service Motivation 

The PSM concept refers to an individual attitude of a person that is not uniquely related to a 

person’s public sector membership. There are a number of research pieces that suggest that 

PSM is highly likely to cross sector boundaries (e.g. Andersen, Pallesen, and Pedersen 2011; 

Moulton and Feeney 2011; Steen 2008; Vandenabeele 2011).  

Many studies aim to thoroughly explore PSM and reveal the different motivations that 

inspire a person to serve the public interest (Perry 1997; Perry et al. 2008; Riccucci 2018; 

Vandenabeele 2011). The scholars suggest several important antecedents of PSM, such as 

political ideology, education, family background and professional socialization. These factors 

provide the grounding in crucial experience and they shape beliefs about social life and con-

tribute to the individual’s self-perception (Perry and Vandenabeele 2008).  

However, there remains a strong link between PSM and the public institutional context 

that fosters the individual expression of PSM (Moynihan and Pandey 2007; Perry 2000; Perry 

and Vandenabeele 2008; van Loon, Leisink, and Vandenabeele 2013). The institutional envi-

ronment matters because motivation for appropriate organizational behavior increases if indi-

viduals possess values that are congruent with the values of the organization (Kristof 1996). 

Accordingly, individuals tend to express their public service motivation to the extent the or-

ganization they work for incorporates such public values as a principle (Vandenabeele 2007). 

Dedicated to the common good, the public domain provides individuals with a greater oppor-

tunity to satisfy their need to perform public service in order to bring about positive social 

changes at large (van Loon, Leisink, and Vandenabeele 2013). Therefore, public organiza-

tions attract people with ‘matching values’, because individuals with greater PSM are more 

likely to select jobs in public organizations (Holt 2018).  

The stronger PSM manifestation among public sector employees (Houston 2008) 

could also be a consequence of cultivation or adaptation process within the public organiza-
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tional environment (Moynihan and Pandey 2007; van Loon, Leisink, and Vandenabeele 

2013). Public organizations embody public values, beliefs and a mission to its members while 

at the same time fostering the employees’ PSM (Moynihan and Pandey 2007; Perry and 

Vandenabeele 2008). Thus, for instance the professional membership and professional identi-

fication demonstrate the institutional power of public organizations on individuals. Accord-

ingly, having been predisposed to different values before entering the public sector, each indi-

vidual is thus exposed to institutional mechanisms within the public organization to differing 

degrees (Perry and Vandenabeele 2008).  

As a result, individuals with a greater PSM are more likely to be high performers (An-

dersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen 2014; Pedersen 2015) and feel more committed to their public 

sector jobs, because they feel motivated while providing meaningful public service (Homberg, 

McCarthy, and Tabvuma 2015). They might even engage in whistle-blowing to protect the 

public interest (Brewer and Selden 1998). To conclude, PSM is therefore crucial for public 

organizations as it positively affects productivity, the quality of public services, accountabil-

ity, as well as trust in the government (Bellé 2013; Brewer, Selden, and Facer 2000). 

PSM and Management Consultants – A Contradiction? 

Management consultants who focus on public management usually experience blurred 

boundaries between the private and public sector because of their external deployment at 

public clients’ organization. In addition, they often operate in the decisive decision-making 

circles of public administration and thus regularly receive the opportunity to participate in 

reforms or organizational changes that affect society at large. However, while most of PSM 

research differentiates between sectors or compares the predispositions of private and public 

sector employees (e.g. Andersen, Pallesen, and Pedersen 2011; Brewer and Brewer, JR. 2011; 

Houston 2006), few studies focus exclusively on private sector employees (e.g. Moulton and 

Feeney 2011) and there is no data from government contractors as recently discussed by Ritz, 

Brewer, and Neumann (2016). 

PSM is associated with traditional public values and with ‘what has historically been 

called the public service ethic of public administration’ (Perry and Wise 1990, 370). Several 

PSM scholars have expressed their concerns about the new managerial concepts and practices 

that could undermine this public service ethic  (Brewer, Selden, and Facer 2000; Moynihan 

2008; Moynihan and Pandey 2007).  



Vierter Dissertationsbeitrag 142 

 

Meyer and colleagues (2014) find that managerial traits in public executives’ identity 

construction do not weaken PSM. In fact, scholars affirm Moynihan and Pandey’s (2007) re-

search on the influence of institutions, indicating that reform and reinvention efforts have a 

positive influence on PSM. The scholars suggest that the hierarchical structure and red tape 

repress the individual PSM. Also, Donahue (2008) and Le Grand (2003) show that managerial 

reforms and quasi-market service provision have positive effects on individuals’ PSM expres-

sion. Furthermore, consulting in the public sector has not only increased overall, but also in 

the level of specialization, as more and more small and medium-sized companies offer con-

sulting services exclusively to public sector clients (FEACO 2017). Today, some highly spe-

cialized consulting companies provide extensive expertise in various public administration 

domains, and that implies a deep familiarity with public administrative culture and structures 

(Howlett and Migone 2013).  

Data and Methods 

How PSM manifests itself can vary across different administrative traditions and national 

systems (Kim et al. 2013; Vandenabeele, Scheepers, and Hondeghem 2006), but it can also 

vary on the ground due to individual sense-making and interpretation of social constructs, 

such as public mission and public interest. Thus exploring PSM among management consul-

tants not only requires the question ‘whether’ consultants possess cues on PSM, but also the 

interpretive understanding of the ‘whys’ and ‘hows’ of these social processes (Corbin and 

Strauss 2015). Therefore, a qualitative approach is suitable in order to discover rather than test 

the object of interest (Corbin and Strauss 2015). As the key actors under scrutiny, manage-

ment consultants are in the best position to report about their thoughts, intentions, and moti-

ves, which allows for a more in-depth and inner perspective of management consultants’ mo-

tives.  

Case Setting 

The German public administration tradition refers to the Weberian-style state bureaucracy and 

thus cultivates a specific expression of PSM among public employees (Meyer et al. 2014; 

Vandenabeele, Scheepers, and Hondeghem 2006). Furthermore, public values are ingrained in 

the legislation, in keeping with the notion of equality as defined in the German constitution 

(Vandenabeele, Scheepers, and Hondeghem 2006). The German tradition of service provision 

is welfare-state oriented and focuses on citizens and rights (Meyer et al. 2014). Since Germa-

ny traces a much longer development in bureaucracy than democracy, policy making is ex-
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pected to figure less prominently in the PSM manifestation among public employees; public 

service provision is instead more equated to public interest (Vandenabeele, Scheepers, and 

Hondeghem 2006).  

Compared to other Western countries, the movement of New Public Management 

(NPM) entered the German public sector at a later stage, within the guise of a type of manage-

rial control called the New Steering Model (NSM) (Vogel 2012). In line with NPM, the NSM 

aimed to increase the efficiency of the public sector by implementing private management 

instruments and techniques and by mainly focusing on the internal modernization of the ad-

ministrative system (Vogel 2012). Today, the German public sector accounts for a market 

share of 9.1 per cent (2.64 billion euros) with a growth rate considerably above the average of 

all sectors  (FEACO 2017). Against this background, the German sector is still undergoing in-

depth restructuring and many management consultants are involved in this process. 

Data Collection 

In line with purposeful sampling (Patton 2015), which includes 16 different sampling types, 

we applied intensity sampling. This sampling strategy is aimed at collecting relevant cases 

which manifest the phenomenon intensely and on average. To find appropriate interviewees, 

we researched websites of consultancies, professional networks and media reports about con-

sulting projects in public administration.  

Our sample comprises 21 consultants from 17 different consulting companies (large, 

middle and small-sized), with robust practical experience and differing advisory foci in the 

decisive operational heart of public administration. We sampled consultants in different posi-

tions (i.e., junior and senior consultants, managing directors, associate partners) with different 

fields of activity. On the clients’ side, we selected 22 candidates from the federal, state, and 

municipal administration with different fields of responsibility and extensive experience with 

management consultants. We interviewed public servants and public employees with executi-

ve responsibilities (i.e., heads of department or division, department managers, project lea-

ders, directors). We stopped the sampling (see Appendix 1) when we expect data to be satu-

rated and not to provide new information (Gentles et al. 2015). 

To avoid impression management of a professional group that is best known for its 

strong rhetorical skills, we do not apply the PSM questionnaire. Instead, we focus on indirect 

and implicit assumptions about norms and values, along with descriptions of common work 
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life experience, expectations, approaches, and aims in consulting processes. Therefore, the 

interviews were semi-structured covering a range of topics (see Appendix 2). The interviews 

were conducted face-to-face from 2015 to 2017 with a time range of 60 to 90 minutes. All 

interviews were transcribed and anonymized. 

Data Analysis 

We analyzed interview data moving back and forth between empirical data and theoretical 

considerations, best described as an ‘abductive’ approach (Alvesson and Kärreman 2007; 

Timmermans and Tavory 2012). We argue that how we perceive the world we live in is much 

about social constructions (Berger and Luckmann 1966). Therefore, we followed the approach 

of Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton (2012) and focused on how people seek to understand and 

make sense of their experiences in organizational life so as to develop a concept that is 

adequate at the level of scientific theorizing about that experience. We primarily focused on 

consultants’ responses, and the interviews with clients served to review and contextualize 

indicated consultants’ cues on PSM to real working life examples. Since the transcribed inter-

views resulted in a large amount of data, we used the qualitative data analysis software 

MAXQDA to track emerged codes and subcodes. 

At the first level of analysis, we identified recurring topics in the data and grouped 

them into categories (i.e., first-order concepts). This ‘open coding’ (Corbin and Strauss 2015) 

closely corresponds to the terminology and language of the interviewees, as management con-

sultants and clients are the ones who can best report about their motives, beliefs and how they 

make sense of their work in public administration (Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton 2012). Since 

the coding procedure resulted in a large number of codes, we reviewed similarities, diffe-

rences, and informative value and collapsed some of the codes into fewer categories, similar 

to a preliminary ‘axial coding’ (Corbin and Strauss 2015).  

At the second level, the data analysis was primarily guided by theoretical considerations 

and existing research on PSM (Perry and Wise 1990; Perry 1996; Kim and Vandenabeele 

2010). Since we wanted to gain further insight into consultants’ motives to provide services to 

public administration, we cleared all codes that did not refer to intrinsic motivators and kept 

those that provided new insights into consultants’ motivational bases which go beyond the 

self- and the organizational interest. The purpose was to combine a theoretical narrative with 

empirical indications to yield more abstract themes of consultants’ individual expression of 

PSM.  
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Findings  

How Management Consultants Realize Their Public Service Motivation in Practice 

In analysing over 1000 pages of interview data and notes, the degree of PSM varies across the 

management consultants, with some exhibiting no PSM-related motivation at all. Since we 

focus on PSM relevant cues and statements of management consultants, we present the fin-

dings of those management consultants with intrinsic motives to conduct consulting services 

in the public administration to make a difference. We show how management consultants 

with PSM see their consulting work as a public service (see Appendix 3). After, we show the 

relevant drivers of management consultants’ PSM and the way they possibly could affect the 

consulting process.  

Being Attracted to Participate in the Public Policy Making Process 

Public service-driven consultants see their role not only as being a type of ‘specialist expert, 

not just a methods crack, because I can really enter the discussion and social policy is what 

really interests me personally and where I want to play a role in shaping the future’ (Consul-

tant 08, 57). Those management consultants demonstrate a strong familiarity with the struc-

ture of public administration, its culture, and ‘all the other things going on in the politics 

sphere, because we’re on the pulse of current developments’ (Consultant 11, 63). These group 

of management consultants see their distinctiveness in ‘acting with consideration for social 

issues and for how we want to shape the society of the future’ (Consultant 19, 47).  

Being attracted the public policy making process, consultants feel deeply ‘motivated to 

find solutions, because you put yourself on the same level as ordinary people in society and 

make ordinary people’s concerns to your own, you focus on the topics that are relevant to 

society’ (Consultant 15, 20). They derive this societal relevance of their services from a 

strong demand for managerial concepts in public administration as a result of new and 

emerging societal challenges: ‘The whole asylum issue, the assignment of roles and responsi-

bilities was very fragmented […] chaos [...] but our main task is to house, feed and look after 

refugees, in compliance with established rules. And we now answer to one responsible decisi-

on maker with a significantly reduced number of interfaces […]. We are proud of the fact that 

we achieved that’ (Consultant 04, 10).  
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These consultants actively seek to connect with ‘managers, mostly politicians’ (Con-

sultant 15, 42) as they want to ‘have influence on key issues’ (Consultant 07, 30) in the com-

munity. The opportunity to contribute to nation-wide public policy making strongly motivates 

consultants; they consider such consulting projects as ‘of great political import’ (Consultant 

10, 75). Contributing to such publicly relevant measures ‘sometimes gives enormous…yes, I 

have to say, satisfaction, because it really is fulfilling’ (Consultant 07, 144). 

Being Committed to the Public Interest  

Management consultants with such attitude are motivated to do “something for people in 

society” (Consultant 08, 53) and to fulfil their civic duty in terms of “shouldering a piece of 

responsibility for what happens in society” (Consultant 07, 144). With such an overall moti-

vation, they see management consulting as a service in the citizens’ interest, as they enable 

‘greater orientation to citizens, to realize and to anchor this mindset in the organizational 

cultures’ (Consultant 12, 21). These consultants consider citizens’ needs and public values, 

which “must be lived” (Consultant 03, 64), because ‘profit maximization is not the goal, or 

the only criteria. There are simply other values to be considered’ (ibid). To preserve public 

values, ‘that’s the job, the democratic mandate’ (Consultant 10, 63). 

Public service-driven management consultants want to provide meaningful consulting 

services and thus critically reflect on their work: ‘I think that we sometimes need to question 

the whole point of consultancy work’ (Consultant 02, 127). These critical statements seem to 

be grounded in the perceived wrongful use of consulting services, especially when consultants 

are hired to implement ready-made decisions without paying attention to the public interest: 

‘When personal interests become the benchmark, we shouldn’t have anything to do with it’ 

(Consultant 10, 63), or if consulting services have no impact on people, then ‘I feel that con-

sultancy itself is pointless’ (Consultant 02, 36). Consultants that are strongly committed to 

public interest argue morally: ‘We don’t set the lowest common denominator. No. Because the 

citizens are not sitting at the table, although they should be’ (Consultant 09, 84). At the same 

time, consultants with PSM are aware of the fact that to take such a stance in consulting pro-

jects is ‘to some extent maturity in consulting, which not every consultant brings with them’ 

(Consultant 21, 79). 
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Being Compassionate with Citizens  

Although, management consultants usually work within administrative organizational struc-

tures and rarely have contact with citizens, some consultants have access to the sensitive data 

of socially deprived people: ‘We are bound to see case files with situations that cannot be 

prevented. We see dossiers on people who often suffer a dramatic fate [Department of Youth 

and Social Affairs]’ (Consultant 04, 52). In this context, consultants feel sympathy for those 

people: “My goodness, somebody’s got to do something. We need to take a closer look at 

that.” (Consultant 04, 8). 

When siding with the socially deprived, public service-driven consultants claim that 

‘excluding groups never does any good’ (Consultant 09, 80). Since every voice should be 

heard to achieve the best outcome for everyone, public service-motivated consultants advo-

cate ‘a fine sensibility and a certain awareness of how a particular group feels’ (Consultant 

20, 27). At the same time, these consultants appreciate the public administrative system, be-

cause they identify with citizens as beneficiaries of public services as they are affected them-

selves: ‘I’ve seen an awful lot in 15 years, and what I’ve seen leads me to have, to some ex-

tent, a basic trust on our constitution and in our public institutions which we, the taxpayers, 

finance.’ (Consultant 19, 49). Therefore, these consultants are convinced that they ‘do some-

thing for society, and I believe the effects are most noticeable in public administration, be-

cause we ourselves as citizens are also on the receiving end of the services provided’ (Con-

sultant 08, 57). 

Being Prepared to Give More Than to Take  

Public service-driven consultants are eager to become fully engaged ‘to make sure that a pro-

ject doesn’t go to the wall. In my personal view, I set myself the standard when I go to work 

for the public sector’ (Consultant 17, 81), because they are mindful of the fact that ‘it’s public 

money and you shouldn’t squander public money’ (ibid.). From this view, they claim that 

‘good consultants will soon write themselves out of the script’ (Consultant 07, 98).  

Consultants with PSM report that the reasons behind the decision to focus on public 

management are based on the following motives: ‘I wanted to change something. I didn’t 

want to rise up through the ranks and earn pots of money or give interviews in the press. That 

was not my goal.’ (Consultant 09, 30) or ‘I didn’t want to get rich quickly; I was genuinely 

interested in solving problems’ (Consultant 07, 30). Such statements imply that consultants 



Vierter Dissertationsbeitrag 148 

 

specialized in public management are willing to accept lower rewards compared to their col-

leagues in the private sector.  

The motivation to contribute to society at large makes some consultants even accept 

personal risks: ‘I delivered several projects so strictly within the deadline that I couldn’t come 

to work for three months afterwards’ (Consultant 07, 90). Such consultants feel a certain per-

sonal obligation to provide expert knowledge on clients’ managerial problems even if this 

means risking their personal health: ‘I turn 67 in two weeks, I have been wanting to reduce my 

working hours for two years, but I couldn’t say no to the project […], because it is of such 

political import’ (Consultant 10, 75). 

The belief in providing publicly relevant consulting services may even put consultants 

at a disadvantage, especially when results from a consulting project are not as expected or 

political constellations change: ‘I know these risks, I have experienced them and they are real. 

And the question is whether you follow orders meekly […] or whether you run the risk of 

being fired afterwards although you haven’t put a foot wrong.’ (Consultant 07, 198). When 

they feel they are used to contribute to a wrong purpose, consultants with such attitude state 

that they are ready to cancel projects ‘because we don’t write pretty reports that people want 

to hear. We write hard facts that some public clients don’t like at all.’ (Consultant 04, 24). 

Consultants’ Antecedents of Public Service Motivation and Implications for Consulting 

Process 

Consultants’ PSM Antecedents  

The interviews revealed several potential PSM antecedents in the consultants’ personal biog-

raphies (see Appendix 4). Academic education in social, political, and public management 

sciences seems to be an important factor, as consultants with PSM talk about being given first 

stimuli during their university studies: ‘I like social economics best, because I did a lot of re-

search on social security legislation when I was at university’ (Consultant 08, 57). Due to 

their educational background, the affinity with public management issues influenced several 

consultants to work for the public sector: ‘I was fascinated by the topic at university, so I 

stuck with it’ (Consultant 21, 21). 

During the interviews, some management consultants unveil their public sector back-

ground: ‘I worked in the police, but that’s a long time ago. And my colleague has a back-

ground in administration’ (Consultant 04, 42; including Consultants 09; 10). Emphasizing the 
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close professional proximity to the public sector, consultants report: ‘We have a lot of people 

working for us who themselves have a background in public administration and a lot of peop-

le have left us to join public administration organizations’ (Consultant 19, 43). Hence, the 

public sector socialization represents another important driver of PSM.  

A further shaping factor in PSM is consultants’ narrow specialization in selected 

public sector fields, such as ‘the Department of Youth, Social Affairs and now most recently 

asylum seekers, too’ (Consultant 04, 6) as well as ‘social policy, education, science […] labor 

market issues, structural change and all these topics’ (Consultant 07, 148). The level of spe-

cialization in such public domains gives consultants access to politically and socially sensitive 

topics. Having been confronted with ethical issues due to this access, consultants emphasize 

that ‘the things that get processed in public administrations are fundamental. If we think 

about the whole area of security, if we think about the German military, that’s a public insti-

tution that deals with the sheer matter of life and death’ (Consultant 19, 13). Also, clients 

reject a carefree commercial perspective on politically and socially sensitive topics: ‘There’s 

no such thing as a business case [Youth Welfare] about children being physically abused by 

their parents’ (Client 11, 25). At the same time, clients acknowledge: ‘So, you can design a 

good business process that supports the monitoring of children at risk’ (ibid.). When offering 

such services in socially sensitive public administration fields, consultants recognize their 

ethical responsibility in such projects. This higher professional expertise in certain public ad-

ministration fields activates or strengthens the consultants’ PSM. 

The Effects of Consultants’ PSM on Consulting Processes 

The findings on PSM among management consultants also revealed several effects on the 

consulting process (see Appendix 5). Since public service-driven consultants are committed to 

public values, they tend to favor a consulting approach that is congruent with these values: ‘to 

listen to the opinion of all actors and to establish as much a feeling of shared involvement in a 

solution strategy as possible’ (Consultant 11, 127), because ‘you have a strong desire for a 

democratic approach to a project’ (Consultant 01, 16). Clients admit that ‘if you approach the 

consulting process with that kind of attitude, you create a better atmosphere that is more li-

kely to bear fruit in terms of results’ (Client 12, 49).  

Consequently, these consultants reject consulting approaches that do not consider the 

institutional particularities of public administration ‘because public administration consists of 
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a much more complex value system and goal matrix and if you don’t take this into account 

you’re bound to fail, at least, I hope you do’ (Consultant 10, 117). They are convinced that 

‘an approach based solely on economic principles, I believe it comes to naught’ (Consultant 

11, 121). Hence, these consultants prefer to develop internally sourced and case-specific solu-

tions which enable combination of managerial and public administrative elements, otherwise 

‘you’ll actually cause some damage to a ministry or public administration’ (Consultant 07, 

152).  

Consultants with such preferences see themselves as those who ‘do have a bit of a do-

gooder syndrome, who really want to support and help’ (Consultant 01, 48). They view 

public management consulting as something ‘I also identify with. I really do feel that I am 

making a valuable contribution to the public administration’ (Consultant 02, 48). Accordin-

gly, such consultants distinguish themselves from consultants with ‘wrong motives’ (Consul-

tant 11, 121) and tend to identify with clients because ‘being on the same page immediately 

brings you closer together’ (Client 14, 27). These consultants show tendencies to develop a 

self-perception that clearly differs from that of regular private management consultants: ‘The-

re’s nothing I reject more than this cloned consultant type. I mean, grey suit, everyone looks 

the same’ (Consultant 04,68). Also, clients admit ‘there have to be other motivations for ma-

king a career in a public administration. And I think that is the decisive moment at that point’ 

(Client 07, 58). 

Therefore, clients seek advice from consultants who are ‘motivated to bring about 

change […] and to observe the impact of change and to test whether that change makes sense 

[for society]. And not with the motto: Where can I save another euro?’ (Client 17, 81). From 

this perspective, clients expect consultants to honour ‘the legally embedded purpose of public 

administration with regard to promoting well-being’ (Client 22, 81) because it is ‘a great pri-

vilege to work in administration, also really being involved in shaping the provision of public 

services’ (Client 17, 81). They also expect management consultants to be ‘prepared to contri-

bute everything they possibly can’ (Client 21, 73) and to ‘take the goals of public administra-

tion on board’ (Client 07, 32). For this reason, clients favour ‘management consultants who 

really specialize in the public sector, come from the public sector, and focus on the public 

sector’ (Client 03, 37). 

Believing that ‘ensuring basic standards of living is simply another priority’ (Consultant 

08, 25), consultants with PSM regard public clients as ‘special people who want to do good 
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for society and you must treat them differently’ (Consultant 08, 91). Such a benevolent attitu-

de is most visible when consultants act with empathy in change processes: ‘to understand the 

other person, to assuage their fears or to show that you value and appreciate them’ (Consul-

tant 01, 82). Working together as ‘equally strong partners’ (Client 10, 99), consultants and 

clients view their collaboration as a partnership ‘that is based on a lot of trust, and a lot of 

mutual admiration’ (Client 18, 33). Accordingly, consultants with a stronger propensity towa-

rds serving the public good, tend to receive more trust and acceptance among public clients 

than their extrinsically motivated counterparts. 

Discussion 

Our findings on management consultants’ PSM emphasize not only the relevance of cognitive 

and behavioural dimensions of consultants’ and clients’ collaboration in consulting projects 

but also emotional dimension of consultants’ role perception within consulting projects in 

public administration. With our results on PSM among management consultants we notice 

shifts in consultants’ role and self-perception apart from as in the literature suggested picture 

of managerial missionary (Armbrüster and Kipping 2002; Whittle 2005; Wright and Kitay 

2004). In the post era of NPM, public administration research must therefore consider new 

perspectives on management consultants, because the purely functionalist perspective on their 

role as legitimizers and transmitters of managerial techniques (Armbrüster 2006; Bouwmees-

ter and van Werven 2011) is no longer sufficient to understand who they are in the context of 

public administration.  

 Kim et al. (2013) suggests to focus more on an individual’s motive to serve the public 

interest instead on the dimension ‘attraction to public policy making’ in future research. How-

ever, our results show that to participate in the public policy making process and to contribute 

through such projects to societal development are crucial factors that influence consultants’ 

motivation to specialize in public management. Since participating in public policy making 

‘can be exciting, dramatic, and reinforcing of an individual's image of self-importance’ (Perry 

and Wise 1990, 368), management consultants state that this is the dimension of their work in 

public administration that fills them most with pride and gives them personal satisfaction. The 

opportunity to influence public policy and to make a difference in people’s lives, obviously 

increases consultants’ individual self-esteem, which is also an important aspect of the rational 

motive in the PSM concept (Ritz 2011). According to Anderfuhren-Biget, Varone, and 

Giaque (2014), employees whose main tasks are related to policy formulation show higher 
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levels of attraction to public policy making, which implies that different policy domains and 

stages of the policy cycle have different effects on the expression of that PSM dimension. 

Thus, the consultants’ access to the decision-making level in public administration and the 

opportunity to participate actively in public policy making process this PSM dimension gain 

relevance in consultants’ PSM manifestation. 

As our results show, consultants with PSM seem to perceive their managerial role as 

less rigid and prefer participatory consulting approach which enables combination of manage-

rial and administrative elements in projects. Furthermore, consultants’ feeling of having a 

duty to serve the public interest is crucial in safeguarding the public administration ethic when 

conducting consulting projects in public administration. Such attributes in consultants’ beha-

vioural patterns result in higher levels of trust that positively affect mutual acceptance 

between management consultants and public clients and thus foster the cross-sectoral know-

ledge transfer. These insights into consultants’ attitude may give clients an important indicati-

on in the selection process of suitable candidates for public sector projects. Therefore, more 

research is needed to explore how public organizations can benefit from management consul-

tants’ motives to serve the public interest and how this potential can be fostered in consulting 

processes. 

Management consultants that have experience in public management projects of social 

and ethical sensitivity, such as in the area of childcare, health or consumer protection, refugee 

policy, and security issues in the armed forces, exhibit relevant PSM motives and beliefs more 

strongly. Evidently, the consultants’ level of specialization and access to public management 

domains bring about a job-related responsibility towards the common good, which affects 

their PSM to varying degrees. Obviously, there is an important interplay between the indivi-

dual predisposition of consultants and the norms, values, the references for action, and finally 

the structural opportunities provided by public organizations that inspire consultants to live 

their individual PSM. Institutions not only provide individuals with references for action and 

behavioural norms, they also shape preferences and motives (Friedland and Alford 1991; 

Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury 2012). How the institutional context of public administra-

tion may affects the consultants’ PSM activation and realization we illustrate in the Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. The Process of Activation and Mobilization of Consultants’ PSM in the Public 

Administration 

 

The theoretical concept of PSM is based not only on different prosocial motives but 

also includes the affective dimension why people feel motivated to influence the personal 

benevolence for people within a group or society (Perry and Wise 1990). Other researchers go 

further and see this dimension as an identification with a certain group, which drives the indi-

vidual behaviour and fosters the willingness to help this group (Kim and Vandenabeele 2010). 

In that context the emotions of individuals are crucial as to why people are willing to serve the 

society and to side with underprivileged. There is also a noteworthy growing body of institu-

tionalist literature (Lok et al. 2017), that has begun to address the emotions that are an im-

portant dimension regarding how institutions affect individual perceptions, behaviour and, 

lastly, identities in organizational contexts (Thornton et al. 2012). So, we need to know more 

about the relation between institutions and management consultants’ emotions, which are 

obviously an important part of the consultants’ identification process mediating between 

public institutions and individual PSM realization (Perry and Vandenabeele 2008).  

According to Perry and Vandenabeele (2008), the early literature on motivation has al-

ready acknowledged the question of ‘who I am’ as a central point in motivational research, 

linking social processes such as identification (Foot 1951), self-categorization (Hogg 2000), 

self-concept (Shamir, House, and Arthur 1993) as well as value expression and self-
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idealization (Katz and Kahn 1966) with motivational patterns. By suggesting the construct 

‘public service identity’, also Perry and Vandenabeele (2008) discuss relevant psychological 

dynamics and institutional forces on individual behaviour in public organizations. Accordin-

gly, further research is needed to know more about consultants’ PSM manifestation and fac-

tors that fosters its expression. 

Concluding Remarks 

By providing insights for scholars and practitioners to understand the phenomenon of PSM 

among a group of management consultants, these findings imply the interplay of public insti-

tutions and the individual by indicating also shifts of attention in consultants’ work role 

grounded in the consultants’ different self-concepts. However, these findings should neither 

serve to create an idealized view on management consultants in public administration nor to 

detract from the fact that people are usually motivated by different motives at the same time.  
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Appendix 1: Sampling 

Interviewee Gender Position Organiza-

tional Size  

Field of Work Date 

01 Consultant  Female Senior Con-

sultant 

>500 

Employees 

Organizational 

and Process Ma-

nagement 

13-11-2015 

02 Consultant  Female Senior Con-

sultant 

50-500 

Employees 

IT-Consulting, 

Process Ma-

nagement 

08-02-2016 

03 Consultant  Male Director 

(previously 

worked in 

nonprofit 

sector) 

<50 

Employees 

Systemic Con-

sulting, Human 

Resource Man-

agement 

22-03-2016 

04 Consultant  Male Director 

(previously 

worked in 

public sec-

tor) 

<50 

Employees 

Organizational 

and Process 

Management 

Strategy Consult-

ing 

24-03-2016 

05 Consultant  Male Associate 

Partner 

>500 

Employees 

Systemic Consul-

ting, Process 

Management,  

22-04-2016 

06 Consultant  Male Senior Con-

sultant 

n/a IT-Consulting, 

Process Ma-

nagement 

01-12-2015 

07 Consultant  Male Director 50-500 

Employees 

Process Man-

agement, Strate-

28-07-2016 
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Interviewee Gender Position Organiza-

tional Size  

Field of Work Date 

gy Consulting, 

Human Resource 

Management  

08 Consultant  Female Senior Con-

sultant 

<50 

Employees 

Organizational 

and Strategy 

Consulting,  Hu-

man Resource 

Management 

03-08-2016 

09 Consultant  Male Director 

(previously 

worked in 

public sec-

tor) 

<50 

Employees 

Organizational 

and Process Ma-

nagement 

06-09-2016 

10 Consultant  Male Director 

(previously 

worked in 

public sec-

tor) 

<50 

Employees 

Strategy Consult-

ing, Organiza-

tional and Pro-

cess Manage-

ment, Coaching 

08-09-2016 

11 Consultant  Male Director <50 

Employees 

Organizational 

and Process Ma-

nagement 

12-09-2016 

12 Consultant  Male Senior Con-

sultant 

<50 

Employees 

Organizational 

and Process Ma-

nagement 

19-09-2016 

13 Consultant  Female Senior Con-

sultant (pre-

viously 

worked in 

nonprofit 

sector) 

<50 

Employees 

Organizational 

and Process 

Management, 

Systemic Con-

sulting, Coaching 

10-10-2016 

14 Consultant  Male Director of 

Public Sec-

tor Unit 

>500 

Employees 

Systemic Con-

sulting, Strategy, 

IT-consulting, 

Process Man-

agement  

18-10-2016 

15 Consultant  Male Senior Con-

sultant 

<50 

Employees 

IT- and Process 

Consulting, Hu-

man Resource 

Management 

21-10-2016 

16 Consultant  Male Associate 

Partner 

>500 

Employees 

IT- and Process 

Management, 

Human Resource 

Management 

27-10-2016 

17 Consultant  Male Associate 

Partner 

>500 

Employees 

Organizational  

and Process 

Management, 

Systemic Con-

sulting, Strategy 

03-11-2016 
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Interviewee Gender Position Organiza-

tional Size  

Field of Work Date 

Consulting  

18 Consultant  Male Director of 

Public Sec-

tor Unit 

>500 

Employees 

Organizational 

and Process 

Management, 

Systemic Con-

sulting, Strategy 

Consulting 

08-11-2016 

19 Consultant  Male Director of 

Public Sec-

tor Unit 

>500 

Employees 

Organizational  

and Process 

Management, 

Systemic Con-

sulting, IT-

Consulting 

21-11-2016 

20 Consultant  Female Junior Con-

sultant 

<50 

Employees 

Organizational  

and Process 

Management, 

Human Resource  

23-11-2016 

21 Consultant Male Senior Con-

sultant 

>500 

Employees 

Organizational  

and Process 

Management,  

IT-Consulting  

15-12-2017 

01 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

Feder-

al/State 

Level 

Economic Coop-

eration and De-

velopment, So-

cial Affairs 

16-02-2016 

02 Client  Female Head of 

Department  

Sta-

te/Municipa

l Level 

Economy, Trans-

port and Innova-

tion  

18-02-2016 

03 Client  Male Department 

Manager 

Municipal 

Level 

Cross Depart-

mental Affairs, 

District Admin-

istration 

29-10-2015 

04 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

Feder-

al/State 

Level 

Financial Affairs  19-02-2016 

05 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

Sta-

te/Municipa

l Level 

Economy, Trans-

port and Innova-

tion   

23-10-2016 

06 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

Sta-

te/Municipa

l Level 

Financial Affairs, 

Administrative 

and Central Ser-

vices  

24-02-2016 

07 Client  Male Department 

Manager  

Municipal 

Level 

District Admin-

istration, Local 

Public Transport 

and Economic 

Development  

23-03-2016 
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Interviewee Gender Position Organiza-

tional Size  

Field of Work Date 

08 Client  Male Head of 

Division  

State Level Finance and Eco-

nomy Affairs 

23-03-2016 

09 Client  Male Department 

Manager 

Sta-

te/Municipa

l Level 

Financial Affairs, 

Budget and Task 

Scheduling  

12-04-2016 

10 Client  Male Director 

Manager 

Municipal 

Level 

Education and 

Training Affairs 

01-03-2016 

11 Client  Male Department 

Manager 

Sta-

te/Municipa

l Level 

Administrative 

and Central Ser-

vices, IT and 

Organizational 

Management  

10-05-2016 

12 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

Sta-

te/Municipa

l Level 

Financial Affairs, 

Administrative 

and Central Ser-

vices  

01-12-2015 

13 Client  Male n/a Sta-

te/Municipa

l Level 

Education Affairs 01-12-2015 

14 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

Sta-

te/Municipa

l Level 

School and Voca-

tional Education 

Affairs 

04-08-2016 

15 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

Sta-

te/Municipa

l Level 

Cultural Affairs   08-08-2016 

16 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

Sta-

te/Municipa

l Level 

Family Affairs    09-08-2016 

17 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

Sta-

te/Municipa

l Level 

Health and Con-

sumer Protection   

19-08-2016 

18 Client  Female Project Lea-

der 

Municipal 

Level 

Employment, 

Social, Family 

and Integration 

Affairs     

19-08-2016 

19 Client  Male Head of 

Department  

Sta-

te/Municipa

l Level 

Health and Con-

sumer Protection   

09-09-2016 

20 Client  Female Head of 

Division  

Sta-

te/Municipa

l Level 

Cultural Affairs   26-09-2016 

21 Client  Female Head of 

Division  

State Level Cultural Affairs   27-09-2016 

22 Client  Female Head of 

Department  

State Level Employment, 

Social, Family 

and Integration 

Affairs     

13-10-2016 
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Appendix 2: Interview Guide 

For Management Consultants: 

(1) Processes and practices in consulting projects: 

• Which consulting projects did you carry out in the field of public administration? Are 

there different approaches? Could you please give us some examples?  

• Could you please describe the commissioning process in public administration?  

• How are consulting projects generally run? Are there any specific pat-

terns/procedures? 

• What has to be accomplished to rate a project as eventually successful?  

(2) Personal experience, cultural assumptions, beliefs, and perceptions:  

• How did you feel about working with clients/employees in public administration? 

• How would you describe the clients and how was your experience in collaborating 

with them? Are there any main patterns that you observed?  

• Are there any particular beliefs or habits that you observed in public administration? 

• How is the reputation of business consulting in the public sector? Does that corre-

spond to the experience you made in your projects? 

• Do you adjust your personal appearance depending on whether you consult in the pub-

lic or private sector? Or in meeting with particular actors? What is important to you in 

that respect?  

(3) Influence of institutional context and perceived ideals: 

• Are there any expectations on which you are judged? What expectations do you think 

are particularly important in the field of public administration? 
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• Which views, values, and routines did you observe and experience in public admin-

istration? How do they influence the consulting process? 

• Have these values or opinions been around for a long time, or have they changed in 

recent years? 

• Theoretically, a consultant can act in very different roles – e.g., as a facilitator, crea-

tive director, manager, etc. Which role is particularly important to you in public ad-

ministration? Who are you in this context? Where do you see yourself in this context? 

(4) Reflections on acceptance and conflicts: 

• Do you remember any situation in which you had problems being acknowledged as an 

expert? Could you please give us any examples? How did you react? 

• Whose support is particularly important in a consulting project?  

• Assuming you use strategies, which strategies did you develop in order to meet the 

specific conditions and expectations in public administration? How do you deal with 

contradictions or ambiguities? 

• In the public sector, projects are rarely cancelled because politicians or the public ex-

pect them to be completed – a failure of a project is often not budgeted. What do you 

think about that? Does this affect your work? 

• I would like to conclude with a provocative hypothesis: Consultants will fail in public 

administration in the long term because they believe too much in economic efficiency. 

What do you think about this? 
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For Clients: 

(1) Processes and practices in consulting projects: 

• In general, what experience did you make with management consultants? 

• Which consulting approaches or consulting topics did you experience? Could you 

please give us any examples? 

• Which were the motives or reasons for commissioning a consulting company? 

• Could you please describe the commissioning process? What do you need to keep in 

mind when you are seeking or selecting consultants/a consulting company? 

• How consulting projects are generally run? Are there any specific procedures? 

• What has to be accomplished to rate a project as eventually successful?  

(2) Personal experience, cultural assumptions, beliefs, and perceptions:  

• How did you feel about working with management consultants? What was unusual or 

what was familiar to you? 

• How would you describe management consultants and how did you experience col-

laborating with them? Are there any main patterns that you observed?  

• Are there any beliefs or habits of consultants that you observed? How do they differ 

from employees in public administration?  

• How is the reputation of management consulting in the public sector? Does this cor-

respond to the experience you have made? 

• What are the obstacles and chances of consulting in the public sector? 

(3) Influence of institutional context and prescribed ideals: 

• Which expectations do you think consultants have to meet in public administration?  
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• If you think about working with consultants: How would you expect consultants to act 

and to be? 

• Advisor, creative director, manager, etc. theoretically, a consult can take on different 

roles. How do you see consultants in the context of public administration? 

• Which views, values, and routines exist in public administration? How do they in-

fluence the consulting process?  

• Which role does the public interest play in consulting projects?  

• Did management consulting/the collaboration with consultants contribute to any 

changes in opinion, values, or routines? Did you, in this respect, observe any changes 

in public administration in recent years?  

(4) Reflections on acceptance and conflicts: 

• Did you experience any situation in which you were required to interfere in a consult-

ing process? Why was that necessary? 

• Could you please describe a situation in which you considered to back management 

consultants (in front of your colleagues)? When and why did you consider this as ne-

cessary? 

• What are the possible strategies consultants can use to avoid or respond to acceptance 

problems? (What do you think?) 

• Do you actually believe that economic standards need to be more applied in public 

administration? To what extent does public administration have to become more effi-

cient? 

• In the public sector projects are rarely cancelled because politicians or the public ex-

pect them to be completed – a failure of a project is often not budgeted. What do you 

think about this?  



Vierter Dissertationsbeitrag 173 

 

• I would like to conclude with a provocative hypothesis: Consultants will fail in public 

administration in the long term because they believe too much in economic efficiency. 

What do you think about this?  
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Appendix 3: The Consultants’ PSM Manifestation 

 

Appendix 4: The Consultants’ Antecedents of PSM 
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Appendix 5: The Effects on Consulting Process 
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