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ABSTRACT Introduction: This article analyzes the issue of Capacities for the implementation of public policies. The article examines

the concepts of state capacity, policy capacities and policy work to analyze the role of bureaucratic roles in the implementation pro-

cess. The article criticizes the concept of state capacities and advocates a perspective that the analysis of capacities should be focused

on the performance of agents for the fulfillment of public policy functions. Materials and methods: Based on a survey analysis with

agents of civil service bureaucracy, the article lists the central capacities for the performance of functions necessary for the implemen-

tation of public policies. Results: The theoretical finding is that capacity analysis should consider the role of individuals in the perfor-

mance of policy functions and the organizational context in which they are embedded. Discussion: This article contributes to the

literature on bureaucracy and governance in Brazil.
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I. Introduction

P
ublic policy analysis presupposes that results depend on inputs and that

variations in types or amount of input explain the differences in results.

The concept of capacity encompasses a set of inputs that are necessary for

policies to be implemented and produce results and impact (Centeno, Kohli &

Yashar 2017; Matthews 2012). In theory, the greater the capacities of the State,

the greater the effectiveness of public policies. The problem is how to know

which inputs explain the results. Capacities can be individual, organizational, or

systemic but there is no consensus in the literature on the specific attributes or

their weighting (Cingolani 2013; Painter & Pierre 2005; Wu, Ramesh &

Howlett 2015).

The analysis of these capacities presupposes structural institutional condi-

tions. Capacity analysis is based on macro-structural factors as determinants of

results. If administrative and political capacities were identifiable, it would be

sufficient to replicate them for effective implementation. The structural analysis

does not consider that the individuals composing public organizations may or

may not adhere to their objectives and perform functions they are assigned

(Williams 2017).

This structural analysis of capacities fails to consider individual factors of

the work performed by public managers. Organizations are set of individuals

who act on standards and rules, design policies, and implement them. In this

process, interests, opinions and perspectives of these agents converge in organi-

zational inputs for the implementation of policies (Cyert & March 1963).

The purpose of this article is to analyze policy capacities by observing how

these capabilities are distributed in policy functions and how they are taken into
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consideration in the Brazilian federal civil service. In other words, the research

question to be addressed in this investigation is “What do policy capacities and

policy functions reveal about the bureaucratic roles in the implementation of the

Brazilian public policies?”.

This article is based on some assumptions. First, capacity analysis must ob-

serve the performance of bureaucrats in fulfilling policy functions, which differ

across policy sectors. Second, these functions are performed in organizational

contexts, in which individuals act based on choices and interests that delimit or-

ganizational objectives. Individuals matter in capacity analysis and the way

they organize their tasks implies different patterns of organizational capacity

building.

After this Introduction (I), the second section of the article analyzes the con-

cept of capacity and policy work, in order to build up the framework for perfor-

mance of policy functions. The third section debates the institutional context of

the federal civil service in Brazil. In the fourth section, the methodology of the

research and the results (section V) will be presented. In the sixth section the re-

sults will be discussed looking at the literature debate and, final considerations

will be presented in the last section (VII).

II. State, Capacities, and Policy Work – a Framework of Analysis

The concept of state capacity means different things to different scholars

(Cingolani 2013; Jessop 2001). In one perspective, the concept involves the cre-

ation of a political order and degree of institutionalization of the state within a

territory. This perspective defines state capacity as a set of norms and rules that

make governments sovereign, backed by coercive apparatus, which is the basis

for effective public administration (Skocpol 1985; Tilly 1975). Thus, state ca-

pacity is related to the actions of the state to assert its autonomy, collect taxes,

and manage conflicts in order to transform the economy and society (Besley &

Persson 2009; Knutsen 2013; Levi 1988).

In another line of analysis, the concept of state capacity is used to understand

how the state apparatus produces results for society and for the economy

through public policies (Matthews 2012). This second perspective seeks to ana-

lyze how public policies and public services are effective to positively impact

the intended outcomes of the state action. In contrast to the first perspective, the

second perspective analyzes state capacities as delivery services and policies to

promote development (Evans 1995; Geddes 1996; Mann 1993).

Both lines of analysis of the concept of state capacities involve an under-

standing of the infrastructure of the state apparatus associated with a macro-his-

torical construction. The concepts of state capacities are multiple and involve,

in particular, a conception of the potential for. This means observing how the

state apparatus result in better or worse public policies. They see analysis of ca-

pacity as a stock of skills and abilities that affect implementation of policies

(Centeno, Kohli & Yashar 2017). The concept of state capacities is related to the

formation and stockpiling of skills and abilities of state bureaucracy to imple-

ment policies and build services. It involves the construction of an institutional

trajectory of bureaucracies that may present more or less effective results.

That historical-structural conceptions of state capacity disregard the dimen-

sion of action and behavior within bureaucracies. The assumption is that state

capacity is a predictor of implementation performance (Williams, 2017). But

we cannot disregard the central role of individuals in policy implementation and

the complexity of bureaucratic organizations (Cyert & March 1963; Lipsky

2010; Lotta 2010; Pires 2009). The conception of state capacity as organiza-

tional and institutional stock needs to consider the role of individuals in the con-
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text of bureaucracies. In this way, state bureaucracies are collective actors

whose behavior is reflected in state capacity vis-a-vis the organizations of

which they are part (Cyert & March 1963). State capacity, therefore, depend on

individuals’ actions in the context of complex organizational structures. It in-

volves, therefore, thinking about the institutional framework bringing together

individuals in the context of organizations (March & Olsen 1984).

The study of capacities poses deep theoretical challenges. Firstly, the prob-

lem of information and incentives for individuals to collaborate with the organi-

zations of which they are part. The second problem is how to best allocate

individuals according to their competences within the organization. Third, or-

ganizations are made of multiple individual and management mechanisms ac-

cording to contract terms and organizational culture that affect performance

(March & Olsen 1985; Simon 1951).

With regard to the problem of the implementation of public policies, the

concept of state capacities, with a view to a more structural and macro-historical

conception, is generalized, abstract and without a clear analysis of the effects of

bureaucratic behavior (Williams 2017).

In this sense, it is worth mentioning the additional criticism raised by the lit-

erature towards the formulation of the concept of state capacity. On the one

hand, the concept and malleable conformation allows different aspects of the

policy implementation complexity to be incorporated. On the other hand, the

concept of capacity holds an intrinsic limitation of empirical observation given

that its analytical power is restrained to the level of stock of resources thus of

potentialities of the state action. In other words, state capacity has analytical key

problems of direct observation given that it does not look at action per se but

only at the potential of the state action (Cingolani 2013; Mazzucca 2012; Wil-

liams 2017). The problem remains to understand what in fact explains capaci-

ties activation dynamics.

Looking at bureaucratic performance and policy results, Williams (2017)

argues that there is an additional challenge regarding the transition from the in-

dividual level towards organizational and systemic levels of capacity. The

scholar claims that organizational capacity is not the sum of individual capaci-

ties, as usually assumed in the concept operationalization. This assumption re-

lies on the misleading conception of bureaucracy homogeneity and uniformity

and does not acknowledge the product of the collective action (Williams 2017).

The analysis of the implementation of public policies and the role of bureau-

cracies has advanced to the concept of policy capacity. The concept of policy

capacity seeks to understand the role of bureaucracies in implementation by

bringing together a perspective based on the interaction between individuals

and organizations. Policy capacity also has multiple definitions. The assump-

tion is that policy capacity is an implementation predictor. Policy capacity is “...

the ability to marshal the necessary resources to make intelligent collective

choices, in particular to set strategic directions, for the allocation of scarce re-

sources to public ends” (Painter & Pierre 2005, p. 2).

This assumption involves a conception of skills such as the construction of

competences relevant to the implementation of policies based on knowledge

that involves the use of research for policy problems, effective use of communi-

cations and strategic management of stakeholders (Howlett 2009). The devel-

opment of policy capacity involves the application of resources to review,

formulate and implement public policies (Fellegi 1996). It can also be defined

as “... set of skills and resources - or competences and capabilities - necessary to

perform policy functions” (Wu, Ramesh & Howlett 2015, p. 166).
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From this perspective of skills and abilities, the concept of policy capacity

brings together the necessary skills and resources for policy implementation,

considering individual, organizational and systemic elements. These three fac-

tors bring together the resources and skills that would be predictors to produce

results in policies, broken down by analytical, operational, and political compe-

tencies (Wu, Ramesh & Howlett 2015).

The concept of policy capacity examines the resources needed to implement

policies, in the dimension of individuals (Hsu 2015) and organizations (Pattyn

& Brans 2015). The concept of policy capacity becomes attractive in the eyes of

the public policy analyst. It incorporates both dimensions: the collective actors

of state bureaucracies and the political elements of legitimacy building. Politi-

cal elements become essential in building the legitimacy of policies (Moore

1995). However, like the concept of state capacity, the concept of policy capac-

ity presupposes a set of resources - financial and human - that are predictors of

good public policy.

The understanding of policy capacity continues to address bureaucratic dy-

namics as a stock of capacities that are analytically predictors of policy out-

comes. The understanding of the stock of capacities does not consider some

theoretical hypotheses. First, it can be said that a given organization may have a

high stock of capacities. But bureaucrats in this organization do not want to col-

laborate with policies, or there may be problems with the policy process that

negatively impact outcomes. On the other hand, there may be a low stock of

capacities, but even with this low inventory, policies can yield good results

(Williams 2017).

Policy capacities must be understood as a dynamic flow and process than as

a stock that works as a predictor of good public policy. More than the objectives

of organizations and the stock of bureaucratic capacities, it is necessary to un-

derstand the dynamics of agents in institutional contexts. Therefore, this inves-

tigation focus on the policy capacity debate by means of an analytical approach

that looks precisely at the work of the bureaucratic agents to implement a public

policy.

Relevant contributions from the policy work debate can be identified to dis-

cuss the role and performance of bureaucracy in policy production. Firstly, pol-

icy work approach starts from the observation of the field and not from

prescriptive models, allowing thus a broader comprehension of flows and dy-

namics embedded in specific existing contexts (Colebatch, Hoppe &

Noodgegraaf 2010). As a consequence, that approach provides elements to rec-

ognize a wider range of roles and functions played by bureaucrats in policy pro-

duction, which are not restricted to the policy cycle stage model neither to the

policy analysts conception which is not recognized in the Brazilian context1. In-

stead, it acknowledges as functions performed by policy makers not only the

production of formal analysis, but also managerial tasks, mediation, translation

and building shared meaning amongst all policy interested parts (Colebatch,

Hoppe & Noodgegraaf 2010).

One may also argue that policy work relational perspective in contrast to

top-down comprehension of policy governance allows one to examine the prod-

ucts of the interaction between bureaucracy and policy stakeholders as part of

policy production (Repetto 2004; Wu, Ramesh & Howlett 2015).

The concept of policy work seeks more than a dynamic of stock of capabili-

ties. Policy work is active and involve attitudes and beliefs of bureaucratic

agents. It addresses policy styles and the set of attitudes and tasks performed by

bureaucratic agents, so that the production of results in public policies depends

on a more complex bureaucracy (Brodkin 2011). Policy work is the set of activi-
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ties disbursed by bureaucrats who bring together attitudes, tasks and world con-

ceptions that specify the dynamics of policy formulation, implementation and

evaluation (Veselý, Wellstead & Evans 2014). The attitudes and beliefs of bu-

reaucrats matter to understand the outcome of public policies (Ball et al., 2011).

Bureaucratic agents mobilize their individual capacities in a complex flow of

public policies, which involves different sources of knowledge, dimensions and

expected results.

These dynamics involve a complex framework of activities that need to be

performed by bureaucrats for policy outcomes to be produced. Understanding

these activities and how they are mobilized by agent’s matters directly in the

construction of a public policy (Brodkin 2011). These dynamics need to be ana-

lyzed in a framework that allows the understanding of internal and external ac-

tivity of bureaucratic agents, as well as the interaction between the individual

and the organization. The framework below presents this policy work and dy-

namics of capacities which we will test empirically.

Table 1 presents an analytical framework to understand the policy work per-

formed by bureaucrats. The construction of this framework started from the lit-
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Table 1 – Analytical Framework of Policy Work

Capacities Dimensions Outcome Description Activities

Administrative Analytical Efficiency and

Efficacy

Functions that guarantee

technical and administrative

performance

Data collection and analysis

Specific technical knowl-

edge

Managerial Knowledge of norms and

regulations

Administrative skills

Human resource manage-

ment

Allocation of financial re-

sources

Technology resources

Relational Internal coordination Agency Functions that ensure the op-

eration and internal coher-

ence

Coordinated decision-mak-

ing process

Inter and intraorganizational

formal and informal struc-

tures

Monitoring and control

Political Legitimacy Functions that promote the

necessary interaction with

the external environment

Social participation and ac-

countability

Spaces of participation

Levels of negotiation and

interlocution between the

executive, legislative and

judicial branches

Relationship with interna-

tional organizations

Source: Adapted from Wu, Ramesh & Howlett (2015) and Enap (2018).



erature review, covering a set of activities that are considered essential for

policy implementation (Wu, Ramesh & Howlett 2015).

The framework presented above brings together a complex set of activities

aimed at understanding the activation of bureaucracy capacity in the form of

policy work. Capacities do not represent a rational organization of governments

but a collection of individuals who perform functions and activities in a context

of bounded rationality, of undefined goals and in a game of discretion and obli-

gations (March 1994, March & Simon 1958; Simon 1991). This means that

these capacities can be mobilized or not in the dynamics of policy implementa-

tion. The degree to which these skills and competences are mobilized or not can

impact policies in a varied way, demonstrating that implementation is complex.

Policy workers may be oriented toward formal strategies to implementation,

such as a managerial strategy. However, they adapt and adjust the implementa-

tion of policies in the context in which they act, adjusting the processes in the

field of practice (Brodkin 2011).

First, capacities can be understood within bureaucracy. The capacities re-

quired for a public policy to be implemented involve skills and competences

within organizations, regarding analytical and managerial dimension. The ana-

lytical dimension of policy work involves the dynamics from which

bureaucratic agents generate capacity to produce data to inform the public poli-

cies being implemented. These capacities require the agents of the bureaucracy

to gather and analyze data, as well as specific knowledge to produce evidence in

public policies, to improve information management and to generate institu-

tional learning during implementation (Carney 2016, Wu, Ramesh & Howlett

2015). This capacity of policy workers involves building of knowledge on data

production and technical expertise involving the specific policy, to allow the

development of this analytical capacity. That dimension entails the original

conception of the role of policy analysts2.

The second dimension of these capacities of policy workers involves man-

agement knowledge and skills, norms and regulations of a given policy, admin-

istrative skills of the policy workers, personnel management, allocation and

management of financial resources and technological resources of organiza-

tions. This second dimension concerns a set of public administration back-of-

fice activities, which aim to guarantee technical conditions for the performance

of policy workers. They involve punctual managerial attitudes to support imple-

mentation activities, which may impact or not policy outcomes.

The first two dimensions involve the activities of the administrative

back-office. But the activities of policy workers are not restricted to this

back-office, nor are they restricted to the conditions most intricately linked to

the administration’s infrastructure. Policy work also involves the mobilization

of relational capacities, which aim to ensure internal operational conditions for

public management (Peters and Pierre 2001), aiming at the coherence of public

policy, as well as political support that provides the conditions of legitimacy

and public value production (Moore 1995).

The relational capacities that can be mobilized by policy workers involves

two dimensions. The dimension of internal coordination relates to a set of activ-

ities aimed at improving the state agency. They aim to ensure institutional con-

ditions for the operation of the policy and the maintenance of internal coherence

(Peters 2004). This involves a decision-making process that needs to be coordi-

nated, given the fact that bureaucracies have multiple principals (Wilson 1989;

Dixit 1996). Internal coordination relates to the constitution of elements of

monitoring and control of the policy, aiming to ensure its legality and probity in

the public management (Doig & McIvor 2003). It also draws in the creation of

inter and intraorganizational informal or formal structures that allow this pro-
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cess of coordination of the activities of policy workers, involving both

intraorganizational coordination and the coordination of organizations involved

in the implementation - interorganizational coordination (Alexander 1993; Pe-

ters 2004).

The challenge of institutional coordination requires a multi-level gover-

nance system, with shared strategy of governing as well as decision-making and

coordination bodies that define a coordinated and negotiated pattern of public

action, taking into consideration the involvement of various institutions. This

perspective on coordination of institutional action involves non-hierarchical

structure to exchange between institutions in different levels (Hix 1998; Peters

& Pierre 2001; Smith 1997). Moreover, as stated by Peters (2004), it recognizes

that ideas play a crucial role in creating a more integrated pattern of governance.

These ideas need to be relevant to range of policy areas, and they also need to be

sufficiently powerful to pressure organizations and actors which might as soon

persist in their established patterns of action.

Finally, relational capacities also involve political dimension. It acknowl-

edges the diversity of sources of power and the multiple interests and ideologies

distributed in society (Repetto 2004). State action does not develop in isolation

and is not neutral in relation to the issues of power which, in contemporary

states, originate not only from the state apparatus, but also from civil society and

the international environment (Repetto 2004). This political dimension of pol-

icy work means mobilizing capacities to promote the necessary interactions

with the external environment of management. First, policy work demands ac-

tivities that aim to promote social participation and accountability. Social par-

ticipation is a fundamental element for promoting the legitimacy and publicity

of public policy (Avritzer 2012), increasing the conditions of accountability

(Filgueiras 2016).

This demands that policy-makers be able to act in participatory spaces, rep-

resenting governments in contexts of civil society participation in the deci-

sion-making process and implementation of public policy (Avritzer 2012). In

addition, the democratization of the state requires that policy makers act within

the administration to build bridges with civil society through participatory insti-

tutions (Warren 2009). Thirdly, relational capacities in the political dimension

include negotiation skills to dialogue with the legislative and judicial branches.

The legitimacy of public policy demands that there be permanent

interlocution with the powers, to secure spaces of negotiation (March & Olsen

1995). Finally, relational capacities must account for international communi-

ties, to disseminate social policies and technologies in order to promote interna-

tional improvement and interlocution (Olsen 2010; Underdal 1995). Relational

capacities require managers to engage in networks with transnational policy ac-

tors so that they can gain operational and analytical support for the adoption of

implementation practices (Dolowitz & Marsh 2000; Stone 2004).

This analytical framework assumes a set of activities that policy workers

need to play in the implementation process. It is important to emphasize that the

study of policy work demands the mobilization of individual capacities inserted

in organizational contexts. Policy work involves understanding this relationship

between the individual capacities of bureaucrats and organizational contexts to

provide a robust framework for analyzing bureaucratic predictors for public

policy. The next section looks at the Brazilian case, addressing the deci-

sion-making and the implementation processes of public policies.
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III. The Brazilian Federal Government – Policy Work and Bureaucratic Organization

Brazilian federal civil service is this investigation’s main unit of analysis. As

debated in international comparative works, there is no common definition of

civil service and its scope and size strongly vary according to each country’s

public employment trajectory and structure (Evans 2008; Rao 2013).

A Weberian delimitation of civil service, identified in the Organization for

Economic Co-operation Development (OECD)’s countries and some develop-

ing countries, involves the category of public civil servants that are under a

merit-based system which provides some level of standard regulations and pro-

cedures regarding servants `selection, appointment and discretion’ (Evans

2008; Ramos & Milanesi 2018).

This investigation acknowledges that delimitation but includes two addi-

tional functional aspects also recognized in the comparative studies in the field,

which are civil servants’ permanence and relevance for core activities of the

state (Rao 2013). For the purpose of this research, civil service is defined as the

civil servants that work, under a merit-based system, in the Federal Executive

Branch and are involved more directly and permanently in the public policy

production. In that delimitation, teachers, health workers and policemen were

not included given to the fact that, for the Brazilian case, each of these groups

have specific employment regimes and precise roles in the policy production.

In this investigation, the universe of analysis was reduced to the Brazilian

civil service which works in the federal level and is involved in the direct ad-

ministration. That decisions were made given to the research limitations of time

and resources to operationalize the investigation with the whole universe. Thus,

the investigation looks at federal civil servants working in all ministries,

vice-presidency and presidency.

In the Brazilian public administration, the legal regime of organizations dif-

ferentiates between direct administration and indirect administration. The direct

administration represents the core of the government, bringing together organi-

zations that perform functions of government and state. Indirect administration,

on the other hand, is the set of organizations that, linked to organizations of the

direct administration, perform decentralized functions of State and functions of

interest of the government. Indirect administration comprises foundations and

autarchies, such as universities and research institutes.

In the Brazilian federal system, which resulted from a decentralization pro-

cess, municipalities and state governments are essential parts of the policy im-

plementation. In many policies, such as in health and educational fields, local

governments hold authority and autonomy for making decisions and for manag-

ing different sort of resources for service delivery (Abrucio & Franzese, 2007).

Moreover, federal indirect agencies also play fundamental roles in the policy

production, particularly in the territory (Paula et al., 2017).

Notwithstanding the relevance of both groups of public servants in local

governments or in indirect federal agencies, this investigation looks at the spe-

cific context of the civil servants that work in the direct agencies. Two main rea-

sons support that decision. The first one relates to the still reduced literature that

analyzes in depth this particular group functions’ specificities and conditions

for policy production (Cavalcante & Lotta 2015; Howlett 2011; Pires 2012).

The second one is a practical reason related to the size and heterogeneity of the

three groups which would make the data collection unfeasible for the project

time framing.
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Looking at the developments of the bureaucracy’s literature in Brazil, one

can argue that this investigation’s universe of analysis entail, mainly, the con-

text of high level and middle level bureaucrats in the federal administration.

Most of the research carried out in Brazil on public bureaucracy focuses on

high-level bureaucracy, especially the federal bureaucracy and how it acts in the

formulation of public policies (Loureiro, Abrucio & Rosa 1998). However,

there are other works that seek to understand the role played by public pol-

icy-making bureaucrats at the “front line”, that is, those actors who operate the

policies formulated by the high level of government, called “street level bureau-

cracy” (Lipsky 2010; Lotta 2010, 2012; Pires 2009, 2017). Little understanding

exists about those actors who are between the policy-making elite and those

who implement it, that is, about the federal bureaucracy, which plays an impor-

tant role in the process of coordination, articulation and translation of public

policy production (Abers 2015; Cavalcante & Lotta 2015; Lotta, Pires &

Oliveira 2014; Oliveira & Abrucio 2018; Pires 2015). Thus, the findings of this

research contribute to the theoretical-analytical consolidation of the perfor-

mance of this bureaucracy.

Another aspect that must be highlighted regarding the justification of this in-

vestigation’s design is the adoption of Colebatch, Hoppe and Noodgegraaf

(2010) assumption that policy work is apprehended and developed in practice.

As mentioned in the first section, contingencies matter and distinct national

contexts produce different forms of action and combinations of policy func-

tions. It is worth noting that policy analysis in Brazil is not understood as a pro-

fessional field with specific training, techniques and methodologies, which

comprises a community with shared identity and agenda, such as in the An-

glo-Saxon countries where the field of knowledge firstly evolved. However,

this does not mean that this role is not being played in the Brazilian public ser-

vice (Farah 2016; Vaitsman, Ribeiro & Lobato 2014). However, one must argue

that there is no formal distinction, for instance, between the ones who can work

with policy analysis and the ones who can formulate or implement policies

(Farah 2016).

Recent investigations contest that a vast and more complex range of policy

works can be identified in the examination of the field, challenging thus the tra-

ditional dichotomy between technical and political roles in the policy produc-

tion (Howlett 2011). To provide mediation between the state and policy

stakeholders, to clarify meaning, to democratize information related to the pol-

icy production are some of other policy works found in empirical investigations

in different countries (Colebatch, Hoppe & Noodgegraaf 2010; Lotta 2010;

Mayer, van Daalen & Bots, 2013; Pires 2012; Veselý, Wellstad & Evans 2014).

To conclude, this investigation intends to explore how the policy work and

policy functions are played by the Brazilian federal civil service and their exist-

ing resources and performing conditions.

IV. Methodology

This section presents the methodology used in the research to explore and

analyze the different functions performed by the Brazilian federal civil service

in the direct administration.

Based on data from the Integrated System for the Administration of Human

Resources (Siape) of March 2017, this investigation looked at a universe of

96,534 individuals, which represented the group of federal civil servants of the

direct administration3.
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The election of that sample of that universe was carried by means of the

technique of the simple stratification4, according to each one of the 24 existing

agencies5 of the direct administration in the base of the Siape in March of 2017.

The use of the sampling is justified by the great variability of public servers be-

tween the organizations. After the calculation6 of the size of each relative sam-

ple to the respective agency, respondents of organization were randomly

selected to compose each group. Information regarding the universe of the re-

search, the definition of the sample and the collection of valid data are reported

in Appendix A (Table 1A).

The elected sample totalized 6,055 individuals who received a survey tool

designed based on the analytical framework shown in Table 1 in order to collect

data on activities performed and capacities accumulated by the Brazilian federal

civil service. The survey tool was chosen as a research technique for two rea-

sons, namely: i) potential to capture as many perceptions as possible; and ii) the

possibility of generating new research hypotheses from the data provided by the

field (Babbie, 1990). The development of instrument survey was conducted

from March to July of 2017 and was pre-tested with professionals of different

agencies of the Brazilian federal government from August to September of

2017.

The survey was hosted by an online platform and was sent by email directly

to the public servants. Data collection took place from October to December

2017. The research obtained, after data processing, a database composed of

2,000 responses, representing a total response rate of 32%7.

Demographic data show similarities between the universe’s profile and the

respondents’ sample composition. In the universe of federal civil service, there

is a predominance of the male gender (56.81%). The same pattern can be found

amongst the respondents’ sample, in which the male gender represents 55.2% of

the sample. Age average in the federal civil service corresponds to 45 years old,

while in the respondents’ sample it reaches 47 years old. Regarding race data,

though, a relative difference can be found among the two groups regarding the

percentage of the black and “parda” groups, as it is shown in Table 2. That dif-

ference can be related to the source of data. The former set comes from an ad-

ministrative record (Siape), while the latter was self-reported by respondents in

the survey. This work argues that the respondents’ profile generally corre-

sponds to the universe one.

In relation to the analysis of the data, a multivariate exploratory analysis was

carried out to find possible associations between the variables studied. In this

sense, it was used factor analysis to reduce the number of initial variables, with

the lowest possible loss of information in factors and test the analysis frame-

work for policy work. The application of this technique made it possible to eval-
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Table 2 – Race in the Federal Civil Service and in the Respondents Sample

Categories Population Sample

White 55.3% 55.8%

“Parda” 33.0% 25.7%

Not informed 1.4% 11.0%

Asian 1.5% 3.7%

Black 6.5% 3.5%

Indigenous 0.5% 0.3%

Total 100% 100%

Source: Enap (2018).

3 The whole population of

federal civil servants consist

of 672 thousand individuals.

The 96,534 represent the total

number of federal civil

servants in the direct

administration, excluding

teachers, health workers and

policemen.
4 This method consists of

subdividing the populations in

subpopulations (stratus). After

that, a simple random sample

of each stratum is selected.

The size of the sample to be

selected of each stratum

depends on some factors,

which are: I) size of the

stratum; II) homogeneity of

the elements inside of each

stratum; III) cost to select each

unit for stratum; IV) the

estimates relevance for

different stratus. In the case of

the present research, the only

criterion for election of the

stratum was of the agency of

the direct administration. The

definition of the sample and

the collection of valid data are

available in Appendix A

(Table 1A).
5 The agencies are showed in

Appendix A (Table 1A). Civil

servants who were working at

the Presidency and the

Vice-presidency were

considered as part of the same

stratum.
6 Appendix B reports the

sample’s calculation.
7 Information regarding the

response rate is available in

Appendix A (Table 1A).

Likewise, information about

the research, syntax of data

analysis and sample

composition are available at

http://repositorio.enap.gov.br/

handle/1/3347. Accessed: 29

sep. 2020.



uate interrelationships between variables, so that these could be adequately

described by new groups of basic categories, namely “factors” (Pestana &

Gageiro 2005).

The main issue is to understand how the activities carried out by bureaucrats

are organized in collective action and how they can be understood theoretically

in the process of implementing public policies. This factorial analysis aims to

demonstrate how the policy work can be gathered in abstract categories of anal-

ysis from the framework presented previously and what are the specifics of pol-

icy work in Brazil. From the application of these techniques, it was possible to

observe different profiles and functions of public policies performed by federal

bureaucrats of the Brazilian Civil Service, as it will be discussed in the next sec-

tion.

V. Data Analysis – What do Policy Workers do in Brazil?

The Brazilian policy workers who responded the survey have a high degree

of education. 59.4% have some graduate qualification. They are relatively

older, with an average age of 45. They are mostly male (56.30%), slightly lower

than the government average of 59%.

In relation to the government sectors in which they operate, the respondents

are relatively distributed, with greater participation in social and security area

(33.15%). In relation to the time of performance in public policy, they are expe-

rienced: 34.5% have been working for more than 10 years in the same policy,

with higher rate of those that are located in the area of territorial sovereignty and

management (38%) and lower rate of those located in the area of infrastructure

(24%)8.

With regard to the trajectory of being in positions of trust within the bureau-

cracy, the respondents showed a high occupancy rate: 57.15% said they had al-

ready held some strategic position in the public sector.

In Table 3, factor analysis which cumulatively explains 59.3%, reveals four

main components of works performance. The policy work within the Brazilian

bureaucracy makes it possible to constitute categories of analysis that show a

differentiation of the activities performed. Bureaucracy is not a single, coherent

aggregate of capabilities, but a complex set of dynamic activities that can be ag-

gregated into general categories of analysis. These categories suggest a theoreti-

cal framework that specifies dynamics of policy work.

The result of the factorial analysis returned 4 principal components that ag-

gregate different activities performed by bureaucrats. The Eigenvalues are ade-

quate and the KMO test of 0.902 suggests the suitability of the sample.

The first component shows a relational type of work, involving representa-

tion, negotiation and coordination tasks with internal and external partners of

policy. The relational component reveals capacity of policy workers to build in-

teractions with other partner organizations in the implementation of policies, to

provide networks and synergy that facilitate the process. The fulfillment of this

policy function builds policy capacity outlined as political skills of public man-

agers.

The second component revealed an analytical-oversee work that grouped

data production tasks with activities related to the compliance with accountabil-

ity agencies recommendations. This analytical component is the fulfillment of a

policy function based on the production of information and analysis. It is inter-

esting to observe how in this component the production of information is

aligned with recommendations originating from the performance of account-

ability institutions. This component suggests that the production of information
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8 In order to define the areas

of action of civil service

bureaucrats, the areas defined

in the Pluriannual Planning of

the Brazilian federal

government were adopted. The

Pluriannual Planning is a

management tool of the

Brazilian government

provided for in the 1988

Constitution, which defines

the areas of action, projects,

and goals to be achieved by

public managers and

establishes the mechanisms of

budget allocation. The

Pluriannual Planning is done

every 4 years, in order to

establish planning of

governmental actions in

Brazil.



and analysis is aggregated with audit processes. This important policy function

is performed by policy workers as a result of institutional controls more than to

enhance evidence based public policy.

The third component relates managerial role which involves technical tasks

of resource mobilization regarding dealing with contracts, agreements and pros-

pect funding. This policy function involves a set of tasks performed by policy

workers in a back office required for public policy. This back-office involves el-

ements of management in organizational processes.

Finally, a fourth component corresponds to administrative work that deals

with operational tasks. These administrative tasks involve human resources ac-

tivities, prosecuting and day-to-day operational tasks for maintaining organiza-

tions.

VI. Discussion – The dynamics of policy work in the federal government bureaucracy

Looking this data in face of the proposed analytical framework in Table 1,

one must highlight that the portrait above suggests that the analytical capacity of
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Table 3 – Factorial Analysis of Policy Work

Specification Component

Relational Analytical/Oversight Managerial Administrative

Negotiate and coordinate actions with other federal

agencies

0.8010

Represent the agency in external events, meetings

and activities

0.7977

Participate in working groups or joint projects

within the agency

0.7259

Consult and meet interest groups on policy-related

issues

0.6965

Organize events 0.6171

Make agreements and manage actions between state

and municipal entities

0.5726

Prepare normative texts (e.g. bills, decrees, ordi-

nances, etc.)

0.5316

Manage a team 0.4913

Monitor compliance with rules and regulation 0.6661

Operate databases and informational systems that

support policy implementation

0.6281

Produce reports, opinions, technical notes and other

information to support decision-making

0.6109

Meet accountability agencies recommendations 0.6024

Design, negotiate, manage and supervise partner-

ship agreements

0.7858

Prepare, negotiate, manage and supervise contracts 0.7753

Prospect funds to enable actions, projects, and pro-

grams

0.5484

Carry out administrative activities 0.8952

Source: Escola Nacional de Administração Pública (ENAP), Capacities for Policy Implementation, 2018.

Tests: KMO: 0.902; �2 = 10860.379; df - 120; p - 0.00.

Total variance explained: 59,3%.

Eigenvalue: Factor 1: 5702; Factor 2: 1557; Factor 3: 1219; Factor 4: 1107.

Notes: Only loadings higher than 0.5 are presented. Varimax rotation method used is Kaiser normalization. KMO value of

0.902 suggests sampling adequacy, justifying the use of Factorial Analysis.



the Brazilian civil service is mostly aimed at attending accountability demands,

not prioritizing policy production or policy development, as stated by the litera-

ture.

This component, when aggregating this set of activities, relates the produc-

tion of evidence and information on public policies with audit reports and activ-

ities carried out by accountability institutions. The analytical dynamics of

federal government bureaucracy is guided by compliance and auditing actions.

Power (1994; 1997) has pointed to the development of the “audit society” as

one of many dimensions of the New Public Management, as well as a more gen-

eral movement toward quantification in society. Measure performance and use

auditing to control government produced many unintended, and undesirable,

consequences. For example, strict auditing tended to decrease innovation in the

public sector and created distrust among the participants in governance pro-

cesses (Power 1997, p. 127).

The production of information and evidence is related and moves in the

same direction of compliance monitoring and responses to audit reports. This

dynamic of the analytical capacity of the bureaucracy circumscribes a set of ac-

tivities in which information is related to audit processes. The role played by ac-

countability institutions (Filgueiras 2018) and control activities move the public

policies implemented by the bureaucracy, imposing red tape effects and direct-

ing the practices of public servants (Boyne 2002).

Relational capacity, on the other hand, is typical of the center of govern-

ment, with the prospect of coordinating actions. The result presented suggests

that this set of policy work constitutes complex coordination activities of the

government, in order to promote policy coherence. Bureaucrats engage in pol-

icy coordination activities, both within the size of the center of government and

in organizations implementing the policies (Cavalcante 2018).

The solution to the constant problems identified by different stakeholders in

relation to public policies is related not only to the availability of information

but also to the coordination during formulation and implementation of public

policies (Peters 2010; Souza 2018). Many government programs are contradic-

tory, and others may have gaps that fail to provide public services. These fail-

ures result from coordination difficulties (Bouckaert, Peters & Verhoest 2016;

Peters 2004). Going further, reforming public policies has a mantra: govern-

ments must improve coordination.

The federal government bureaucracy engages in coordination activities

through relational skills that are activated in the dynamics of public policies.

Coordination of public policies is also required between political and bureau-

cratic actors or organizations that comprise the same level of government - hori-

zontal coordination - or that comprise different levels of government - vertical

coordination (Souza 2018). In the sense of coordination, actors and agencies

play different roles in different phases of the same public policy. The challenge

for coordination is related to collective action involving different public organi-

zations and policy stakeholders for the provision of services to citizens

(Bouckaert, Peters & Verhoest 2016).

The bureaucracy performs policy work with a relational capacity approach.

The main functions are negotiating, representing, participating, meeting interest

groups and joint projects, and preparing normative bills. These policy works are

essential of work for governance and increase a pluralistic state.

There is, in fact, a group dedicated to managerial tasks which is distinct from

the group responsible for more operational activities. The capabilities are orga-

nized according to the framework presented previously, considering the flow of
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policy functions that are performed by the Brazilian Civil Service. These group-

ings mark back-office work, considering activities essential for the implementa-

tion of policies, such as public procurement, human resources management and

information technology management.

Analytically, the definition of these categories of capacities demonstrates

the differentiation of policy work, in which the activities performed will depend

on different capacities. This finding is important in understanding policy work

and bureaucratic activities, which may have a different impact on policy out-

comes. Thus, understanding state capacities does not involve understanding the

macro-structures of public organizations, but rather the collective action of bu-

reaucrats in the policy implementation process. Taking the concept of state ca-

pacity to explain policy outcomes depends on understanding the work of

bureaucrats, their differentiation, and dynamics in the context of public organi-

zations.

Public policy areas present different dynamics of policy work. The policy

functions performed by the Brazilian Civil Service vary according to each of the

components and each of the policy areas. It is interesting to observe in the charts

below how the factorial indices highlighted in the model above are distributed

in the percentiles, if observed in the dimension of the policy areas.

Looking at Graph 1 the relational type function is less common in the area of

urban mobility and energy and in the area of energy and communications. The

areas linked to social policy and citizenship and economic policy demand more

relational activities, be it in the structure of Brazilian federalism, or with other

powers and civil society. These areas have multiple stakeholders and policies

are carried out intersectorally, demanding broader relational capacities that fa-

vor coordination processes. For example, social policies require greater coordi-

nation skills with areas such as health and education.

With regards to the type of analytical / oversee function and policy areas, ac-

cording to Graph 2, the areas of urban planning, housing, sanitation, and land

use respond strongly and very frequently to the question of the performance of

accountability institutions. Within the area of infrastructure, this result demon-

strates how this area of public policy demands that public managers work with

analytical resources to respond to audits and accountability systems (Gomide &

Pereira 2018). Also, the social area also mobilizes its analytical capacities to

perform tasks-related to responding to accountability institutions.
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Source: Escola Nacional de Administração Pública (ENAP), Capacities for Policy Im-

plementation, 2018.

Graph 1 – Relational Function and Policy Areas



With respect to managerial skills, according to Graph 3, the mobilization of

work in relation to process, partnership and contract management, as well as ex-

ploration of resources is more common in the area of economic policy, urban

planning, housing, sanitation and land use. This result is expected, considering

the amount of economic resources with which these areas operate, demanding

more activities for the management of contracts and negotiation.

Finally, according to Graph 4, more administrative activities are carried out,

especially in the areas of social and rural development, citizenship, diversity

and security. These administrative activities require public managers to work

with human resources, finance and organizations. It is interesting to note that

the area of economic policy is the one that least mobilizes these administrative

capacities.

Looking at the four graphs, one can deduce that capacities are fluid and dif-

ferent, depending on the policy areas and the organizational contexts in which

they operate. These capacities can be mobilized differently by the areas and ac-

cording to the activities that are demanded. Capacities are dynamic and depend

on the performance of policy functions and not necessarily on an organizational

macro-structure that operates above individuals. Organizational contexts mat-
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Graph 2 – Analytical / Oversee Function and Policy Areas

Source: Escola Nacional de Administração Pública (ENAP), Capacities for Policy Im-
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ter, but within a set of behaviors, actions, beliefs and attitudes of the individuals

that making work in a policy.

Theoretically, observing the policy work at the individual level may respond

to a more complex set of variables that makes it possible to identify the dynam-

ics of policy processes, the specificities of different bureaucratic organizations,

and how this dynamic of capacities impacts policy outcomes. The findings of

this research demonstrate that the policy capacities in the Brazilian federal

government are circumscribed in a governance perspective. This perspective of

governance comprises a more plural state, whose analytical focus must be on

organizations and their institutional environment, where policy implementation

depends on policy work performed by bureaucrats. This policy work involves

permanent negotiation of values, senses and relationships, creation of networks

and projects with multiple stakeholders, managerial activities and administra-

tive functions (Osborne 2010; Peters 2010).

The findings of this article point to the fact that capacities are not inventories

of skills, not even macrostructures that move policies. Capacities depend on be-

ing activated and put in flux, mobilizing the different activities needed for pol-

icy implementation. Capacities depend on the action of agents contextualized in

institutions (Brodkin 2011; Colebatch, Hoppe, & Noodgegraaf 2010; Williams

2017). These actions occur in complex processes, making policy work depend

on relational, analytical, managerial, and administrative capacities.

This study would benefit from comparative studies that show the differ-

ences in the public policy process between different countries. Theoretically,

bureaucracies with different profiles and different institutional arrangements

will imply in different dynamics of policy work and, therefore, in the activation

of different capacities according to the organizational context. This is an impor-

tant future agenda for the analysis of policy capacities to understand how differ-

ent institutional arrangements activate agents and perform policy work.

VII. Conclusion – Capacity Building and Policy Work

Capacity building in the public service cannot be understood only as a set of

organizations that fulfill delegated goals for the realization of public policies.

These policies depend on a set of actions performed by individuals who carry

with them different individual capacities, which are brought together in a com-
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plex set of organizations, which demand commitment and motivation to achieve

their ends (Cyert and March, 1963).

The concept of state capacities does not necessarily represent what bureau-

cracies do. What bureaucracies do depend on a set of contingent actions for the

performance of various public policy functions. These public policy functions

fulfill the role of complex activities that, in the aggregate of all organizations,

comprise a complex and highly differentiated map that cannot be interpreted

only within the scope of organizational objectives. The functions that are per-

formed by public managers compose a complex framework that can explain the

performance of policies. This demonstrates that the concept of capacities should

not only focus on a macro conception of organizations, but on a more nuanced

concept of capacity, which is associated with the concept of policy work

(Colebatch, Hoppe, & Noodgegraaf 2010).

Understanding what public managers do and what gaps are related to rela-

tional, analytical and managerial capacities can serve to outline a more effective

public policy perspective. This nuance can make reformers better understand

the performance of functions and to cover the institutional and managerial in-

centives for the realization of policy work. Also, it can serve to understand

eventual management failures in a more realistic way, including the specifics

policy domains.

This research sought to understand this nuance of the policy works per-

formed by public servants in Brazil and how this policy work aggregates in dif-

ferent capacities. This research needs to establish a dependent variable that can

associate the capacities listed above with policy performance. Having done that,

it will be possible to map which capacities are relevant to producing results.

And, similarly, what capacities, when they fail, explain the failure of certain

policies. This task is not simple, so a robust discussion about the validity of the

results in terms of evidence is required and collected in order to provide analyti-

cal results.

Capacity building and change promoted in bureaucracies depend on institu-

tional incentives and on an organization based on motivation and leadership. In

the case of public bureaucracies’ political leadership must play a central role,

not in the sense of creating organizational goals, but in producing incentives

that are capable of mobilizing a complex set of individuals who perform actions

based on attitudes, beliefs and interests within bureaucracies (Cyert & March

1963; March 1994; March & Olsen, 1995) .

Understanding of state capacities should occur not as organizational stocks

but as continuous and repeated flows of work performed by individuals within

organizations (Wu, Ramesh & Howlett, 2015). Our findings indicate that the

capacities are dynamic aggregates of policy work, with the goal of delivering

public policies and services to society. Capacities can be predictors of results.

But they need to be dealt with in a dynamic and contingent way, taking into con-

sideration organizational and political demands.
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Capacidades estatais e o trabalho das políticas públicas no serviço público brasileiro

RESUMO Introdução: Este artigo analisa a questão das capacidades para a implementação de políticas públicas. O artigo examina os

conceitos de capacidade do Estado, capacidade de políticas e policy work para analisar o papel das funções burocráticas no processo

de implementação. O artigo critica o conceito de capacidades estatais e defende uma perspectiva de que a análise das capacidades

deva se concentrar no desempenho dos agentes para o cumprimento das funções de políticas públicas. Materiais e métodos: Com

base em uma análise de pesquisa com agentes da burocracia do serviço público, o artigo lista os recursos centrais para o desempenho

das funções necessárias para a implementação de políticas públicas. Resultados: A conclusão teórica é que a análise da capacidade

deve considerar o papel dos indivíduos no desempenho das funções políticas e o contexto organizacional em que estão inseridos.

Discussão: Este artigo contribui para a literatura sobre burocracia e governança no Brasil.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: capacidades estatais; capacidades de políticas; policy work; políticas públicas; serviço público.

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial License which permits

unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium provided the original work is properly cited.

A produção desse manuscrito foi viabilizada através do patrocínio fornecido pelo Centro Universitário Internacional Uninter à Revista de

Sociologia e Política.

Appendix A

Table 1A – Civil Service in Federal Government, Brazil

Organization Population Selected sample Valid sample Error

N % % N % (%)

Ministry of Agriculture and Food Supply 8971 9.29% 5.85% 153 7.65% 7.86%

Ministry of Municipalities 328 0.34% 1.81% 46 2.30% 13.42%

Ministry of Science, Technology, and

Communications

3835 3.97% 5.57% 190 9.50% 6.93%

Ministry of Defense 2602 2.70% 5.33% 72 3.60% 11.39%

Ministry of Agrarian Development 343 0.36% 1.89% 57 2.85% 11.87%

Ministry of Development, Industry, and

Commerce

701 0.73% 3.86% 91 4.55% 9.59%

Ministry of Social Development 797 0.83% 4.16% 75 3.75% 10.78%

Ministry of Sports 226 0.23% 1.24% 31 1.55% 16.39%

Ministry of Education 1000 1.04% 4.46% 111 5.55% 8.77%

Ministry of Finance 28720 29.75% 6.01% 71 3.55% 11.62%

Ministry pf National Integration 549 0.57% 3.02% 66 3.30% 11.32%

Ministry of Culture 593 0.61% 3.26% 60 3.00% 12.00%

Ministry of Justice 2668 2.76% 5.35% 92 4.60% 10.04%

Ministry of Environment 800 0.83% 4.18% 77 3.85% 10.62%

Ministry of Mines and Energy 429 0.44% 2.36% 48 2.40% 13.35%

Ministry of Planning, Development, and

Management

4381 4.54% 5.61% 123 6.15% 8.71%

Ministry of Social Security 609 0.63% 3.35% 75 3.75% 10.61%

Ministry of Foreing Affairs 1092 1.13% 4.56% 79 3.95% 10.62%

Ministry of Health 24690 25.58% 5.99% 122 6.10% 8.85%

Ministry of Transports 858 0.89% 4.26% 63 3.15% 11.89%

Ministry of Work and Employment 6849 7.09% 5.78% 112 5.60% 9.18%

Ministry of Transparency and General

Comptroller

2179 2.26% 5.22% 68 3.40% 11.70%

Ministry of Tourism 261 0.27% 1.44% 32 1.60% 16.26%
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Presidency 3053 3.16% 5.43% 73 3.65% 10.42%

Vice-Presidency 13 0.65%

Total 96534 100.00% 6.27% 2000 2.07%

Source: Integrated System for Human Resources Administration (SIAPE), March 2017.

Appendix B

Appendix B - Calculation of sampling

Equation for the calculation of the simple stratified random sampling, per

agency, from the formula:

n
Z P Q N

e N Z P Q
�

� � �

� � � � � �

2

2 21( )
(1)

where Z is the reliable level settled at 95%; P is the amount of correct answers

fixed at 60%; Q is the amount of incorrect answers fixed at 40%; N is the popu-

lation within stratum and e is the Level of Precision (fixed at 5%).
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