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Chapter 6 – Managers as insiders or outsiders to public organizations: 

Publicness fit, leadership, and organizational performance 

Oliver James, Ayako Nakamura, and Nicolai Petrovsky 

 

6.1 Introduction 

Public management research pays particular attention to features of publicness and their 

outcomes. This focus is absent from conceptualizations of management as generic (Boyne 

2002; Boyne et al. 2011a; 2011b; Corley and Gioia 2011; Hill 2005; O’Toole and Meier 

2003; Petrovsky 2010; Rainey and Chun 2005). In the generic management literature, a large 

body of research has examined the fit between people and their work environments, along 

with the outcomes for those individuals and the organizations for which they work (Edwards 

et al. 2006; Ekehammer 1974; Kristof-Brown et al. 2005; Parsons 1909; Pervin 1968). Within 

this broad topic, a strand of research has found that the fit between top managers’ 

backgrounds and their current organizations can matter for management practices and 

outcomes. The public management literature adds the insight that publicness is an important 

aspect of fit. In this chapter, we develop this linkage between the two literatures, review the 

state of current theory and evidence, and draw out the implications for future research.  

We start by setting out the concept of managerial publicness fit for senior managers of 

organizations. The first section defines insiderness/outsiderness on the publicness dimensions 

of public ownership, funding, and regulation. The degree of fit has implications for how 

management operates and affects organizational outcomes, particularly performance in terms 

of meeting its goals. In the second section, we systematically review the state of research on 

publicness “insider/outsider” fit. However, because such work is currently limited, we take a 
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broad approach and seek to incorporate insights from the more general literature on the 

effects of managerial background. The third section explores data from UK central 

government with regard to the performance of managers with different levels of match on 

publicness dimensions between themselves and the agencies they run. Our data exploration 

suggests that organizations headed by outsiders perform no better or even slightly worse than 

those headed by insiders in this context do. We conclude with an agenda for extending 

research on public managerial fit informed by the literature review and the state of current 

evidence.  

 

6.2 Publicness of organizations and the insiderness/outsiderness of managers 

New managerial leaders’ background and the fit with the organizations where they acquire 

leadership roles is commonly discussed in studies of generic management, with empirical 

evidence often coming from research on private businesses. Managerial fit and career 

patterns are considered on many dimensions, especially the sector of activity, geographical 

location, processes handled, and type of organization (Biemann and Wolf 2009; Booth et al. 

2016; Hamori and Kakarika 2009). Managers’ experiences affect their skills, ways of 

thinking, and the forms of tacit and explicit knowledge that they bring to their jobs. These 

experiences are a key part of research on the “upper echelons” of management, alongside 

other factors including managers’ values and personalities (Hambrick and Mason 1984).  

In public management research, the public or private background of leaders, along with the 

implications for performance of organizations, has increasingly been studied at different 

levels of government, from local to national (Boyne and Meier 2009; Boyne et al. 2011a; 

2011b; Corley and Gioia 2011; Hill 2005; Jas and Skelcher 2005; O’Toole and Meier 2003; 

Petrovsky 2010). A recent strand of this research has focused on the characteristics of public 
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organizations and career background of senior managers in terms of “publicness” fit 

(Petrovsky et al. 2015; 2017).  

Many organizations have some aspect of “publicness” (Bozeman 2004). However, three 

dimensions capture the key differences between public and private organizations that are 

most commonly found in the literature (Andrews et al. 2011; Boyne 2002; Hood et al. 1999; 

see also Chapter 4). These are: i) public ownership; ii) public funding of the organization; and 

iii) public control, or regulation, of the organization. In principle, the degree of each 

dimension can be assessed independently of each other, and they can be aggregated using 

weights for each to determine an overall degree of publicness. Each dimension also allows a 

binary simplification to create a distinction between “insiders” and “outsiders” for that aspect 

of the organization.  

The first dimension, public ownership, assesses whether the organization is collectively 

owned by a political community such as a nation-state or a municipality. Typically, this 

implies reporting to political overseers, at a minimum through their representation on a board 

of directors. For this dimension, “insiders” are classified as managers who have experience of 

reporting in an organization to political overseers, while “outsiders” are those who do not 

have these experiences. Clearly, privately owned organizations are examples of bodies that 

are not public, but there are hybrid public/private organizations. As an extension of this 

concept, further delimitations within the public sector are possible to assess intra-public 

sector insiderness and outsiderness by experience of different accountability systems. For 

example, the level of government where the official experienced political reporting prior to 

becoming a CEO may matter since the accountability regime for officials in a national 

government reporting to ministers is very different from that found in local government.  

The second dimension, the degree of public funding, is the extent to which the organizations 

are funded by public money, typically derived from taxpayers. In this context, if the 
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organization sells products and obtains financing from markets, the level of publicness is 

lessened. Hence, if a manager moved from an organization which generated revenue by 

selling services (this includes public agencies operating on a fee basis) or products to an 

organization funded largely by taxpayers’ money (or vice versa), the manager is classified as 

an “outsider” on this dimension.  

The third dimension is public control or regulation, the extent to which an organization is 

subject to elected officials or their agents exercising public authority to constrain policies and 

practices. This is often based on the monitoring of specific rules or standards as part of the 

“regulation of government” (Hood et al. 1999; 2000; James 2000). In many systems subject 

to new public management (NPM) reforms, public regulators such as oversight departments, 

inspectors, and audit/standards bodies have been established for overseeing public 

organizations. On this basis, if a manager comes from an organization not directly controlled 

by public regulators to an organization controlled by an oversight body, this manager is 

classified as an outsider of the organization to which they succeeded on this dimension.  

In publicness fit theory, “an insider leader” by definition means that the degrees of publicness 

of previous experience match the degrees of publicness of the organization where the 

manager now serves. The concept of publicness fit is consistent with the broader tradition of 

research that focuses on the fit between individuals and the organizational environment in 

which they work (Edwards et al. 2006; Ekehammer 1974; Kristof-Brown et al. 2005; Parsons 

1909; Pervin 1968). This research also helps show why publicness matters to management 

practices and organizational performance outcomes. A review of person–environment fit 

research (Kristof-Brown et al. 2005) notes three main elements in this body of work. First, 

the study about person–environment fit focuses on assessing the discrepancy between the 

characteristics of workers and their jobs or tasks at work. Existing studies in this area draw on 

Edwards (1991) to set out the two conceptualizations of the fit level between individual 
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workers and their jobs. The first is a demands–abilities fit that assesses employees’ 

knowledge and skills and whether these abilities are commensurate with what the job 

requires. The second is a needs–supplies fit that assesses the fit between what the job supplies 

and the employees’ needs, desires, or preferences (Edwards 1991; Kristof 1996). In 

particular, the assessment of needs–supplies fit is related to several theories on whether fit 

and adjustment affect employees’ well-being and satisfaction in workplaces (Caplan 1987; 

Porter 1961; 1962). In terms of publicness fit, publicness insiders on each dimension will 

have knowledge and skills from their previous work in similarly public organizations that 

will help them do their current job and will fit with the requirements and values of the public 

organization. 

Second, research about person–organization fit further looks into the compatibility between 

people and entire organizations. The studies emphasizing this aspect hypothesize that 

individuals will be most successful in organizations that share their common personalities 

(Christiansen et al. 1997; Ryan and Schmitt 1996; Tom 1971). The congruence between 

individual and organizational values has been a particular focus of study (Chatman 1989; 

O’Reilly et al. 1991). In publicness fit, individuals who have previously worked in similarly 

public organizations on the three dimensions will have had experience of working in 

environments with similar demands, making them compatible with the organization in which 

they currently work. 

Third, the research focused on person–group fit looks into the interpersonal compatibility 

between individuals and their work groups (Judge and Ferris 1992; Kristof 1996; Werbel and 

Gilliland 1999). Relatedly, a focus on supervisor–subordinate fit emphasizes the importance 

of a matching level between supervisors and subordinates for assessing the person–

environment fit level of subordinate workers since the supervisors’ personalities often 

represent the overall characteristics of the work environment. This includes the congruence of 
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the values shared between leaders and followers (Krishnan 2002), the similarities between 

supervisor and subordinate personalities (Schaubroeck and Lam 2002), and the congruence 

between the goals shared between manager and employees (Witt 1998). In publicness fit, 

managerial leaders with experience of public organizations will have worked in groups with 

similar characteristics previously, making them more familiar with the pressures and 

opportunities of working in such groups and of supervising employees in such environments. 

Publicness fit incorporates insights from some elements of the person–environment fit 

literature more than others. First, the background experience of a manager in a public or 

private organization affects the fit between managerial characteristics and the task at hand in 

managing the organization. Second, the fit between personality and organization is less 

central to publicness fit because the focus is on the role of the previous experience rather than 

innate characteristics of the manager that are part of the person–environment theory, except 

in so far as these are altered by previous managerial experience. On the third dimension, the 

previous experience affects skills and behavior that affect the compatibility between the 

manager, the organization, and the other employees of the organization, including those they 

supervise. This could be in terms of congruence of values or goals in so far as these are 

shaped by experience, and also how these factors influence the managers’ ability to operate in 

the broader public environment of which the organization forms a part. A key insight of the 

perspective is that, in general, a higher fit on publicness leads to better performance of the 

organization. The main exception to this situation is where an organization is performing 

poorly such that a new perspective, reflected in different experiences of an incoming 

“outsider” manager, is beneficial for performance because it brings about a new direction for 

management (Petrovsky 2010; Petrovsky et al. 2015). 
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The relationship between the person–environment fit literature and publicness fit theory is set 

out in Table 6.1, looking at the case of an organization that is publicly owned, receives its 

funding through public appropriations, and is closely overseen by the political executive.  

 

Table 6.1: Relationship between conceptualizations of person–environment fit and the theory 

of publicness fit 

 High publicness fit Low publicness fit 

Demands–abilities fit - familiarity in dealing with 

political overseers 

- familiarity with 

governmental budget cycles 

and restrictions 

- ability to demonstrate 

accountability on multiple 

dimensions 

- lack of connections among, 

or finesse in dealing with, 

political overseers 

- familiar only with funding 

through the market 

- experience in 

demonstrating 

accountability to 

shareholders 

Supplies–needs fit - acceptance and 

endorsement of restrictions 

on managerial decisions by 

political environment 

- being comfortable with a 

lack of influence over 

funding of organization 

- seeing organizational 

performance as inherently 

multidimensional 

- desire to shape overall 

direction of an organization 

- desire to expand into new 

markets 

- focused view of 

organizational performance 

as shareholder value 

 

6.3 Empirical evidence about publicness fit: Systematic literature review 

The theoretical argument about publicness fit implies that unless the organization already 

performs poorly, it is beneficial to appoint a manager with a degree of fit (an “insider”) on 

publicness dimensions as that will limit the inevitable disruption associated with the 

succession. We undertook a systematic literature review to identify research on public and 

private management that provides evidence about the effects of managerial publicness fit 
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between leaders and their organizations. To do this, we searched for research specifically 

using the “publicness fit” framework of three dimensions. Unfortunately, there is relatively 

little systematic empirical research on whether the sectoral origin of government agency chief 

executives affects organizational outcomes. The major exception is Lewis (2007). He found 

that previous broad public managerial experience in and of itself did not influence the 

performance of federal agency heads. Rather, having previous experience in the same agency 

of which they became head as well as the length of time serving as agency heads were 

positively associated with performance. These two variables explain the on average higher 

performance of career civil servants as agency heads compared to outside appointees.  

We supplemented this evidence with research on the fit between managers and their 

organizations based on their previous experience on dimensions of management fit in 

general. This enables us to include relevant insights for publicness fit from theory and 

evidence about the role of managerial fit in general. The review identified research on 

concepts and theories, about the extent and trends in insider/outsider hiring, and effects on 

organizational outcomes, especially performance, as well as outcomes for individual 

managers.  

We included research on both the public and private business sectors in the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) member states and affiliates.1 We 

excluded studies about other countries to enhance comparability. The search used the ISI 

Web of Science, the electronic database for social sciences articles. We used search terms 

that are common in the study of career patterns of CEOs and senior managers. The full title 

                                                            
1 The OECD has member states, candidates for membership, key partners (Brazil, China, India, Indonesia, and 

South Africa), and members of regional initiatives. 
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search2 used the following keywords: “CEOs” [CEO*] AND “career” [career*], “managers” 

[manag*] AND “career patterns” [career pat*], and “managers” [manag*], and “career 

mobility” [career mob*].  

Using these criteria, we identified 131 articles. A subset of the forty-eight most relevant in 

discussing fit of managers and their organizations was identified by reading the abstract, 

supplemented by reading the full text when the abstract was insufficiently informative of 

content. We include a full set of the articles identified in an online appendix3. The methods 

used by the studies are summarized in Table 6.2 below. An existing systematic literature 

review in this field (Vinkenburg and Weber 2012) analyzed thirty-three studies of career 

patterns of CEOs and senior managers in the private sector. According to their classification, 

four of those studies focused on career patterns based on population or labor force panel data, 

five of those analyzed were based on the panel data of alumni from educational institutions, 

ten studies focused on career patterns of members of professional associations (i.e. 

accountants and lawyers), and eleven studies focused on single organization or intra-

organizational career patterns based on employees’ survey data. Our literature review shows 

the similar tendencies in the use of research methods. Among the forty-eight studies we 

reviewed, fifteen studies analyzed the career patterns of CEOs in relation to their 

performance, and the other thirty-three studies analyzed the career patterns of senior–mid-

rank managers. Additionally, within the forty-eight studies, thirty studies analyzed the career 

patterns of CEOs and managers across multiple industries, and fifteen studies focused on 

those in single industries.  

                                                            
2 The ISI title search picks up the sources that include keywords in titles. In the parentheses, the symbol * is a 

special function key of ISI for the purpose of searching for any words entailing the term. For example, [manag*] 

searches any words including “manag” such as “managers,” “management,” and “managing.” 

3 The appendix is available at www.oup.co.uk/companion/managingforpublicservice.   
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Quantitative methods and data analysis are dominant in the literature. Table 6.2 shows that of 

the total forty-eight studies reviewed, thirty-nine studies are based on the quantitative 

analysis using individual workers’ career development data. The use of surveys is also 

common. Within the thirty-nine studies, fifteen studies collected the data by original surveys. 

The sample size of those studies varied depending on the type of research. For surveys and 

other quantitative studies, the sample sizes varied between approximately 100 and 4,000 in 

each sample, while the qualitative studies are mostly small N studies ranging between 3–30 

cases. For the study of CEOs, most studies collected data from widely recognized business 

magazines (e.g. Forbes, The Economist, and Fortune) because the CEOs are highly profiled 

figures. Meanwhile, the studies focused on senior managers tended to collect data by national 

labor force surveys or by means of conducting original surveys. In order to identify the career 

patterns of CEOs and senior managers, various regression models were typically applied by 

quantitative studies, with recent studies applying optimal matching analysis for identifying 

the job mobility of CEOs (Biemann and Wolf 2009; Koch et al. 2017; Vinkenburg and Weber 

2012). 

 

Table 6.2: Research method of 48 selected articles 

Type of study Method Number 

Qualitative Analysis of interview data or 

reports 

6 

Quantitative  Analysis of survey data, 

administrative data 

39 

Hybrid 

qualitative/quantitative 

Mixed methods 2 

Other Systematic literature review 1 

 

Existing studies holistically analyzing career patterns and job mobility of top managers are 

limited. Only seven articles conducted systematic research for identifying CEOs’ career 
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patterns and managerial fit of those CEOs to the organizations, although there was conceptual 

work and research focused on the analysis of individual cases (Biemann and Wolf 2009; 

Booth et al. 2016; Boyer and Ortiz-Molina 2008; Crossland et al. 2014; Hamori and Kakarika 

2009; Koch et al. 2017; Wu 2004). If we include case studies of senior and general managers, 

eleven articles focused on the job mobility of managers in relation to 

insiderness/outsiderness. Sammarra et al. (2013) compared the inter-organizational career 

mobility of senior managers and highly skilled professionals such as lawyers and accountants 

in multiple industries. In terms of the career patterns of these professionals, Coen and 

Vannoni (2016) analyzed the career patterns of managers who engage in EU regulatory 

matters across twenty-six countries. Donnelly (2009) analyzed the career mobility of 

knowledge workers (i.e. IT consultants) within the IT industry in the US and UK. Some 

studies focused on the career patterns of senior managers in specific industries, including the 

hotel industry (Kim et al. 2009; Okumus et al. 2016), and city managers of large cities in the 

US (Watson and Hassett 2004). Additionally, there are several studies focused on the career 

patterns of female managers in multiple industries (Burke 2000; Burke and McKeen 1993; 

Durbin and Tomlinson 2010; Voss and Speere 2014).  

In studies of career patterns of managers and professionals, a common finding is that the 

highly mobile career that seamlessly moves positions across inter-organizations or intra-

organizations is positively evaluated for individuals and organizational performance (Arthur 

and Rousseau 2001; Donnelly 2009; Sammarra et al. 2013). It is considered that high job 

mobility provides workers with more personal choice and freedom to get better opportunities 

throughout their careers. However, in spite of the generally positive conclusions from broad-

based studies, the existing studies focused on particular cases suggest that inter-

organizational moves at top management levels are still limited, providing evidence that lack 

of fit with previous experience places constraints on mobility.  
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Koch et al. (2017) analyzed the job mobility of the Fortune 100 CEOs and reported that 38 

percent of the CEOs are “insiders” who spent their entire careers in single companies, and 62 

percent of the CEOs never worked in more than one industry. According to Koch et al. 

(2017), the organizational preferences in appointing insider CEOs are concerned with the size 

of companies and the required management skills for the CEOs in big firms. In the global 

firms, required management skills for the CEOs are not transferrable even in the same 

industry since the size of business is significantly large. For example, if the board of directors 

look for the CEOs of a global corporation such as Walmart, most external candidates would 

have experience in the retail industry; however, they would not have the skills to manage the 

organizational and institutional complexity of a company with over $400 billion in sales, 

which is not a comparable scale to other retailing companies. In this situation, it is more 

practical for the board to appoint the CEOs from insiders.  

The role of firm-specific fit is emphasized in some studies. Sammarra et al. (2013) report that 

in order to assess the managerial fit of the newly appointed CEOs, the type of required 

knowledge and skills should be considered by individual organizations. Often, the 

management skills and knowledge of senior rank managers, including CEOs, relate to 

knowledge about people in the firm, specific organizational procedures, organizational 

culture, company history, and business and products specificity. Those are not forms of 

transferable knowledge across organizations but essential for running large corporations.  

There is considerable evidence that from the perspective of personal career success, a close 

fit with previous experience is often beneficial. Hamori and Kakarika (2009) analyzed the 

CEOs affiliated with 100 large corporations and found that CEOs who largely rely on firm-

specific knowledge inside the single organization progress their careers more rapidly than 

outsiders who have knowledge about general human capital. They concluded that external job 

experiences prior to gaining the current CEO positions negatively correlate to their career 
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success measured by increased salaries. Similarly, Sammarra et al. (2013) compare the level 

of success brought by the inter-organizational moves of senior managers and professionals 

measured by the salaries those workers gained. According to them, as far as the success 

assessed by salary, frequent inter-organizational moves are not paid for individual workers 

since the pay scales of the majority of business organizations still tend to expect workers to 

climb up ladders to managerial positions inside single organizations. In this way, frequent 

inter-organizational mobility does not promote personal career success.  

Some studies show specific managerial conditions where organizations prefer outsider CEOs 

to insiders. Wu (2004) analyzed the influence of public scrutiny on the companies’ 

directorship. The study assessed the impact of inspection reports by the California Public 

Employees’ Retirement System (CalPERS), the largest pension fund in the US, on the US 

corporations listed by Forbes 500 companies. CalPERS publicly criticizes poor governance of 

individual companies in their reports, and corporations tend to respond by changing their 

governance strategy. Wu (2004) concluded that organizations are more likely to dismiss the 

CEOs who were in post at the time of the report or decrease the number of inside directors 

from the boards. Although those departing insiders are less likely to take up future 

directorship, and the relationship between performance and CEO dismissal becomes tighter 

after companies are named by CalPERS, it is considered that appointing an external CEO 

after the report is a good decision for the organization to show the improvement on corporate 

governance. Similarly, Boyer and Ortiz-Molina (2008) analyzed the patterns of successions 

of CEOs in US business firms across multiple industries between 1993 and 2002. From the 

1,123 sampled cases of new CEO appointments, the board of directors is more likely to 

appoint the insider candidate to the position of CEO if the candidate’s managerial ownership 

stake is high. In other words, if the ownership stakes of the insider candidates are low, the 

likelihood of appointing an external candidate as CEO increases.  
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Industry differences affect the importance of the managerial fit of external hires. Several 

studies find that certain industries demand workers to have longer engagement in a single 

industry, with senior managers often rising up through the ranks inside single organizations. 

This is especially evident in manufacturing and engineering and the hospitality industries 

(Kim et al. 2009; Koch et al. 2017; Okumus et al. 2016; Vinkenberg and Weber 2012). Also, 

Goodall (2009) provides evidence that “scholar leaders” of universities, i.e. university 

presidents or vice chancellors with more research expertise, are associated with better 

research performance for the organization as a whole. Looking at a different aspect of the 

performance of universities, Rutherford (2017) finds that student outcomes tend to be better 

when university presidents have high, but not too high, degrees of fit between their current 

and prior positions. Overall, technical attainment and acquired expert knowledge of leaders 

have been found in other contexts to predict organizational performance (Goodall et al. 

2011). On the contrary, inter-organizational moves of managers are rather common and more 

acceptable in other industries such as the financial and IT industries. In these industries, the 

skills and knowledge required for management positions are often more transferable; hence, 

the job mobility of senior managers tends to be higher, and the insider/outsider distinction 

does not severely affect performance.  

The insider/outsider distinctions for working in different kinds of companies or across sectors 

diminish in importance for professional workers such as lawyers, legal advisors, and 

accountants (Coen and Vannoni 2016; Donnelly 2009). For example, EU affairs managers 

specialized for EU regulatory matters of companies’ businesses tend to move seamlessly 

between multiple organizations since the knowledge and skills are transferable across 

multiple corporations (Coen and Vannoni 2016). In this type of job, corporations often seek 

the candidates who have experience in various regulatory matters; hence, the organizations 

rather prefer external candidates who have external knowledge and experiences. Thus, 



15 
 

depending on the type of industry and required professional skills, organizational preferences 

also differ, and in some situations, outsider managers could fit the organizations better. 

 

6.4 Empirical research on publicness fit: Evidence from UK central government 

executive agencies 

The limited existing evidence directly about publicness fit and its consequences suggests the 

need for more research. We illustrate the potential for such research and some indicative 

findings for the role of publicness fit in the context of UK central government executive 

agencies. This research setting provides an opportunity to consider insiders and outsiders in 

charge of the same organization, in contrast to contexts where insiders or outsiders tend to be 

in charge of different types of bodies (e.g. as in Lewis’s 2007 study of US federal agencies). 

Specifically, we look at all British central government executive agencies. Northern Irish 

agencies are excluded as they operate under different arrangements. Our data begin in 1989, 

when this type of agency first came into operation, and extend into 2012. Our method here is 

exploratory analysis of the data without the aim of identifying causal relationships. 

Specifically, we tabulate transitions between agency heads and the performance levels 

associated with them.  

Executive agencies are a specific class of organization responsible for the implementation of 

the executive functions of government. They operate with managerial discretion and are 

semi-detached from central government departments that supervise them (James 2003). Their 

personnel currently make up over 50 percent of the British civil service. The organizational 

form emerged in 1988 in response to a review of the civil service, which sought to separate 

policy from implementation and create a more business-like, managerialist approach to the 

delivery of government services (James 2001; Jenkins et al. 1988). The tasks of executive 
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agencies range from research to regulation, internal government services, and frontline 

service delivery. Examples include driver licensing, issuing passports, controlling borders, 

maritime safety, logistics support to the armed forces, delivery of social security benefits, and 

the procurement of government services. From 1988, these tasks, traditionally performed 

directly by government departments, were gradually hived off into the executive agencies. 

Each executive agency operates under a specific performance framework with accountability 

to the relevant government minister in the agency’s parent department. This is different from 

bodies such as “quangos” (quasi-autonomous non-governmental organizations), also known 

as “non-departmental public bodies,” which have more formal independence from ministers 

and report to other stakeholders such as independent boards (Flinders 2009; Hood and Lodge 

2006; Horton and Jones 1996; James 2001; 2003).  

Each agency is headed by a chief executive who enjoys considerable managerial freedom 

within the aims and responsibilities set out in the agency’s Framework Document (there is 

one for each agency). While ministers are ultimately accountable for the agency’s functions, 

chief executives are personally accountable to ministers for operational performance against 

published targets. Chief executives are typically employed on three-year or five-year fixed-

term contracts with the possibility of extension subject to performance. The selection process 

is usually through fair and open competition, with the search process headed by the agency’s 

parent government department and the appointment approved by a panel including Civil 

Service Commissioners. Generally, either insiders or outsiders to the agency, the civil 

service, or indeed the public sector may be recruited through this process.  

A major thrust of the executive agency reform itself was to encourage more outsiders with 

diverse management experience in different contexts into senior public sector management 

positions. Consequently, chief executive appointments in executive agencies come from a 
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variety of backgrounds. Below, we provide findings from research on how insider versus 

outsider differences between chief executives are associated with performance outcomes.  

We compare public sector insiders (whose previous appointment was also in the public 

sector) to public sector outsiders (whose previous appointment was in the private sector, in 

most cases in for-profit businesses). Differences in performance can be identified whenever 

one chief executive is succeeded by another, i.e. whenever there is a transition. There are four 

types of transitions in this example:  

i) insider  outsider  

ii) outsider  insider  

iii) insider  insider 

iv) outsider  outsider  

The data are rich in that all four types of transitions occur, although the third category of 

insider-to-insider is the most frequent.  

We look at performance outcomes as the percentage of ministerial targets met, ranging from 

0–100 percent. This is an important measure of the extent to which an agency delivers on the 

political priorities set for it by their overseers, with the targets being set and reported on 

publicly each year. Data for the first performance variable were gathered from the annual 

“Next Steps Reviews” and from agency annual reports, which are official House of 

Commons Command Papers published online as part of House of Commons Parliamentary 

Papers and are also available from the British Library or directly from agencies. Data on chief 

executive tenure were taken from executive agencies’ annual reports, which provide exact 

start and finish dates of agency chief executives’ employment contracts. Information on chief 

executive career history was extracted from the Whitehall Companion, a published source 

that documents key information on the UK Home Civil Service (England, Scotland, and 
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Wales). We omit interim chief executives from our analysis not only because of missing data 

but because most are in post only for one year, and so it is not possible to attribute annual 

performance target changes to individuals in post for such a short period of time. Where there 

were other entries missing, we contacted individual chief executives (or former chief 

executives) personally to obtain the required information, using either LinkedIn or other web 

sources to make contact. Additional searches were made of Who’s Who; Who’s Who in 

Scotland; Nexis UK (an online database of media stories); official government department 

and agency websites; and in the case of former agencies, the UK Government Web Archive.  

 

Table 6.3: Descriptive statistics on British executive agency chief executive transitions, 

1989–2012 

Type of transition and number of occurrences Mean percentage point change in 

target achievement after transition 

Public sector insider  public sector outsider:  

 39 transitions 

-2.9 

Public sector outsider  public sector insider:  

 26 transitions 

+3.3 

Public sector insider  public sector insider:  

 239 transitions 

+0.8 

Public sector outsider  public sector outsider:  

 11 transitions 

+1.0 

 

As the descriptive statistics of transitions between executive agency chief executives indicate 

in Table 6.3, changes in performance tend to be incremental, even from insiders to outsiders 

or vice versa. Specifically, in most cases, a performance change of less than 5 percentage 

points has little substantive meaning as agencies tended to have an average of twenty targets 

in a year, and many fewer. However, there is some evidence suggestive of outsiders generally 
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not performing as well as insiders. In particular, there is some indication that the entry of 

public sector outsiders brings about some disruption (cf. the first row of the table showing 

lower achievement of targets), but the substantive magnitude is not large. In contrast, when 

there is a move from an outsider to an insider, there is a small improvement in performance 

against targets.  

As noted in the first section, there may be situations where the disruption brought by a 

change from an insider as agency head to an outsider is outweighed by the fresh strategies 

and tactics they bring. In our data, there are two cases of a substantial performance 

improvement following an insider-to-outsider succession. They are the Central Office of 

Information (reporting to the Cabinet Office) in the 1990s and the Hydrographic Office 

(reporting to the Department of Defence) in the 2000s. In both cases, insiders to these 

agencies were followed by managers directly recruited from the private sector through open 

competitions. In both cases, the average target achievement rate of the agency head increased 

by at least 25 percentage points. These two cases may be the exception that proves the 

broader rule.  

 

6.5 Conclusions and implications for research and practice 

There are a number of directions for research suggested by our review. Focusing on 

publicness fit is an important part of an account of the role of managerial fit and its 

relationship with the performance of public organizations, but it is only one of the relevant 

components. Therefore, we suggest that research focuses directly on such a broader 

conceptualization of managerial fit, including publicness, and assessing its implications for 

outcomes, including organizational performance. The classic person–environment fit 

literature supports our emphasis on the importance of multidimensional background 
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experiences of managers to assess the match between managers and the organizations where 

they newly acquire their managerial roles. The literature also suggests that the fit between 

managers and organizations should be distinguished from that between other workers and 

their work environment since the managerial fit often creates—or alters—organizational 

environment and culture, which affects overall performance as a consequence.  

The state of theory and empirical patterns facilitate the development of a broader 

conceptualization of managerial insiderness or outsiderness. This incorporates the three major 

dimensions of publicness fit according to public ownership, public regulation, and public 

funding. However, the systematic review also finds the importance of 

insiderness/outsiderness on several other important aspects. The two main additional 

dimensions identified are the function that an organization serves (industry/service area fit)—

e.g. whether it is focused on financial services or information technology—and the personal 

and resource networks in which the organization is embedded. These dimensions cut across 

publicness—for example, networks in science policy communities often cut across 

public/private ownership or funding boundaries.  

The recognition of publicness embedded as one form of management fit suggests the 

potential to combine these dimensions to look at multiple types of fit/lack of fit and how 

different kinds of fit moderate each other’s effects. Empirically, such an approach will 

deepen the operationalization of managerial fit in the public settings where we already have 

some evidence. This particularly includes the contexts of the US, the UK, EU member states, 

and a few other countries, notably South Korea. In these cases, research has considered 

aspects of public careers in some depth but has not developed highly multidimensional 

measures of fit, tending instead to focus on one or two aspects of fit at a time.  

There is also a need to extend the existing evidence about managerial fit, including 

publicness fit, to other institutional contexts beyond the most commonly researched 
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jurisdictions. The review reveals gaps in the currently available research, suggesting benefits 

especially for contexts with complex or blurred public/private sector boundaries. In these 

ways, insider/outsider status differences and their implications for organizational 

performance should be further developed as a topic. 

As this volume shows, there are many ingredients to an effective management of public 

services. In this chapter, we focused on the background senior managers bring with them and 

how it affects their work. In a nutshell, managers with a relatively high level of fit will, in 

most cases, be more effective in running a public service. Prior experience in handling the 

political complexities of a public service, limited influence on funding, and responding to 

demands for high performance along multiple dimensions is highly valuable for a public 

manager. This prior experience brings with it a repertoire of feasible actions and other largely 

tacit knowledge that cannot be acquired quickly. The importance of a relatively high level of 

fit also extends to the technical aspects of the service area, for instance education or public 

health.  

Our chapter provides one facet of the answer to this volume’s central research question of 

how public management meaningfully contributes to public service performance. We 

highlight how a greater fit between managers’ experience and the demands of the public 

service they are leading results in higher performance. These insights are primarily derived 

from a systematic review of relevant academic literature, which we complement with an 

exploratory analysis of publicness fit using data we collected on British executive agencies. 

We further build on the implications of these findings by suggesting the merits of a broader 

conceptualization of managerial fit than is currently used in the public management literature.  

 



22 
 

Acknowledgement: All authors have made an equal contribution to this chapter. This work 

contains research funded by the UK ESRC Project “Chief Executive Succession and the 

Performance of Central Government Agencies” (RES-062-23-2471). 

 

References  

Andrews, R., G. Boyne, and R. Walker. 2011. “Dimensions of Publicness and Organizational 

Performance: A Review of the Evidence.” Journal of Public Administration Research 

and Theory 21 (3i): pp. 301–19. 

Arthur, M. B., and D. M. Rousseau. 2001. The Boundaryless Career: A New Employment 

Principle for a New Organizational Era. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Biemann, T., and J. Wolf. 2009. “Career Patterns of Top Management Team Members in 

Five Countries: An Optimal Matching Analysis.” The International Journal of Human 

Resource Management 20 (5): pp. 975–91. 

Booth, T., A. L. Murray, M. Overduin, M. Matthews, and A. Furnham. 2016. “Distinguishing 

CEOs from Top Level Management: A Profile Analysis of Individual Differences, 

Career Paths and Demographics.” Journal of Business and Psychology 31 (2): pp. 205–

16. 

Boyer, M. M., and H. Ortiz-Molina. 2008. “Career Concerns of Top Executives, Managerial 

Ownership and CEO Succession.” Corporate Governance-an International Review 16 

(3): pp. 178–93. 

Boyne, G. 2002. “Public and Private Management: What’s the Difference?” Journal of 

Management Studies 39 (1): pp. 97–122. 

Boyne, G., and K. J. Meier. 2009. “Environmental Change, Human Resources and 

Organizational Turnaround.” Journal of Management Studies 46 (5): pp. 835–63. 

Boyne, G., O. James, P. John, and N. Petrovsky. 2011a. “Leadership Succession and 

Organizational Success: When Do New Chief Executives Make a Difference?” Public 

Money and Management 31 (5): pp. 339–46. 



23 
 

Boyne, G., O. James, P. John, and N. Petrovsky. 2011b. “Top Management Turnover and 

Organizational Performance: A Test of a Contingency Model.” Public Administration 

Review 7 (4): pp. 572–81. 

Bozeman, B. 2004. All Organizations are Public: Comparing Public and Private 

Organizations. Maryland, US: Beard Books. 

Burke, R. J. 2000. “Career Priority Patterns among Managerial Women: A Study of Four 

Countries.” Psychological Reports 86 (3): pp. 1264–6. 

Burke, R. J., and C. A. McKeen. 1993. “Career Priority Patterns among Managerial and 

Professional Women.” Applied Psychology 42 (4): pp. 341–52. 

Caplan, R. D. 1987. “Person–Environment Fit Theory and Organizations: Commensurate 

Dimensions, Time Perspectives, and Mechanisms.” Journal of Vocational Behavior 31 

(3): pp. 248–67. 

Chatman, J. A. 1989. “Improving Interactional Organizational Research: A Model of Person–

Organization Fit.” Academy of Management Review 14 (3): pp. 333–49. 

Christiansen, N., P. Villanova, and S. Mikulay. 1997. “Political Influence Compatibility: 

Fitting the Person to the Climate.” Journal of Organizational Behavior 18 (6): pp. 709–

30. 

Coen, D., and M. Vannoni. 2016. “Sliding Doors in Brussels: A Career Path Analysis of EU 

Affairs Managers.” European Journal of Political Research 55 (4): pp. 811–26. 

Corley, K. G., and D. A. Gioia. 2011. “Building Theory about Theory Building: What 

Constitutes a Theoretical Contribution?” Academy of Management Review 36 (1): pp. 

12–32. 

Crossland, C., J. Zyung, N. J. Hiller, and D. C. Hambrick. 2014. “CEO Career Variety: 

Effects on Firm-Level Strategic and Social Novelty.” Academy of Management Journal 

57 (3): pp. 652–74. 

Donnelly, R. 2009. “Career Behavior in the Knowledge Economy: Experiences and 

Perceptions of Career Mobility among Management and IT Consultants in the UK and 

the USA.” Journal of Vocational Behavior 75 (3): pp. 319–28. 

Durbin, S., and J. Tomlinson. 2010. “Female Part-Time Managers: Networks and Career 

Mobility.” Work, Employment and Society 24 (4): pp. 621–40. 



24 
 

Edwards, J. R. 1991. “Person Job Fit: A Conceptual Integration, Literature Review, and 

Methodological Critique.” In International Review of Industrial and Organizational 

Psychology, edited by C. Cooper and I. T. Robertson, pp. 283–357. Vol. 6. New York: 

Wiley. 

Edwards, J. R., D. M. Cable, I. O. Williamson, L. S. Lambert, and A. J. Shipp. 2006. “The 

Phenomenology of Fit: Linking the Person and Environment to the Subjective 

Experience of Person–Environment Fit.” Journal of Applied Psychology 91 (4): pp. 

802–27. 

Ekehammer, B. 1974. “Interactionism in Personality from a Historical Perspective.” 

Psychological Bulletin 81 (12): pp. 1026–48. 

Flinders, M. 2009. “The Politics of Patronage and Public Appointments: Shrinking Reach and 

Diluted Permeation.” Governance 22 (4): pp. 547–70. 

Goodall, A. 2009. “Highly Cited Leaders and the Performance of Research Universities.” 

Research Policy 38 (7): pp. 1079–92.  

Goodall, A. H., L. M. Kahn, and A. J. Oswald. 2011. “Why Do Leaders Matter? A Study of 

Expert Knowledge in a Superstar Setting.” Journal of Economic Behavior and 

Organization 77 (3): pp. 265–84. 

Hambrick, D. C., and P. A. Mason. 1984. “Upper Echelons: The Organization as a Reflection 

of Its Top Managers.” Academy of Management Review 9 (2): pp. 193–206. 

Hamori, M., and M. Kakarika. 2009. “External Labor Market Strategy and Career Success: 

CEO Careers in Europe and the United States.” Human Resource Management 48 (3): 

pp. 355–78. 

Hill, G. C. 2005. “The Effects of Managerial Succession on Organizational Performance.” 

Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory 15 (4): pp. 585–97. 

Hood, C., and M. Lodge. 2006. The Politics of Public Service Bargains. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press.  

Hood, C., C. Scott, O. James, G. Jones, and T. Travers. 1999. Regulation inside Government: 

Waste Watchers, Quality Police, and Sleaze-Busters. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Hood, C., O. James, and C. Scott. 2000. “Regulation in Government: Has It Increased, Is It 

Increasing, Should It Be Diminished?” Public Administration 78 (2): pp. 283–304. 



25 
 

Horton, S. and J. Jones 1996. “Who Are the New Public Managers? An Initial Analysis of 

‘Next Steps’ Chief Executives and Their Managerial Roles.” Public Policy and 

Administration 11 (4): pp. 18–44.  

James, O. 2000. “Regulation inside Government: Public Interest Justifications and 

Regulatory Failures.” Public Administration 78 (2): pp. 327–43. 

James, O. 2001. “Business Models and the Transfer of Business-Like Central Government 

Agencies.” Governance 14 (2): pp. 233–52. 

James, O. 2003. The Executive Agency in Whitehall: Public Interest versus Bureau-Shaping 

Perspectives. Basingstoke: Palgrave. 

Jas, P., and C. Skelcher. 2005. “Performance Decline and Turnaround in Public 

Organizations: A Theoretical and Empirical Analysis.” British Journal of Management 

16 (3): pp. 195–210. 

Jenkins, K., A. Jackson, K. Caines, and G. B. E. Unit. 1988. Improving Management in 

Government: The Next Steps: Report to the Prime Minister. London: HMSO. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/version/22431483.  

Judge, T. A., and G. R. Ferris. 1992. “The Elusive Criterion of Fit in Human Resources 

Staffing Decisions.” Human Resource Planning 15 (4): pp. 47–67. 

Kim, S. S., H. Chun, and J. F. Patrick. 2009. “Career Path Profiles of General Managers of 

Korean Super Deluxe Hotels and Factors Influencing Their Career Development: 

Vocational Insights for HTM Students and Hotel Employees.” The Journal of 

Hospitality Leisure Sport and Tourism 8 (2): pp. 97–116. 

Koch, M., B. Forgues, and V. Monties. 2017. “The Way to the Top: Career Patterns of 

Fortune 100 CEOs.” Human Resource Management 56 (2): pp. 267–85.  

Krishnan, V. R. 2002. “Transformational Leadership and Value System Congruence.” 

International Journal of Value-Based Management 15: pp. 13–33.  

Kristof, A. L. 1996. “Person–Organization Fit: An Integrative Review of Its 

Conceptualizations, Measurement, and Implications.” Personnel Psychology 49 (1): pp. 

1–49. 



26 
 

Kristof-Brown, A. L., R. D. Zimmerman, and E. C. Johnson. 2005. “Consequences of 

Individuals’ Fit at Work: A Meta-Analysis of Person–Job, Person–Organization, 

Person–Group, and Person–Supervisor Fit.” Personnel Psychology 58 (2): pp. 281–342. 

Lewis, D. 2007. “Testing Pendleton’s Promise: Do Political Appointees Make Worse 

Bureaucrats?” Journal of Politics 69 (4): pp. 1073–88. 

Okumus, F., K. Karamustafa, M. Sariisik, S. Ulama, and O. Turkay. 2016. “Career Paths of 

Hotel General Managers in Turkey.” Asia Pacific Journal of Tourism Research 21 (11): 

pp. 1214–26. 

O’Reilly, III, C. A., J. Chatman, and D. F. Caldwell. 1991. “People and Organizational 

Culture: A Profile Comparison Approach to Assessing Person–Organization Fit.” 

Academy of Management Journal 34 (3): pp. 487–516. 

O’Toole, L. J., and K. J. Meier. 2003. “Plus ça Change: Public Management, Personnel 

Stability, and Organizational Performance.” Journal of Public Administration Research 

and Theory 13 (1): pp. 43–64. 

Parsons, F. 1909. Choosing a Vocation. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company.  

Pervin, L., A. 1968. “Performance and Satisfaction as a Function of Individual–Environment 

Fit.” Psychological Bulletin 69 (1): pp. 56–68. 

Petrovsky, N. 2010. “The Role of Leadership.” In Public Service Improvement: Theories and 

Evidence, edited by R. Ashworth, G. A. Boyne, and T. Entwistle, pp. 78–97. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. 

Petrovsky, N., O. James, and G. A. Boyne. 2015. “New Leaders’ Managerial Background and 

the Performance of Public Organizations: The Theory of Publicness Fit.” Journal of 

Public Administration Research and Theory 25 (1): pp. 217–36. 

Petrovsky, N., O. James, A. Moseley, and G. A. Boyne. 2017. “What Explains Agency 

Heads’ Length of Tenure? Testing Managerial Background, Performance, and Political 

Environment Effects.” Public Administration Review 77 (4): pp. 591–602. 

Porter, L. 1961. “A Study of Perceived Job Satisfactions in Bottom and Middle Management 

Jobs.” Journal of Applied Psychology 45 (1): pp. 1–10. 

Porter, L. 1962. “Job Attitudes in Management: I. Perceived Deficiencies in Need Fulfillment 

as a Function of Job Level.” Journal of Applied Psychology 46 (1): pp. 375–84. 



27 
 

Rainey, H. G., and Y. H. Chun. 2005. “Public and Private Management Compared.” In The 

Oxford Handbook of Public Management, edited by E. Ferlie, L. E. Lynn, Jr., and C. 

Pollitt, pp. 72–102. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Rutherford, A. 2017. “The Role of Managerial Fit in Determining Organizational 

Performance: An Empirical Assessment of Presidents in U.S. Higher Education.” 

American Review of Public Administration 47 (7): pp. 764–78. 

Ryan, A. M., and M. J. Schmit. 1996. “An Assessment of Organizational Climate and P–E 

Fit: A Tool for Organizational Change.” International Journal of Organizational 

Analysis 4 (1): pp. 75–95. 

Sammarra, A., S. Profili, and L. Innocenti. 2013. “Do External Careers Pay-Off for Both 

Managers and Professionals? The Effect of Inter-Organizational Mobility on Objective 

Career Success.” International Journal of Human Resource Management 24 (13): pp. 

2490–511. 

Schaubroeck, J., and S. S. K. Lam. 2002. “How Similarity to Peers and Supervisor Influences 

Organizational Advancement in Different Cultures.” Academy of Management Journal 

45 (6): pp. 1120–36. 

Tom, V. 1971. “The Role of Personality and Organizational Images in the Recruiting 

Process.” Organizational Behavior and Human Performance 6: pp. 573–92. 

Vinkenburg, C. J., and T. Weber. 2012. “Managerial Career Patterns: A Review of the 

Empirical Evidence.” Journal of Vocational Behavior 80 (3): pp. 592–607. 

Voss, K., and L. Speere. 2014. “Taking Chances and Making Changes: The Career Paths and 

Pitfalls of Pioneering Women in Newspaper Management.” Journalism & Mass 

Communication Quarterly 91 (2): pp. 272–88. 

Watson, D. J., and W. L. Hassett. 2004. “Career Paths of City Managers in America’s Largest 

Council‐Manager Cities.” Public Administration Review 64 (2): pp. 192–9. 

Werbel, J. D., and S. W. Gilliland. 1999. “Person–Environment Fit in the Selection Process.” 

In Research in Personnel and Human Resources Management, edited by G. R. Ferris, 

pp. 209–43. Vol. 17. Stamford, US: JAI Press. 

Witt, L. 1998. “Enhancing Goal Congruence: A Solution to Organizational Politics.” Journal 

of Applied Psychology 83 (4): pp. 666–74. 



28 
 

Wu, Y. L. 2004. “The Impact of Public Opinion on Board Structure Changes, Director Career 

Progression, and CEO Turnover: Evidence from CalPERS’ Corporate Governance 

Program.” Journal of Corporate Finance 10 (1): pp. 199–227. 


