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Abstract
Despite increasing attention, top management research has been heavily domi-
nated by a focus on private companies with much less emphasis on the top man-
agers in public organizations. We present a systematic literature review of
212 studies focused on public sector top managers published between 2005 and
2020. First, the paper provides descriptive results suggesting that the empirical
focus on top managers in the public sector is increasing, though still limited com-
pared to research on upper echelons in private firms. Second, we develop an
empirically based “systems” model illustrating the role and function of top man-
agers in public organizations. We use the model to show that the components of
top management are interdependent, adaptive, and embedded in complex rela-
tionships in the system, and to identify avenues for future research.

Evidence for practice
• With decades of public management reforms, top managers have become
increasingly important actors with discretion and autonomy to fundamentally
affect operations and performance in public organizations.

• Based on a systematic review of 212 studies, this article presents public sector
top managers as actors in a system that responds to internal and external inputs
and engages in a series of decisional, interpersonal, and informational processes
to obtain individual and organizational outcomes.

• Top management in the public sector is different from the private sector, and
integrating public values and political influence into top management work is
important to achieve public service outcomes.

INTRODUCTION

Upper echelon theory famously posits that organizations
are reflections of their top managers (Hambrick &
Mason, 1984). Since its early formulations, this idea has
spurred a substantial stream of research documenting
how top managers shape organizational processes and
outcomes in organizations. Researchers in the public
administration field have increasingly recognized the key
role that top managers play in public organizations.
Within the past decades, we have seen an increasing
number of studies that put top managers at center stage
to understand the workings of public organizations.
Researchers have been increasingly interested in the

impact of demographic characteristics of top managers
(Opstrup & Villadsen, 2015) and linked top management
(TM) to important outcomes such as innovation (Anessi-
Pessina & Sicilia, 2020), performance (Avellaneda, 2016),
and policy diffusion (Yi & Liu, 2022).

Despite the increasing attention, TM research has
been dominated by a focus on private companies with
much less focus on the top managers in public organi-
zations.1 One of the reasons that may explain this is
that in the public sector, administrative top managers
are executing politicians’ decisions and priorities. While
they are often in charge of large organizations and sub-
stantial budgets, in the public sector, top managers
operate outside of the public spotlight. But operating
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under the radar does not mean top managers are unim-
portant. They work closely with politicians, engage in
strategizing, and fundamentally affect organizations’
performance (Leach & Lowndes, 2007). Top managers in
public organizations certainly merit attention of
their own.

This paper adds to our theoretical understanding of
the role of top managers in public organizations by inte-
grating insights from existing research. By now, several
reviews of upper echelons research in private firms have
been conducted to examine the state-of-the-art in this
area and establish new avenues for theory developing
and research (Finkelstein, Hambrick, & Cannella, 2009;
Samimi, Cortes, Anderson, & Herrmann, 2022). To our
knowledge, there has been no similar attempt to synthe-
size current knowledge on TM in public organizations.

With this paper, we seek to take stock of existing
research to understand existing knowledge about top
managers in public organizations and, on this back-
ground, generate new theoretical insights about how top
managers influence organizations’ processes and out-
comes. We present a systematic review of 212 studies
focused on top managers in public organizations pub-
lished from 2005 to 2020. We take inspiration from sys-
tems theory to theorize how TM can be understood as a
complex system of inputs, actors, processes, and interac-
tions that together explain organizational outcomes
(Nadler & Tushman, 1980).

Based on existing research, we develop an integrative
and comprehensive model of the top management “sys-
tem” that allows us to make three important contribu-
tions to existing research. First, the model presents a
taxonomy of research on the role of top managers in pub-
lic organizations by identifying the main components and
explaining how TM dynamics contributes to the out-
comes of public organizations. Second, the systems-based
model illustrates top managers’ roles in public organiza-
tions as much more multifaceted and complex than what
is highlighted in individual studies. The findings also sug-
gest that TM dynamics in public organizations are differ-
ent from TM dynamics in private organizations. Finally,
the model helps delineate an agenda for future research.
We argue that public organizations reflect their upper
echelons, and we need more research to understand this
topic better.

METHODOLOGY

We take a point of departure in a systematic literature
review to take stock of the research on top management
in the public sector. As we describe below, our focus is on
research that provides insights into who top managers
are, what they do, and how they contribute to organiza-
tional outcomes. This section will describe our search
strategy, eligibility criteria, and selection methods.

Literature search

We carried out a literature search in two databases, Web
of Science and Scopus, using different word combinations
to identify TM research in the public sector. The detailed
search terms can be found in Table A1 in Appendix S1. To
focus on recent research, we limit our search to the
period from 2005 to 2020. The initial search identified
7875 records. We included research articles in academic
journals but have not included books.

Eligibility criteria

Research from our original search was included in the sys-
tematic review if it met all the following eligibility criteria:

• Field: Studies should have top managers in the public
sector as a central focus. The public sector is defined as
those parts of economies that are either owned or
directly controlled by the state.

• Topic: The studies should have TM as an explicit and
core focus. This study follows the upper echelons
theory to focus on those managers occupying the
top administrative positions in public organizations.
This means that, for instance, we do not include
studies using surveys where top managers were
among the respondents but not constituting the
core focus. We also exclude research that studies top
managers from the point of view of employees or
politicians.

• Delimitation of TM: We are interested in the appointed
top managers in public organizations and initially exclude
elected politicians. In some settings, these roles conflate
when politicians, such as mayors, perform both political
and administrative work. These studies are included when
authors explicitly focus on the administrative role and the-
orize the mayors as top managers or chief executives
rather than politicians (e.g., Avellaneda, 2016). Further,
public organizations often are part of a complex hierarchy
of different organizations, administrative levels, and juris-
dictions, so compared to private firms, it can be unclear
who is part of the top manager category. We define pub-
lic sector top managers as individuals or teams in charge of
well-defined and relatively independent organizational enti-
ties lending discretion to top managers and include studies
accordingly.

• Study design: Only empirical studies were included in
our analysis because we are interested in empirical evi-
dence on top managers in the public sector. All
research designs were considered, including question-
naires, case studies, experiments, etc.

• Year of publication: We focus on recent research and
include studies published from 2005 to 2020 in our
analysis.

• Language: Publications in English-language outlets.
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• Publication status: We only included international peer-
reviewed journal articles. We did not restrict our results
to public administration to ensure we included a broad
spectrum of research on top managers in various public
organizations.

Study selection

We started the selection process based on the eligibility
criteria and followed the steps provided by Moher, Liber-
ati, Tetzlaff, and Altman (2009). The selection process is
shown in Figure 1.

First, we screened all records by scanning the titles,
abstracts, and keywords. The studies were checked to
identify if the records met the eligibility criteria. Second,
we filtered our results by reading the full abstract and text
if necessary. In this step, records were excluded if they
were not TM-focused in nature. For instance, some stud-
ies primarily focused on elected politicians, boards, and
operational or middle managers but mentioned top man-
agers in their abstract or text. We also removed purely
theoretical studies.

Eventually, 212 studies were included in our study. We
established a database to extract and code information
from each study. An overview of the coding process can
be found in Appendix S1. Figures 2 and 3 show the
increasing development of research in this area and the
main journals publishing TM research. Other descriptive

analyses and a full list of all included articles can be found
in Appendix S1.

ANALYSIS: A SYSTEMS-BASED MODEL OF
TOP MANAGEMENT IN PUBLIC
ORGANIZATIONS

The objective of our review of existing research is to pro-
vide a theoretical understanding of the role of top man-
agers in public organizations. Through our reading of the
research, we iteratively constructed an understanding of
the role of top managers in public organizations. We illus-
trate this in the model presented in Figure 4. Inspired by
systems theory (Nadler & Tushman, 1980), the model
depicts TM in public organizations as a complex system
that, based on contextual inputs and constraints, works to
achieve certain outcomes. The model includes four over-
all components that each include different elements. The
core of the model is constituted by the actors (who top
managers are) and processes (what top managers do). Like
any social system, the environment shapes and constrains
the outcomes achieved by the system. The model pre-
sents a taxonomy to understand the multiple roles and
functions of TM work.

We were inspired by systems theory when creating the
model of top management for three reasons. First, we found
that previous research on public sector top managers is
highly fragmented concerning the roles, processes, anteced-
ents, and outcomes of TM. The system-based approach is
instrumental in providing a comprehensive framework that
allows us to connect multiple lines of research on TM and
offers a research-grounded illustration of the complexity of
TM work that cannot be captured in any individual study.
Second, reading the literature, it was clear that we need a
framework that enables us to consider TM work from an
integrated perspective, where TM work and organizational
outcomes are not achieved by any single effort but rely on
the function of highly related and interdependent actors
and processes (Nadler & Tushman, 1980). Third, the systems
approach is conducive to understanding the dynamics of
TM and how top managers adapt to up-to-date demands
from the environment and the feedback from previous
organizational outcomes.

In the following, we present the components of the
model and zoom in on the interdependencies.

Inputs

In our model, inputs are contextual factors of a system
shaping how organizations operate (Nadler & Tushman,
1980). For research on top managers, the relevant inputs
into the system are a repository of resources and a combi-
nation of tangible and intangible constraints, demands,
and threats that condition how the system operates
(Scott & Davis, 2015). Such inputs may fuel the system
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F I G U R E 1 PRISMA flow diagram.
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directly or may work as moderators that illustrate how
the operation of the entire system is contextually
contingent.

We found that many studies focus on inputs to the
system, including social, political, and organizational
inputs (see examples in Table 1).

A few studies focus on the social environment outside
the organization. Among these inputs, for instance, the eco-
nomic situation (McCabe, Feiock, Clingermayer, & Stream,
2008) and sociocultural constraints (Kodagoda, 2019) have
been related to TM turnover. A second input dimension is
the political environment, suggesting how TM is profoundly

affected by being part of a political system. For instance,
research finds political changes to be related to top man-
agers’ turnover (or survival) (Petrovsky, James, Moseley, &
Boyne, 2017). Finally, a range of studies looks at the organiza-
tional environment more broadly. For instance, Krøtel, Ash-
worth, and Villadsen (2019) zoom in on the link between
organizational growth and women in TM. Elements such as
organizational culture and structure (Wright & Pandey, 2010)
and managerial discretion and incentives (Cahan, Chua, &
Nyamori, 2005) also function as important organizational con-
texts that shape the work of top managers.

It is noteworthy that we only have a few studies that
directly include the citizens as input for TM work. While
the role of representation may traditionally lie with politi-
cians and frontline workers, knowledge about local com-
munity dynamics is more important for TM work
implementing and administrating political decisions than
what current research reflects (but see McCabe et al.,
2008). As noted above, inputs act as contextual factors
that may shape a system and as important moderators to
explain how the system operates. There is still plenty of
room to better understand how TM is contingent on con-
textual factors. This could concern a tangible dimension,
such as the level of discretion, or more intangible parts of
the institutional environment.

Actors

Actors of the TM system are defined as managers atop
the organizational hierarchy responsible for operating the

F I G U R E 2 Top management studies in different journals.

F I G U R E 3 Published studies on top management in the public
sector by year.
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organization and achieving organizational outcomes. It
consists of two levels: individuals (top manager) and
groups (top management team (TMT)).

Individual top managers

Table 2 summarizes research focusing on individual top
managers.

Typical examples of individual top managers in the public
sector include chief administrative officers (CAOs) in munici-
palities (Avellaneda, 2016), top civil servants heading ministe-
rial departments in state governments (Hansen, Steen, & de
Jong, 2013), or university presidents (Rutherford & Lozano,
2018). We identify three types of overall individual attributes
in the studies, including social category, functional/
informational characteristics, and psychological characteristics.

Social category
A substantial stream of research in our review has been
interested in the demographic attributes of top man-
agers. This focus is aligned with early ideas of upper eche-
lons theory, suggesting that understanding who the top
managers are is important for understanding how they
perceive and interpret the world and make decisions
(Hambrick & Mason, 1984).

The most frequently studied attribute is gender. Some
studies focus on how male and female top managers may
have different values, perspectives, and experiences to
bring to the job (Opstrup & Villadsen, 2015). Interestingly,
while female top managers tend to be regarded as role
models by emerging managers, they show a similar set of
styles in managing people as their male counterparts when
occupying leadership positions (Křečkov�a, Zadražilov�a, &
Řezankov�a, 2016).

Compared to gender, race has received much scarcer
research attention at the organizational apex. This may be
because where women face a glass ceiling, racial

F I G U R E 4 The systems-based model of top management in the public sector.

T A B L E 1 Inputs of top management.

Elements Examples

Organizational
environment
(22.2%)

• Organizational structure (Wright &
Pandey, 2010)

• Organizational culture (Kodagoda, 2019)
• Fiscal stress (Tekniepe & Stream, 2012)
• Financial incentives (Wood &

Marchbanks, 2007)
• Performance gaps (Boyne et al., 2010)
• Organizational goal ambiguity (Andrews

& Mostafa, 2019)
• Organizational growth or size (Krøtel

et al., 2019)
• Managerial discretion (Cahan et al., 2005)

Political environment
(9.9%)

• Political change (Petrovsky et al., 2017)
• Fragmentation of local politics and

relations between the State and
municipalities (Haveri, Paananen, &
Airaksinen, 2018)

• Political authority’s intervention (Giauque
et al., 2009)

Social environment
(8.0%)

• Local economic growth (McCabe
et al., 2008)

• Sociocultural constraints
(Kodagoda, 2019)

• Municipal inhabitants’ changing role from
participatory residents to exacting
customers (Haveri et al., 2018)

• Demographic characteristics of
communities (McCabe et al., 2008)

Note: Percentages are calculated out of the total sample (n = 212). The same
article can include several elements.
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minorities may face a solid brick ceiling when it comes to
occupying the most senior positions in public organiza-
tions. Indeed, O’Flynn and Mau (2014) report that only
one out of 159 respondents (municipal chief administra-
tive officers) self-identified as a visible minority.

Age is often studied together with a range of other
demographic factors, leaving the theorizing about the
age of public sector executives limited. Among interest-
ing findings, older managers have been found to be
risk-averse (Avellaneda, 2012), less innovative (Anessi-
Pessina & Sicilia, 2020), engage in less collaboration
(Esteve, Boyne, Sierra, & Ysa, 2013), and are more likely to
leave the organization (Rattus & Randma-Liiv, 2019).

Demographic characteristics of top managers are
widely studied, yet most studies involve correlational evi-
dence of determinants and consequences. Little research
focuses on intersectionality and how work experiences
vary between demographic groups.

Functional/informational characteristics
This stream of research is interested in the knowledge
and skills of top managers, which are often indicated by
the educational backgrounds or experience of top man-
agers. Examples include Damanpour and Schneider (2006)

arguing that “education might provide individuals with spe-
cific knowledge required for task performance and novel
problem solving” to hypothesize that top managers’ educa-
tion is positively related to innovation outcomes. Top man-
agers with a law education are suggested to pay more
attention to legal requirements (Avellaneda, 2012), whereas
those with a degree in business administration are found to
have a better ability to interact with politicians and fellow
managers on financial matters (Anessi-Pessina & Sicilia, 2020).

Other studies are concerned with the longevity of
employment and career dynamics reflected in either tenure
or experience. Different amounts of tenure in a position
yield different advantages. Shorter tenure relates to more
openness and new idea development (Esteve et al., 2013),
whereas longer tenure is associated with stability and
organization-specific knowledge. In our review, a small
group of studies focuses on sector experience in either the
public or private sector and its effects on outcomes such as
managerial values (Lapuente, Suzuki, & Van de Walle, 2020)
and revenue expansion (Avellaneda, 2012). A handful of
studies are interested in differences between inside and out-
side executive successors (Petrovsky et al., 2017).

Despite the research mentioned, we still need more
knowledge about the antecedents of functional and

T A B L E 2 Attributes of top managers.

Elements Variables Examples

Social category (26.4%) Gender (22.6%) • Gender segregation in the upper tiers (Krøtel et al., 2019)

Race/ethnicity (2.8%) • Racial profile of the municipal CAO (O’Flynn & Mau, 2014)

Age (8.0%) • Young versus old managers (Anessi-Pessina & Sicilia, 2020;
Avellaneda, 2012)

Knowledge, skills, and competencies (20.8%) • Level of education (Damanpour & Schneider, 2006)
• Managerial competencies (Vainieri et al., 2019)

Tenure (12.7%) • Agency heads’ length of tenure (Petrovsky et al., 2017)
• Years with the current organization (Rattus & Randma-

Liiv, 2019)

Information/functional
characteristics (38.7%)

Experience, insider vs. outsider origin, career
patterns (17.0%)

• Administrators’ previous career (Kim & Oh, 2016)
• Insider/outsider origin of chief executives (Teodoro, 2013)

Function, position, and profession (3.8%) • Managerial functions (Meier et al., 2006)

Political affiliations (2.8%) • Political party affiliations of top executives (Capuno &
Panganiban, 2012)

Managerial roles and identity (9%) • Top manager’s identity (Bourgault & Van Dorpe, 2013)
• Gender role identity (Zhang, Qiu, Dooley, &

Choudhury, 2021)

Psychological characteristics
(20.8%)

Personality, managerial confidence (4.2%) • Risk-taking propensity (Mat Ludin et al., 2017)
• Managerial confidence in administrative capacity (Zhang,

Stritch, & Welch, 2020)

Perceptions and awareness (9.9%) • Perceptions of autonomy (Kleizen, Verhoest, &
Wynen, 2018)

Values, beliefs, preferences, and attitudes
(3.8%)

• Public managers’ values (Lapuente et al., 2020)
• Top managers’ attitude toward innovation (Damanpour &

Schneider, 2006)

Motivation and managerial aspirations (2.4%) • Public service motivation (Farley, Rauhaus, &
Eskridge, 2020)

• Managerial aspirations (Zhang et al., 2021)

Note: Percentages are calculated out of the total sample (n = 212). The same article can include several elements or variables.
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informational characteristics of top managers. Diverse
skills and knowledge are likely to be crucial assets when
public organizations engage with increasingly complex
tasks that require collaboration across sector boundaries
and often across borders.

Psychological characteristics
In the original description of upper echelons theory, Ham-
brick and Mason (1984) suggested that “An emphasis on
background characteristics, rather than on psychological
dimensions, seems essential at this point in the development
of an upper echelons perspective” (p. 196), and the authors
acknowledged that attention to psychological aspects would
be crucial to moving the research agenda forward. We iden-
tified a small stream of studies interested in top managers’
personalities and values and how they perceive and interpret
their roles and identities. For example, Bourgault and Van
Dorpe (2013) study how managerial reforms have changed
the identity of top managers in four OECD countries.

There is still some way to go to understand how top
managers’ work and interactions are enabled and con-
strained by various cognitive and psychological processes.
Recent advances in behavioral public administration may be
helpful, as suggested in recent studies (Bello-Gomez &
Rutherford, 2023; Lapuente et al., 2020; Suzuki & Hur, 2020).

Top management teams

TMTs are a small group consisting of the top manager of a
public organization and its top-tier executives (Finkelstein
et al., 2009). While TMTs play important roles in public
organizations, the number of studies on TMTs is still limited
(10 percent). Among them, TMT composition or diversity
has gained the most attention, suggesting that heteroge-
neous TMTs not only provide diverse ideas, knowledge,
capabilities, and perspectives for strategic choices but also
perform better (Opstrup & Villadsen, 2015).

TMTs have received widespread research attention in the
general management literature (Georgakakis, Heyden, Oeh-
michen, & Ekanayake, 2022). It is a significant gap in existing
research that we do not know much about how TMTs oper-
ate in public organizations. We need studies that explore
TMT composition and dynamics to increase our knowledge
of how TMTs shape individual and organizational outcomes.
While identifying members of TMTs has traditionally been dif-
ficult in public organizations, such data has become increas-
ingly accessible with the prevalence of government websites,
potentially assisted by web-scraping tools.

Processes

By processes, we refer to those actions or operations that
top managers employ to transform inputs into organizational
outcomes. Referring to Mintzberg’s (1973) classification of
managerial roles, existing research has explored a wide range

of TM processes, including decisional, interpersonal, and infor-
mational actions. We summarize this and provide examples
in Table 3. Studies have focused more on interpersonal and
decisional processes and less on informational processes.

Decisional processes

Decision-making
Top managers’ decision-making is a complex process
where they need to navigate constraints to pursue multiple

T A B L E 3 Processes of top management.

Elements Variables Examples

Decisional
processes
(13.7%)

Decision-making
(4.2%)

• Budget-balancing
decisions (Anderson &
Smirnova, 2006)

Strategies (4.2%) • Managerial fiscal
strategies (Kim &
Oh, 2016)

• The extent and direction
of strategic change
(Naranjo-Gil &
Hartmann, 2007)

Create structure
(6.1%)

• The use of management
accounting systems
(Naranjo-Gil &
Hartmann, 2007)

• Internal audit quality and
risk-management
implementation (Mat
Ludin et al., 2017)

Interpersonal
processes
(26.4%)

External and
internal
relationships
(13.2%)

• Executive-politician
relationships (Leach &
Lowndes, 2007)

• Structural embeddedness
of political executives
(Villadsen, 2011)

Leadership
(9.4%)

• Transformational and
transactional leadership
style (Othman et al., 2012)

TMT dynamics
(4.7%)

• TMT culture (Davies
et al., 2007; Prenestini,
Calciolari, Lega, &
Grilli, 2015)

• Cognitive, motivational,
affective, and
coordination processes in
TMTs (Barnett &
McCormick, 2012)

Task-related/
informational
processes
(1.9%)

Manage
information
(0.5%)

• Information sharing
process (Vainieri
et al., 2019)

• Accounting information
manipulation (Anessi-
Pessina & Sicilia, 2020)

Manage tasks
and
demands
(1.4%)

• Responses to external
change and uncertainty
(Matthews et al., 2011)

Note: Percentages are calculated out of the total sample (n = 212). The same
article can include several elements or variables.
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goals (Anderson & Smirnova, 2006). It is argued that public
sector chief executive officers (CEOs) rely more on objec-
tive information and rationalism than those in other sec-
tors (Stenstrom, 2015). Unlike decisions made by line
managers or middle-level managers, senior managers’
decisions not only imply critical resource allocation inter-
nally but may also affect opportunities and constraints of
external actors. Studies on this stream suggest that TM
decisions and their involvement in the decision-making
processes are constrained by a range of situational fac-
tors, e.g., performance gaps (Boyne, James, John, &
Petrovsky, 2010).

We observe that there is little research on understand-
ing the processes of decision-making. We know little
about, for example, how a problem enters the TM agenda,
how solutions are developed and adopted, and the role of
power dynamics in different decision-making processes.

Strategies
Strategies designed and adopted by top-level leaders are
focused on achieving organizational objectives based on their
interpretation of the environments and demands (Kim &
Oh, 2016). Researchers suggest that strategies are anticipated
to bring more long-term benefits, e.g., organizational sustain-
ability (Anessi-Pessina & Sicilia, 2020), and can be affected by
top managers’ characteristics (Donatella & Tagesson, 2020).

While there is growing research interest in strategic man-
agement in public organizations (Ferlie & Ongaro, 2015), the
specific role played by TM is much less studied. There are still
gaps in our understanding of how and when top managers
make short- or long-term strategies and deal with resistance
to implementing these strategies. Further, it is under explored
how top managers’ psychological characteristics play a role in
making strategies.

Creating structure
Top managers in public organizations play a significant
role in creating structures that enable and control the
workflow of organizations. Structures serve routine pur-
poses, such as collecting a broad set of information, plan-
ning, controlling, allocating resources, making decisions,
and evaluating performance (Bobe & Kober, 2020a). Top
managers also employ them to buffer shocks from envi-
ronmental changes and risks (Mat Ludin, Mohamed, &
Mohd-Saleh, 2017). Studies have linked the structures
implemented by top managers to organizational out-
comes, including policy success, stability, and sustainabil-
ity (Naranjo-Gil, 2016). It is argued that there are
variations in the extent of use of these systems, and such
differences may be reflected by top managers’ demo-
graphics (Bobe & Kober, 2020b) and psychological charac-
teristics (Mat Ludin et al., 2017).

Few studies have explored the external incentives or
constraints for top managers in creating structures and
how the formalized structures maintain flexibility in
responding to external changes. An opportunity is to
explore how top managers’ external networks affect the

internal structure or system implementation (O’Toole &
Meier, 1999).

Interpersonal processes

External and internal relationships
Top managers are suggested to be involved in complex
relationships. This includes relationships upward with
political principals (Leach & Lowndes, 2007), outward with
other organizations or partners (Esteve et al., 2013), and
downward with functional departments or subordinates
(Hansen et al., 2013). A prominent focus is the relation-
ship between political leaders and chief executives. It is
suggested that political-administrative leaders are highly
interdependent, meanwhile, tension and conflicts exist.
For example, Giauque, Resenterra, and Siggen’s (2009)
study shows that there is a significant level of interdepen-
dence between politicians and administrative managers
when they design, decide, and implement public policies.

Further, several studies consider top managers’ vari-
ous networks and interactions as important intangible
assets for organizations to achieve specific outcomes. For
instance, Joon-ho Kim and Jung (2015) explore how a
CEO’s social network facilitates the exchange and integra-
tion of knowledge and contributes to quality manage-
ment activities. Teodoro (2013) shows that outside hires
have more interactions with elected officials than insiders,
and Esteve et al. (2013) suggest that participating in man-
agerial training programs makes top managers more
likely to collaborate in networks.

TM research, so far, has given little attention to top
managers’ relationships with clientele, including citizens,
businesses, and non-governmental organizations. We also
need more knowledge about the relationship between
internal and external relations and how organizations’
absorptive capacity affects the value gained from external
relations.

Leadership
Top managers’ leadership is described to set a clear vision
for organizations. A noticeable line of research explores
how two popular leadership styles, transformational lead-
ership, and transactional leadership, benefit organizations
by increasing employees’ commitment (Othman, Moham-
med, & De Silva, 2012) and organizational engagement in
sustainable procurement practices (Roman, 2017).
Another line of research traces the antecedents of leader-
ship. For instance, Wright and Pandey (2010) investigate
the impact of organizational structure (e.g., bureaucratic
characteristics) on transformational leadership practices
of municipal CAOs in the US.

Studies have generally explored leadership downward
to employees. New leadership practices highlight shared
or distributed leadership (Barnett & McCormick, 2012).
Further exploring when and why a shift from a single
leader to team-centered leadership happens and the
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consequences of shared leadership could add insights
into TM leadership studies.

TMT dynamics
While individual leaders are critical to organizational out-
comes, it is also important to understand TMT dynamics.
A noticeable focus is TMT cultures that have been related
to different organizational outcomes (Davies, Mannion,
Jacobs, Powell, & Marshall, 2007). For instance, a hierarchi-
cal culture emphasizing control and stability can enhance
efficiency and financial performance (Prenestini &
Lega, 2013). Another line of research shows more descrip-
tive evidence of TMT communication and processes. For
example, Bang (2012) shows that even top-level man-
agers refrain from discussing misunderstandings in TMT
meetings because they perceive it as a negative act. Bar-
nett and McCormick (2012) summarize different team
processes enabling TMT to adapt and perform effectively.

There is a notable paucity of evidence concerning the
top manager-TMT interface, studied widely in the private
sector context (Georgakakis et al., 2022). How TMT mem-
bers shape the opinion or role of the top manager and
the power dynamics between the CEO-TMT members
have been subject to little attention in the public sector.
New advances in analysis of meetings and video materials
may enable us to learn more about TMT dynamics.

Task-related and informational processes

Manage information
Top managers gather, process, and share information with
internal employees and external stakeholders. Internal
information sharing is found to mediate the relationship
between managerial competencies and organizational
performance (Vainieri, Ferrè, Giacomelli, & Nuti, 2019).
More negatively, organizational revenue misrepresenta-
tion is a way for top managers to manipulate financial
information shared with stakeholders to gain external
support (Anessi-Pessina & Sicilia, 2020), and upper ech-
elons sometimes take advantage of information asym-
metries and withhold information from their political
principals (Béchard, 2020).

We lack knowledge of how top managers take advan-
tage of their privilege in framing and distributing informa-
tion when they interact with citizens and contribute to
public service delivery. For example, open data and gov-
ernment are becoming a worldwide trend. What are the
roles of TM in this process, and how do citizens’ coalitions
reshape TM information sharing?

Manage tasks and demands
Public-sector organizations are subject to tasks and
demands that are numerous, vague, and conflicting. A
line of research explores top managers’ experience or
response to multiple demands and their underlying rea-
sons. For instance, Matthews, Ryan, and Williams (2011)

suggest that there are three categories of responses from
top managers in responding to environmental changes
and demands, entailing passive maladaptive, active mal-
adaptive, and active adaptive responses.

Few studies have explored how ambiguity created by
multiple goals and demands can affect TM processes and
their subsequent outcomes. Examining how upper eche-
lons interpret conflicts and ambiguity and thus assign
their attention to multiple goals with a variety of impor-
tance could add insights to this line of research.

Outcomes

Outcomes can be understood as the products of the TM
system. A wide range of individual and organizational
outcomes have been linked to TM (Table 4).

Individual outcomes

Many studies are interested in turnover at the top. Execu-
tive turnover is regarded as an essential event in the life
of an organization and can help organizations adapt to
changing demands and boost their capacity to access
new resources or better utilize existing ones. Meanwhile,
replacing top managers can be disruptive because it
destabilizes organizational routines and creates uncer-
tainty for external and internal stakeholders (Boyne,
James, John, & Petrovsky, 2011). Executive turnover has
been empirically linked to organizational performance
(Boyne et al., 2011; Hill, 2005), corporate capacity
(Villadsen, 2016), and employee absenteeism (Løkke &
Sørensen, 2020). Another stream of research has been
interested in understanding the reasons for executive
turnover, including predictors such as organizational per-
formance (Boyne, James, John, & Petrovsky, 2008),
individual job satisfaction and insecurity (Rattus &
Randma-Liiv, 2019), political change (McCabe et al., 2008),
and board structure (Rutherford & Lozano, 2018).

There are opportunities to explore how cognitive and
psychological characteristics of top managers lead to
different individual outcomes (e.g., career progress, cor-
ruption). Further, we lack an understanding of how TMT
compositions may affect individual outcomes such as
commitment and satisfaction.

Organizational outcomes

Organizational performance has been widely studied.
Studies suggest that public sector TM plays a role in
diverse outcomes, including financial results (Opstrup &
Villadsen, 2015), service performance (Boyne et al., 2011),
and school pass rates (Meier, O’Toole, & Goerdel, 2006).

While a substantial proportion of studies predict orga-
nizational performance by top managers’ demographic
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attributes, most only empirically observe demographic
characteristics and an outcome of interest, leaving the
mechanisms to be theoretically inferred. Exceptions

include Kim and Jung (2015) testing of how quality man-
agement activities play a role in linking a CEO’s character-
istics to business performance. As illustrated in our
systems model, several other mechanisms potentially
explaining the attribute-performance link are so far unex-
plored. We note that performance outcomes also serve as
inputs to subsequent decision-making and actions
through a feedback loop in our model.

Top management as a system

In the previous sections, we have presented fragmented
components of the TM system in public organizations. How-
ever, no system can work without the interaction of differ-
ent components (Nadler & Tushman, 1980). The functions of
top managers and their teams are integrated with complex,
adaptive, and dynamic organizational practices and environ-
ments. A way to illustrate this is by mapping the co-
occurrence of the different elements in existing research. In
Figure 5, all lines represent that two elements are part of
the same article, and thicker lines indicate higher preva-
lence. While non-directional, the ties indicate how the differ-
ent parts of the model have been studied in many
combinations in existing research and suggest how some
relationships appear more widely studied than others (see
Table C1 with the numerical values in Appendix S1).

We highlight two implications of the relationships of
different elements in the TM system. First, different com-
ponents are closely interconnected and interdependent.
A good example is that the changes in TMT composi-
tions may lead to changed TMT dynamics, resulting in
entirely different outcomes (Opstrup & Villadsen, 2015).
Such changes in TMT compositions are often due to new
environmental requirements (e.g., a change in political
leadership or prior performance) (Boyne et al., 2010). The
congruence, or fit, between different components is
essential to maintain an effective and healthy system
(Nadler & Tushman, 1980). Further, we observe that dif-
ferent elements within each overall component in the
model sometimes occur in the same article (indicated by
gray lines in Figure 5). This suggests that the combina-
tions of the elements (e.g., a fit between decision style,
strategies, and leadership) may be important in TM sys-
tems. There is potential to use qualitative comparative
analysis to explore how different combinations of ele-
ments may lead to different outcomes.

Second, the TM system is open and adaptive to its
environment and dependent on external flows of person-
nel, resources, and information. This is reflected by the
direct influence of inputs on TM attributes and processes
and the indirect impact on the relationship between TM
processes and outcomes (see Figure 4). External environ-
ments shape, support, and constrain TM and how out-
comes are achieved. At the same time, the TM system
provides feedback about how well it works and is adap-
tive to changing environments and situations.

T A B L E 4 Outcomes of top management.

Elements Variables Examples

Individual
outcomes
(26.4%)

Succession (14.6%) • County manager
turnover (Tekniepe &
Stream, 2012)

Tenure (1.4%) • The duration of political
appointee service (Wood
& Marchbanks, 2007)

Career progress
(1.9%)

• Promotions to the
highest administrative
position (Bach &
Veit, 2017)

Compensation
(4.7%)

• Executive compensation
(Cahan et al., 2005)

Commitment and
satisfaction
(2.4%)

• Job satisfaction and
organizational
commitment among top
managers (Guney &
Ayranci, 2011)

Corruption (0.5%) • Executive corruption
behavior (Feng &
Johansson, 2018)

Organizational
outcomes
(31.1%)

Performance
(17.0%)

• Financial performance
(Opstrup &
Villadsen, 2015)

• Service performance
(Boyne et al., 2011)

• Student pass rate (Meier
et al., 2006)

• Tax collection
performance (Petrovsky
& Avellaneda, 2014)

Innovation (2.8%) • The adoption of
innovation (Damanpour
& Schneider, 2006),

Policy adoption and
implementation
(3.3%)

• Policy isomorphism
(Villadsen, 2011)

• Implementing
environmental
sustainability policies
(Naranjo-Gil, 2016)

Service delivery
(0.5%)

• Delivery of devolved
health services (Capuno
& Panganiban, 2012)

Employee behaviors
(2.4%)

• Employee absenteeism
(Løkke & Sørensen, 2020)

• Organizational
commitment among
public university
lecturers (Othman
et al., 2012)

Citizen participation
(0.9%)

• Citizen participation in
organizational decision-
making (Zhang
et al., 2020)

Note: Percentages are calculated out of the total sample (n = 212). The same
article can include several elements or variables.
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DISCUSSION

We set out to synthesize existing knowledge on top man-
agers in the public sector. Our review of 212 recent studies
from 2005 to 2020 presents a system-based model of TM
to illustrate that the roles and functions of top managers in
public organizations are multifaceted and complex. By inte-
grating the identified articles, we found that top managers,
or TMTs, take inputs from broad environment and produce
a variety of individual and organizational outcomes via a
series of decisional, interpersonal, and informational pro-
cesses. While a wide range of elements and their connec-
tions with TM have been well identified, the relationships
between some elements (e.g., the role of TM processes on
organizational outcomes; the impact of top management
teams, or psychological characteristics of top managers)
have been underexplored. However, the model leaves
some important questions unanswered. In the following,
we discuss how public sector TM differs from that in the
private sector. We also discuss the theoretical and method-
ological implications of this review.

Is top management different in the public
sector?

While we have summarized the roles and functions of
public top managers in existing research, we see the
potential to further understand how top managers work

differently in the public sector than in the private sector.
At first sight, most elements in the systems model are rel-
atively generic and do not suggest that top management
in the public sector is radically different from that in the
private sector. However, this conclusion is premature and
masks the fact that our review has provided numerous
examples of idiosyncratic public sector elements relating
to different components in the systems model (see
Table 5). Not all articles include distinctive elements of
the public sector, but as the table illustrates, TM has nota-
ble characteristics in the public sector.

Public-sector organizations differ from private-sector orga-
nizations with different ownership, funding, and control
(Moulton, 2009). It has been argued that public organizations
are distinct in their organizational environments, their goals
and structures, and the value of managers (Antonsen &
Jørgensen, 1997). While we identified several studies that
have paid attention to the publicness of TM outcomes and
political and social environments, how the relative dimen-
sions of publicness affect the composition and operations
of TM is not well understood. Notably, for a few of the
dimensions, we did not identify any elements of publicness
or political authority in the reviewed research. This can
indicate that this question has not been asked or that there
are no differences between the public and private sectors.
Further scrutinizing the dimensions of publicness is critical
to understanding how TM components and combinations
contribute to achieving public service outcomes across var-
ious implementing structures (Moulton, 2009).

F I G U R E 5 Co-occurrence of different elements in the top management framework.
Note: The lines indicate that two elements are part of the same article. The blue lines indicate cross-dimensional co-occurrence, and the gray lines
mean within-dimensional co-occurrence. Thicker lines indicate that more articles include the combination of elements. The nodes with the same color
and symbol represent that they are in the same dimension in our top management framework.
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Theoretical opportunities of public sector
top management research

A wide and broad range of theories has been applied in
existing research. Table 6 provides an overview of the
most studied theories in the studies and examples of
some of the research questions that have been asked
within each line of inquiry.

Theories help us understand the mechanisms behind
different components or relationships of the TM sys-
tem. We see great potential in using our framework
and insights from existing studies to develop new theo-
ries of TM in the public sector. One possibility is to
focus on the established theories, e.g., upper echelons
theory and representative bureaucracy theory, to theo-
rize further how they can be used to understand top-
level managers in the public sector. A second possibil-
ity is to develop new middle-range theories to under-
stand the mechanisms of various TM processes by
integrating insights from organizational-level theories.
For example, by combing institutional theory and
resource-based view, we may explore how environmen-
tal pressure affects new executives’ view of their capa-
bilities and thus resources and attention allocation to
different functions.

Methodological opportunities for TM
research

Our review provides a helpful overview of the methods
and settings used in existing research (Figures B1-B3 in
Appendix S1) and enables us to point to some methodo-
logical opportunities for future research. While research
on TM has been conducted in a wide variety of countries,
the US and Western Europe are still the dominant settings
for studies. While we see a need for more studies in other
settings, a significant research opportunity may be to
conduct cross-national comparisons that will help us
understand the importance of cultural and institutional
differences for TM dynamics (see Suzuki and Hur (2020)
as an example). Further, Meier, Rutherford, and Avellane-
da’s (2017) book is valuable in understanding what roles
context may play theoretically (context as interactive and
framing variables) and how to choose suitable contexts
empirically in comparative research. Besides, given the
burgeoning literature on TM in generic management jour-
nals, we observe surprisingly few sector comparisons. This
is important as sector comparisons could help us better
understand when and how ideas from studies in the pri-
vate sector are likely to travel to the public sector (see
Bello-Gomez and Rutherford (2023) as an example).

T A B L E 5 Public attributes of top management in the public sector.

Components Elements Examples

Publicness

Public
value

Political
authority

Inputs Organizational
environment

Prior public service performance (Boyne et al., 2010) √

Fiscal stress at local government (Tekniepe & Stream, 2012) √

Political environment Political change (Petrovsky et al., 2017) √

Social environment Citizen’s approval/pressure (Rottinghaus, 2014) √

Community characteristics or jurisdictional adversity (McCabe et al., 2008) √ √

Attributes Social category Passive versus active representation (Bowling, Kelleher, Jones, &
Wright, 2006)

√ √

Information/functional
characteristics

Party affiliation (Capuno & Panganiban, 2012) √

Psychological
characteristics

Public service motivation (Farley et al., 2020) √

TMT composition n/a n/a n/a

Processes Decisional processes City borrowing decision (Clinger, Feiock, McCabe, & Park, 2008) √ √

Relational processes Executive-politician relationships (Leach & Lowndes, 2007) √

Informational processes n/a n/a n/a

Outcomes Individual outcomes Executive-politician job mobility (Raadschelders & Van der Meer, 2014) √

Organizational
outcomes

Policy isomorphism (Villadsen, 2011) √

Service delivery (Capuno & Panganiban, 2012) √

Tax collection performance (Petrovsky & Avellaneda, 2014) √ √

Note: We combine Bozeman’s (1987) and Antonsen and Jørgensen’s (1997) dimensional approaches of publicness to discern the publicness of the elements in the top
management system. The provided examples were evaluated to determine whether they primarily include public value (e.g., accountability and welfare provision) or
whether they are affected by political stakeholders.
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T A B L E 6 Theories applied in top management studies.

Theory Main concepts Example research questions

Upper echelons
theory

• Organizational outcomes are reflections of the
experience, values, and personality of their top managers.

• Demographic characteristics of top managers can be
used as proxies of their cognitive frames.

• Whether mayors’ demographics influence municipal
success in expanding revenue (Avellaneda, 2012)

• Whether the characteristics of top managers make a
difference to the extent of inter-organizational
collaboration (Esteve et al., 2013)

Agency theory or
principal-agent
theory

• Shareholders (principals) hire top managers (agents).
Each side acts in its own self-interest, and when the
interests of the principal and agent diverge, the classic
principal-agent issue occurs.

• The agency costs result from monitoring agents’
behaviors and making sure that the interests of principals
and agents are aligned.

• Public top managers have a variety of principals and
goals.

• Relationship between executive compensation and
performance (Cheng, 2014)

• Chair-chief executive roles and relationships (Heald &
Steel, 2015)

Institutional theory • Environmental pressures, social norms, and cultural
expectations can shape organizational decision-making
and changes. It highlights the role that outside factors
play in shaping an organization and its top management.

• Whether the structural embeddedness of political
executives impacts policy isomorphism in municipalities
(Villadsen, 2011)

• How executive succession influences the
comprehensiveness of structural changes
(Villadsen, 2012)

Resource-based view
and Resource
dependence
theory

• Resource-based view: Organizations in the public sector,
like those in the private sector, are constrained by their
resources and compete with peers. It emphasizes how
resources affect what strategies an organization takes
and how well it performs.

• Resource dependence theory: Public organizations have
varying degrees of interdependence on both internal and
external resources.

• How histories of structural reforms affect senior
managers’ evaluation of their organization’s discretion
(Kleizen et al., 2018)

• How top management commitment (TMC) mediates the
impact of external institutional pressures on internal
organizational resource allocation (Zheng, Chen, Huang,
& Zhang, 2013)

Leadership theories • Transformational leadership theory: Transformational
leaders lead through a vision and may be more qualified
to manage an organization than other types of leaders in
situations with significant organizational ambiguity and
uncertainty.

• Shared leadership: Shared leadership is the antithesis of
traditional vertical leadership, in which authority is
passed down to TMT members. Shared leadership
stresses the lateral distribution of power and influence
across all TMT members.

• How top management teams’ shared leadership is
related to organizational ambidexterity in public-sector
organizations (Umans, Smith, Andersson, &
Planken, 2020)

Representative
bureaucracy
theory

• Bureaucracies’ representativeness of the public, in terms
of their demographics, such as race, ethnicity, and
gender (“passive representation”), is associated with
preferable outcomes for groups with shared
demographics (“active representation”) (Gilad & Alon-
Barkat, 2018)

• Trends and patterns in gender representation among
executives (Bowling et al., 2006)

• How senior civil servants managed their dual identities as
bureaucrats and citizens, and how their social
identification enhanced their motivation for policy
change (Gilad & Alon-Barkat, 2018)

Social role theory/
social identity
theory

• Social role theory: Gender disparities and similarities
reflect gender role beliefs, which in turn represent
people’s conceptions of men’s and women’s social roles
in society.

• Role incongruity theory: Women are perceived to be less
favorable in leadership positions. The incongruity
emerges when there is a contradiction between the
social roles that women play in society and the need of
being in positions of leadership.

• How gender and gender role identity, separately and
jointly, affect managerial aspirations (Zhang et al., 2021)

Gender-related
metaphors

• The glass ceiling: the actual or perceived barrier or cap
that prevents women to be promoted to top-level
leadership positions.

• The glass cliff: Organizations tend to hire women in times
of crisis when the chance of failure is high.

• Queen bee phenomenon: Women tend to distance
themselves from other women in organizations where
men hold most leadership roles. Such women seek

• The effect of female leadership on gender differences in
public and private organizations (Arvate, Galilea, &
Todescat, 2018)

• Whether organizational growth improves gender
integration in the upper echelons of the public sector
(Krøtel et al., 2019)

(Continues)
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Our last suggestion is to apply multi- or mixed-
method approaches to TM studies. A substantial majority
of studies have employed quantitative methods through-
out our research period (76.9 percent). Qualitative
methods have many complementary advantages and are,
for instance, valuable in explaining the in-depth mecha-
nisms of the correlations established by quantitative stud-
ies. We only identified 5.7% of studies that used mixed
methods, further indicating that more methodological
pluralism is needed in this research area.

CONCLUSION

This paper has presented the first review of research on
administrative top managers in the public sector. An
empirically based systems model was introduced to illus-
trate how public sector top managers respond to various
needs and demands from the environment and the feed-
back of a variety of outcomes. These key actors engage in
a range of decisional, interpersonal, and informational
processes to produce individual as well as organizational
outcomes. We further show how the components of top
management are interdependent, adaptive, and embed-
ded in complex relationships in the system.

With decades of public management reforms, top
managers have become increasingly important actors
with discretion and autonomy to fundamentally affect
how public organizations operate and perform. We see
this reflected in our review with an upward trend in
research in recent years. We welcome this development
and hope this review can help inspire future studies on
this important topic.
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