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The new public management is not that bad after all : 
evidence from Estonia, Hungary and Romania

This article reviews the New Public Management (NPM) 

literature in Central and Eastern Europe, looking particu-

larly at reforms in Estonia, Hungary and Romania. It finds 

that research that assessed changes in internal processes 

and activities within the public sector by far outnumber 

research that assessed changes in outputs and outcomes. 

Overall more studies have found positive than negative 

effects – especially in terms of processes and activities – 

though less so for outputs and outcomes. Significant chal-

lenges in assessing impacts make sweeping claims about 

whether NPM “works” difficult to support with solid evi-

dence. The paper shows that NPM policy is still considered 

as an option for public sector modernization in Central and 

Eastern Europe and suggests that a number of components 

of NPM, if not the model as a whole, are likely to continue 

to exert influence on the public sector of the future. 

The adoption of New Public Management (NPM) ideas and 
techniques has arguably been one of the major developments 
in public administration and management in the past decades. 
There has been increasing need for evidence on the impact of 
these reforms, especially outputs and outcomes beyond the 
administrative system itself. The interest exists but the evi-
dence is still weak, fragmented, and sometimes contradictory 
(for example Pollitt and Dan, 2011; Pollitt and Dan, 2013; 
Savoie, 1998). This is the case in countries which have expe-
rimented widely with this type of reforms, and even more so 
in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) which began to make 
use of NPM later. Few NPM reform initiatives have been suc-
cessfully applied in the CEE region (Bouckaert et al., 2008, 
Dunn et al., 2006; Nemec, 2008). Although implementation 
issues are not specific to former communist countries alone, 
Dunn et al. (2006) noticed a pattern of poor implementation 
across the region. 
Past reviews of the impact of NPM in CEE have drawn mixed 
conclusions about its success (Bouckaert et al., 2008; Bouc-
kaert, Nakrošis and Nemec, 2011; Caddy and Vintar, 2002; 
Dunn et al., 2006; Nemec, 2010; Nemec and de Vries, 2012, 
see also the special edition of the Transylvanian Review of 
Administrative Sciences, 2011 focused on agencification – 

1. introduction

one of the main reform strategies in NPM). Some academics 
in the region have dismissed NPM altogether (Drechsler, 
2005; Drechsler, 2009; Drechsler and Kattel, 2008) while 
others have been more optimistic (Verheijen and Dobrolyu-
bova, 2007). The former wish NPM were something of the 
past while the latter claim that NPM stands the chance of ma-
king it into the future. A recent study has surveyed the empi-
rical NPM literature across Central and Eastern Europe in the 
past ten years and has argued that “NPM can work” if the ri-
ght context and adequate administrative capacity are in place 
(Dan and Pollitt, 2014). It is clear that NPM has sparked a 
good deal of debate and controversy which have continued to 
this day and are likely to continue in the future. 
This article reviews a dataset of NPM studies in Central and 
Eastern Europe, looking particularly at reforms in Estonia, 
Hungary and Romania. It distinguishes between effects on 
processes (or activities), outputs and outcomes and codes the 
effects using these three dimensions. Then it distinguishes 
between improvements, deteriorations and lack of change 
and codes the findings according to these categories. After 
this general picture, the paper discusses emerging patterns 
and provides examples of specific NPM instruments across 
the three countries. 
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The paper begins with a presentation of the context in Esto-
nia, Hungary and Romania, followed by a short discussion 
of evaluating government reform. After this it describes the 
methods used in this study and goes on to present the results. 
It first reports the general picture of the impact 
of NPM in the three countries followed by a presentation of 
emerging patterns. It then discusses specific cases of NPM 
instruments in each country along with salient contextual 
factors and explanatory mechanisms. Finally, the paper 
concludes and discusses the future of NPM policy and its li-
kely influence in the future. 

2. Setting the context: npm in estonia, Hungary 
and Romania 

NPM-type ideas have found relatively more adherence in the 
small, decentralized administrative system of Estonia than in 
other CEE countries. It is common for the public manage-
ment literature to portray Estonia as the NPM enthusiast in 
the region (for example Bouckaert et al., 2008, p. 352). A 
common theme of Estonian public sector modernization has 
been to increase the efficiency of public institutions and de-
crease the role of the state by promoting market-type mecha-
nisms (Bouckaert et al., 2008, p. 352). Unlike other former 
communist states, where social democratic ideas prevailed 
for much of the transition period (as in Romania), Estonia 
benefited (and still benefits) from a higher degree of mar-
ket appreciation, even idealization (Tõnnisson and Randma-
Liiv, 2008, p. 95). Despite this, Estonian authorities failed to 
implement a comprehensive NPM program, although they 
formally promoted it especially starting with late 1990s and 
early 2000s. Estonia implemented specific NPM tools such 
as performance-related pay, but these NPM elements are just 

a part of larger public sector modernization efforts. They 
contained a mix of Weberian, NPM and post-NPM initiati-
ves. This makes the evaluation of the effects of NPM difficult 
– NPM is just a part of a bigger whole. Distinguishing the 
reforms that managed to be implemented from those that did 
not is not readily straightforward. Table 1 below includes a 
list of the main NPM initiatives since the country’s indepen-
dence in 1991 along with the implementation status of each 
initiative. To assess implementation status, I relied on exis-
ting academic sources. For each specific reform I checked 

more than one academic source. If all sources indicated that a 
policy was implemented, I followed this conclusion. Howe-
ver, the tables distinguish between partial and complete im-
plementation, in line with the existing evidence. In the tables 
that follow, partially implemented initiatives are referred to 
as “partial” while completely implemented reforms are deno-
ted by the word “implemented”. If studies disagreed or were 
unclear, I drew the conclusion that the status was uncertain. 
This same approach was used for all three countries (reported 
in tables 1 to 3). 
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Hungarian NPM shares many of the features common in 
Estonia and the CEE more generally. Issues such as poli-
tical instability, lack of a unified vision, implementation 
problems and limited administrative capacity have cha-
racterized the public sector in Hungary (Hajnal, 2008; 
Hajnal and Jenei, 2008). One of the central goals of state 
reform during transition was to create and consolidate 
a functional Rechtsstaat, and address corruption. As in 
other CEE countries, NPM policies lacked the support 
of a fully functional bureaucratic system. A major diffe-
rence between NPM policy in Hungary and Estonia lies 
in the timing of its adoption. In Estonia NPM has par-
tially lost momentum since no major, comprehensive re-
form program has been adopted in recent years whereas 
Hungarian policy makers have increasingly appealed to 
NPM ideas especially since the change of government in 
2006 (as shown in Table 2). Rather than going down, in-
terest in NPM has gone up. This may be explained by the 
new prevailing political ideas as well as by an earlier and 
more dynamic adoption of NPM in Estonia compared to 
Hungary and Romania. In many respects changes in the 
Romanian public sector resemble those in Hungary, al-
though the pace of change in the early 1990s was slower. 
During transition and Europeanization, the main goals 
were (and to some extent still are) to build the legal and 
institutional framework of a democratic state and market 
economy (Hințea, 2008, p. 277). There are a few charac-
teristics that set Romania apart, however. 
First, Romania is a larger country and has a bigger ad-
ministrative system. Second, some have argued that the 
communist regime in Romania became more intense in 
the 1980s compared to other countries in the region 

Table 1: NPM in Estonia, 1991-2013

Source: Adapted using Tõnnisson and Randma-Liiv (2008). Other sources consulted include Institut de Gestion Publique et du Développèment 
Économique (2011), Nõmm and Randma-Liiv (2012), Sarapuu (2012) and State Audit Office (2002). Complemented by the author with NPM 
initiatives in healthcare.

(for example Molnar, 2000). While others were consi-
dering opening up, the Romanian state was closing in. 
Third, the political will to adopt ‘tough’ measures fluc-
tuated during transition. Whereas Estonia rebuilt its 
public service on completely different grounds after 
independence, Romania did not.
The Romanian approach was incremental par excel-
lence, and relied to a large extent on the same civil 
service apparatus as before 1989. The first attempt to 
develop an accelerated, comprehensive public admi-

nistration reform came late in 2001 only, followed by a 
second major program in 2005 after negotiations with 
the European Commission.
In 2005 the European Commission recommended three 
main areas for improvement: civil service, 
local public administration reform through accelera-
ting the decentralization process, and changes in public 
policy formulation. None of these changes were pure 
NPM (other than ad-hoc downsizing and restructuring 
in the context of budget deficits and the recent financial 
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Table 2: NPM in Hungary, 1990-2013 Table 3: NPM in Romania, 1990-2013

Source: Adapted using Hajnal (2008). Other sources consulted include Hajnal 
(2012) and Linder (2011).

Source: Partially adapted from Hințea (2008). Other sources consulted include 
Dragoș and Neamțu (2007). Complemented by the author with recent developments 
in healthcare and education

crisis). They have, however, contained certain NPM 
measures such as experimentation with the common 
assessment framework (CAF) and multiannual moder-
nization plans (MMPs). Some authors have noted that 
the interest in NPM has been growing in recent years 
and is expected to grow in the future (Androniceanu, 
2006, p. 94; Hințea, 2008, p. 281). This may indicate 
that especially in a context of financial stringency and 
budget cuts following the 2008 financial crisis, Roma-
nian policy makers have considered using NPM ideas 

to respond to fiscal pressures and modernize the public 
sector. In Romania, as in Hungary, rather than being 
something of the past, interest in NPM has been on 
the rise across different sectors (Table 3). For example, 
most public hospitals were decentralized (ownership 
was transferred from central government to counties 
or local administrations) in 2010
following a major public hospital decentralization law. 
Furthermore, the new education law in 2011 empha-
sized institutional and individual performance and 

ranked higher education institutions in each field of 
study.
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3. literature search

The selection of the three countries follows both theoretical 
and practical reasons. First, Estonia is typically considered to 
be a NPM enthusiast in Central and Eastern Europe, and is 
often used in comparative public management research. Se-
cond, Hungary adopted a more mixed and gradual model of 
adherence to NPM principles, lower before 2006 and more 
confident after 2006. Reforms in Romania are closer to the 
changes in Hungary and have increasingly incorporated NPM 
ideas. Third, at a high level of abstraction, all three countries 
share a relatively common historical legacy, which includes 
communist regimes, but goes beyond it to include common 
trajectories of democratization and Europeanization. Fourth, 
the administrative systems in CEE have been characterized 
by legalism and a focus on procedure rather than results (Ne-
mec, 2008, p. 350). Finally, I selected the three countries for 
practical reasons including native Romanian language skills 
and availability of documents and local expertise through the 
network of the project Coordinating for Cohesion in the Pu-
blic Sector of the Future (COCOPS) (see Pollitt and Dan, 
2011 for more details). The identification of NPM studies 
included in this article followed two main steps:

Step A: Creation of a database of NPM studies 
across Europe.

The database was identified as part of the comparative pro-
ject on which this research is based. A set of criteria guided 
the search and selection. To increase the population of studies 
and portray a more comprehensive picture of the literature, 
the project team included both academic and practitioner 

work, such as relevant official evaluations and reports by 
international and non-governmental organizations. The pro-
cess of identifying studies for the database consisted of the 
following sequential sub-steps:

a) Reviewed titles and keywords in articles published 
since 1980 (or later in case the first number of a journal 
appeared after 1980) in the following major public ad-
ministration, policy and management journals: Journal 
of Public Administration Research and Theory, Public 
Administration, Governance, Public Administration Re-
view,
International Review of Administrative Sciences, Inter-
national Public Management Journal, Public Manage-
ment Review, Public Policy and Administration and Eva-
luation.
The following keywords were used to guide the search: 
New Public Management (NPM), managerialism, per-
formance, public sector reform, and public management
reform.
b) Decision for inclusion in the database

The aim in compiling the database was to obtain a general 
picture of the diverse NPM literature that exists in Europe, 
most of which does not consist of quantitative, large-N or ex-
perimental studies. Therefore the research adopted a flexible 
approach to empirical evidence in that it included both stu-
dies that used empirical original data (quantitative and quali-
tative) and analytical overviews that did not use original data 
but made strong, logical claims about the effects of reform. 
The same process and criteria were used to decide on non-
academic studies, which represent 32% of the total database. 

In addition, the project team looked at publication lists of the 
following organizations: OECD, Sigma, World Bank, natio-
nal government websites and national audit offices. By colla-
borating with research teams in other countries who submit-
ted their selection of studies from their countries – following 
the same set of criteria – the project leaders were able to use 
both English literature and literature in various other langua-
ges represented in the project network. The result is a data-
base of 519 studies of NPM reforms across Europe. Out of 
the 519 documents, 20% used mainly quantitative methods, 
37% employed single or multiple case studies and 44% were 
broad synthetic overviews that contained an analytic attempt 
to make an assessment.

Step B: Selection of studies of NPM in Estonia, 
Hungary and Romania

On the basis of the database of 519 studies, I selected those 
that included NPM studies in Estonia, Hungary and Roma-
nia, resulting in a dataset of 72 studies. Out of the 72 studies, 
44% referred to NPM reforms in Hungary while about 17% 
(12 studies) did so for Estonia and Romania respectively (Ta-
ble 4). The rest of 22% included comparative work.

Table 4: Number of studies by country
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4. patterns in the impact of npm

This paper distinguishes between effects on processes, out-
puts and outcomes. Processes include changes within an 
organization, such as the introduction of a performance ma-
nagement system. They are ‘internal’ changes. They may or 
may not lead to changes in outputs and outcomes. Outputs 
are what the public sector organization gives to the outside 
world, for instance the number of surgeries in a hospital or 
permits in a business support agency. Similarly, they may or 
may not lead to improved outcomes, which are construed as 
effects outside of the organization, such as improved health 
for patients in a hospital or jobs for new university graduates. 
This conceptualization follows an outcome-based approach 
according to which it is the outcomes that matter the most to 
service users and citizens. They represent the final ‘judge’.
Overall, there have been more studies finding positive than 
negative evidence of the effects of NPM, but this evidence 
concerns mostly internal changes in processes or activities. 
Much of this literature did not refer only to one type of effects 
(for example process only or output only) but to a plurality of 
effects. Starting from this general picture, I identified the fol-
lowing patterns concerning the impact of NPM in Estonia,
Hungary and Romania. In support of each of these patterns I 
provide specific examples from the set of studies.

Beaufort 2015 - Lily Van der Stokker, Het Groen Geruite Huis, 2015

a. Internal changes in processes, activities and 
structures.

Virtually all studies reviewed discuss changes in the internal 
workings of public sector organizations. At a very practical 
level these consist of the introduction of new practices and 
tools to improve management and governance processes. 

Examples include the introduction of performance-related 
pay (PRP) in Estonian central government (National Audit 
Office, 2002; Nõmm and Randma-Liiv, 2012), multi-annual
modernization plans and common assessment framework 
(CAF) in the Romanian administrative system (Profiroiu et 
al., 2006; Profiroiu et al., 2010). As important as these inno-
vations may be for technical or political reasons, they have 
not necessarily resulted in qualitative improvements in pro-

cesses and further in outputs and outcomes. Nevertheless, it 
does not mean either that no improvements could be obser-
ved. Evaluating the effects of public management reform is a 
complex task – inherent trade-offs need to be carefully wei-
ghed before a conclusion is made about success or failure.
It may well be that the goals initially established have not 
been reached, and in that important sense it can be argued 
that the innovative practice was no success. However, im-



N° 1 September - Septembre 2015 18

n e w  p u b l i c  m a n a g e m e n t

provements in other areas could still be observed in the short, 
medium or long term. For instance, Järvalt and Randma-Liiv 
(2010), on the basis of a survey of public managers and se-
nior civil servants, conclude that the decentralization of HRM 
in Estonia lacked strategic and systematic planning. In this 
sense the reform did not reach a major goal. However, they 
argue on the positive side that reform created fertile ground 
for major reform in other areas. Even at a technical level, not 
to mention politically, the initiative was not a total failure, 
especially when one adopts a long-term and broader evalua-
tive framework. The challenge is, nonetheless, that the longer 
and broader framework one adopts the more difficult it is to 
persuasively attribute certain effects to reform. Some studies 
actively discuss qualitative changes in processes, activities or 
structures and very few link them convincingly with changes 
in outputs or outcomes such as improved services seen throu-
gh the perspective of service users or citizens. Profiroiu et al. 
(2006), for example, use a large-scale representative survey
to measure the perceptions of mayors in local government 
and country-wide ‘modernizers’ in Romania with respect to 
innovative NPM practices, such as multi-annual moderni-
zation plans (MMPs) and common assessment framework 
(CAF). The study found that half of the sample perceived 
improved, smoother and more transparent HR processes 
and an overall impression of modernization. One can argue 
in this case, nonetheless, that the cup is only half full since 
half of the sample did not perceive significant improvements 
in these areas. Nor can mayors necessarily be regarded as 
objective observers in this matter. Similarly, Profiroiu et al. 
(2010) survey the perceptions of members of the network 
of modernizers, and found that most of them consider that 
MMPs and CAF either already led to improvements or will 

lead to improvements in processes and overall effectiveness 
in the future. Effects in other areas were perceived to be only 
moderately positive, and final outcomes were not directly 
addressed. Thus the cup has been neither completely full nor 
completely empty.

b. Coordination, transparency and accountability

Some of the studies discuss changes in coordination, 
transparency, trust and accountability following public 
management reform (Baba et al., 2007; Jenei et al., 
2005; Osborne, Jenei and Fabian, 2008). Baba et al. 
(2007) critically analyze the effects of decentralization 
and de-concentration in Romania with an explicit focus 
on how these reforms influenced coordination between 
various government levels and public institutions.
They identified multiple problems such as administra-
tive bottlenecks, double subordination and redundan-
cies following inadequate coordination. Overall, they 
found insufficient cohesion and poor coordination in 
the system. Jenei et al. (2005) looked at public-private 
partnerships (PPPs) in policy making, fundraising and 
service provision locally in Hungary. On the basis of a 
detailed analysis of one municipality only, they found 
positive developments in policy coordination, service 
integration and legitimacy in social services. Overall, 
they claim that public-private cooperation has inten-
sified and become more professional over time. By 
contrast, Osborne, Jenei and Fabian (2008) similarly 
discuss PPPs in local government in Hungary, but found 
a limited role of civil society organizations in fostering 
transparency and accountability in policy making and 
service provision.

c. Efficiency, effectiveness and quality of public 
    services

NPM overwhelmingly centers on improving savings, ef-
ficiency, effectiveness and service quality. Above all else, 
it was expected that NPM would foster positive change in 
these areas. This is evident in our database of studies. Vir-
tually all studies mention either actively or more often cur-
sorily some underlying theory. Much of this theory is eco-
nomistic ‘make the managers manage’ or managerial ‘let the 
managers manage’ (Kettl, 1997, p. 447). For instance, it was 
expected that performance-related pay in Estonian central 
government would improve efficiency and effectiveness by 
rewarding outstanding results (National Audit Office, 2002; 
Nõmm and Randma-Liiv, 2012). Similarly, the privatization 
of emergency medical services was supposed to control costs 
and improve efficiency and effectiveness by creating com-
petition and market incentives (Lember, 2006). In Hungary 
performance-oriented reform was expected to improve effi-
ciency and effectiveness of civil service (Linder, 2011). Si-
milar expectations can be found in the Romanian studies (for 
example Baba et al., 2007; Profiroiu et al., 2006; Profiroiu et 
al., 2010; Șandor and Tripon, 2008).
The picture is mixed, fragile, and brings into discussion the 
limitations and implications of evaluating public manage-
ment reform in a changing administrative and political en-
vironment. It is important to note, however, that no specific 
quantitative measures of efficiency and effectiveness were 
reported. This is a common limitation of much of the pu-
blic management reform literature both in the east and in the 
west of Europe (Jenei et al., 2005; Linder, 2011; Pollitt and 
Dan, 2013). Three of the studies that sought to evaluate the 
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impact of reform in Romania made claims about efficiency, 
effectiveness or quality (Profiroiu et al., 2006; Profiroiu et 
al., 2010; Șandor and Tripon, 2008). The former two found 
relatively more positive effects than the latter. Half of the 
sample included in the survey of local government officials 
and modernizers reported improved efficiency and overall 
effectiveness, although no specific measure of efficiency or 
effectiveness is provided and, once more, the respondents are 
not necessarily neutral observers. Șandor and Tripon (2008) 
surveyed the perceptions of citizens and government officials 
and found no significant change in efficiency, effectiveness 
or service quality. The picture is thus ambivalent, with some 
studies reporting certain improvements and others reporting 
no significant change.

5. Do npm reforms ‘work’?

What can be concluded from this review is that the effects of 
NPM are fragile and quite mixed. It is clear that NPM reform 
is no panacea. It appears that in certain contexts NPM is as-
sociated with certain positive effects while in others it fails to 
work as expected. Therefore, the key question for research is 
to identify conditions that facilitate success or, in some cases, 
inhibit it. Furthermore, it is important to identify the under-
lying mechanism through which contextual factors influence 
the success or failure of NPM practices. Many of the studies 
do not in fact theorize or analyze contextual factors and their 
underlying mechanisms in great detail. More often than not 
such influences are deemed important but are only cursorily 
mentioned. Another observation is that there seems to be a 
bias in the literature towards treating contextual influences 
that inhibit success rather than those that support it. This is 
obvious in the studies that assess perceptions in Romania 

which found that half of the sample perceived improvements 
while half were either more moderate or negative. Little is 
said of factors that explained this partial success, and much is 
said about factors that constrained uniformly positive impro-
vements. We can tentatively suggest that assessing success 
on the basis of ambitious political goals, such as improved 
efficiency by x percent, or improved difficult-to-achieve out-
comes, may explain this bias. More realistic goals may not be 
politically acceptable and therefore may hinder implementa-
tion in the first place, but it might be that such an approach 
would set evaluation efforts on a more realistic basis.
Examples of improvements following NPM policies have 
been found across the three countries. Jenei et al. (2005), for 
instance, found that a rich tradition of engagement in PPPs in 
a Hungarian municipality facilitated its further fruitful deve-
lopment over time. To this end, growing mutual understan-
ding of needs and opportunities between public and private 
actors had a major contribution. On the negative side, they 
identified unclear goals and imbalanced power relations as 
factors that can jeopardize successful partnership. Partial im-
provements in processes, efficiency and transparency have 
been reported in Romania (Profiroiu et al., 2006). However, 
no particular factor or mechanism was identified that can ex-
plain how and why this was the case. The study concluded 
that limited funding, poor implementation and a gap between 
legislation and practice restricted the development of reform, 
and its expected effects on a larger scale.
Other studies in the dataset mention contextual factors and 
corresponding underlying mechanisms that were found to in-
hibit successful policy and explain how andwhy reform did 
not reach its original goals. They can be grouped in the fol-
lowing categories. For each particular category I provide the 

underlying explanatory mechanisms (when available) and 
provide examples.

a. Insufficient administrative capacity and resour-
ces
A number of studies point to insufficient administrative capa-
city and resources as a key explanatory factor (for example 
Lember, 2006; Linder, 2011; National Audit Office, 2002; 
Profiroiu et al., 2006; Randma-Liiv, 2005). These reforms 
range from performance-related pay in central government in 
Estonia to performance-oriented reform in Hungary and Ro-
mania. This work shows the mechanism through which in-
sufficient capacity and resources hinder management reform. 
In Estonia, performance-related pay (PRP) did not reach the 
goals of improving processes, efficiency and effectiveness 
due to a poor link of PRP with results and broader govern-
ment objectives. Results were unclearly defined, necessary 
information was not systematically gathered and analyzed, 
and as a result PRP was paid almost universally regardless 
of actual performance (National Audit Office, 2002; Rand-
ma-Liiv, 2005). Lack of capacity and resources to manage 
contracts and conduct ex-ante evaluation was also found to 
explain why the privatization of emergency medical service 
in Estonia faced salient implementation problems (Lember, 
2006). In Hungary performance-oriented reform (appraisal 
systems, PRP and competency management) affected staff 
motivation in the long term after initial optimism (Linder, 
2011). Limited administrative capacity to manage these sys-
tems was one of the key contextual factors at work (Linder, 
2011). Similarly, in Romania poor implementation capacity 
prevented reform from going forward on a larger scale (Pro-
firoiu et al., 2006).
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b. Frequent change, instability and lack of conti-
nuity
The forms of instability that the literature mentions most fre-
quently are frequent turnover of governments (for example 
Järvalt and Randma-Liiv, 2010), frequent and incoherent 
amendments in legislation (Linder, 2011) and lack of conti-
nuity and coherence in carrying out policy all the way throu-
gh to completion (Șandor and Tripon, 2008). For example, 
decentralization of strategic HRM in Estonia did not proceed 
systematically as frequent change in governments led to ins-
tability and inhibited a systematic approach to reform (Järvalt 
and Randma-Liiv, 2010). Similarly, Linder (2011) argued that 
frequent, and in some cases incoherent, amendments in civil 
service legislation in Hungary inhibited performance-orien-
ted reform. Within this same category, Șandor and Tripon 
(2008) found that Romanian citizens perceived public admi-
nistration reform as incoherent and lacking in continuity.

c. Fragmentation and insufficient coordination

Another category of key contextual factors identified in 
some of the studies pertains to issues of fragmentation and 
coordination. For instance, Järvalt and Randma-Liiv (2010) 
show that fragmentation and insufficient coordination hin-
dered a systematic adoption of decentralization of strategic 
HRM in Estonia. Fragmentation and poor coordination ma-
nifested through unclear division of work and coordination 
goals.
Organizational autonomy reinforced various working styles 
and policies at the ministry level at the expense of a coor-
dinated and integrated approach. In Romania, Baba et al. 
(2007) demonstrate that the simultaneous use of the princi-
ple of decentralization and de-concentration reinforced va-

rious coordination problems through unclear definition of 
roles and tasks between various administrative bodies.
d. Need for ethical principles and professional atti-
tudes
Some studies discuss explanatory factors such as civil ser-
vice politicization, informality and favoritism and connect 
them with the implementation of state reform. They clo-
sely reflect the cultural institutional ecosystem of a parti-
cular organization or administrative system. Linder (2011) 
mentions lack of objectivity in measuring performance as a 
main factor influencing the success of performance-orien-
ted reform in Hungary. Osborne, Jenei and Fabian (2008) 
in their study of PPPs argue that informal networks and 
channels affected transparency and accountability in mana-
ging public-private collaboration. In Romania, Șandor and 
Tripon (2008) found that citizens perceived public sector 
politicization to affect implementation of needed reform 
and civil servants professionalism.

6. conclusions and thoughts about the future 
of npm

This overview finds that the best way to describe the picture 
of the effects of NPM, to use a metaphor, is that of a cup that 
is both half full and half empty. As a complex public policy, 
NPM has led to a variety of effects, some of which are in-
tended and a step forward compared to the status quo, while 
others are more difficult to control and potentially harmful. 
NPM enthusiasts can look – and have tended to look – at the 
positive evidence and argued that NPM does work well. Cri-
tics of NPM, by contrast, may choose to look at its problems 
and ignore what works well about NPM. The findings in this 
article do not support any of these two positions. There is evi-

dence that NPM has led to certain improvements in Estonia, 
Hungary and Romania – particularly at the level of proces-
ses, structures and activities. However, some cases document 
insignificant changes or even deterioration. The evidence on 
outputs and particularly outcomes is limited, and patterns are 
difficult to identify at this level of analysis. 
The existing database is a result of a search for NPM litera-
ture performed by the author and colleagues in the project 

A fisherman’s friend – tijdelijke locatie – Sint-Michiels-
pleintje, Knokke-Heist    
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network. Identifying clear-cut, ‘causal’ relations between 
NPM components of complex reforms and their specific im-
pacts is difficult. There is limited evidence of this sort that 
can be used to convincingly demonstrate that a specific effect 
can be attributed to a certain type of change. For this reason, 
final conclusions about the success – or failure – of NPM-
type initiatives cannot be more than qualified. Contextual 
variables are critically important to ‘go deeper’ and unders-
tand the circumstances under which reforms produce certain 
results. By looking at specific examples, this study identified 
a number of salient contextual factors that can affect how 
NPM policies work in the context of the three administrative 
systems included in this article. The evidence is limited and 
various, and as a result it was not possible to quantitatively 
measure the size of effects. This may be a helpful avenue for 
future research into public sector reform in the region, should 
the research and evaluation capacities allow such endeavors.
These conclusions lead us to a discussion of the future of 
NPM in the three countries and in Central and Eastern Eu-
rope more generally. A key question is: what is next? Public 
management scholarship in the region is at a crossroads at the 
moment. On the one hand, NPM has lost momentum com-
pared to years ago in a context of changing administrative 
paradigms in the west. Similarly, various academics have cri-
ticized NPM as an administrative reform strategy and contes-
ted its ‘fit’ for the public sphere, especially in a transitional 
context. On the other hand, as various examples in this article 
show, policy makers still continue to use existing NPM ideas 
and apply new ideas that resonate well with a NPM philoso-
phy. This is particularly the
case in countries that adopted NPM later such as Hungary 
and Romania. This has possible implications for the larger 

current debate in public administration and management.
This study shows that at least in some new EU member states 
NPM ideas are still being considered and implemented. Core 
NPM reforms such as performance management, quality 
improvement or decentralization are still up on the moder-
nization agenda in various countries in the region, especially 
in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. Romania, 
for example, starting in 2010 decided to decentralize most 
of its public hospital network. The same is true in the higher 
education sector where there is growing emphasis on perfor-
mance management. Furthermore, there is on-going debate 
in the country about needed regionalization and taking more 
confident steps towards greater fiscal and financial decentra-
lization and local autonomy.
These are not new ideas, but have continued to remain salient 
matters on the policy agenda. Politicians across the political 
spectrum use them as electoral tools and it seems that in this 
respect they all think in the same way that what Romania 
needs at the moment is more – not less – decentralization, 
autonomy and management. By emphasizing management, 
NPM-type ideas therefore are likely to remain popular, at 
least in part, in such systems where there is pervasive per-
ception that public-sector management needs serious impro-
vement if citizen trust in the state is to be further cultivated. 
Arguably, professional management is not an invention of 
NPM theorists, but NPM has promoted the importance of 
responsive and results-based management.
Furthermore, in a post-socialist context, central ideas of 
NPM, such as customer focus, have increasingly fostered a 
change of interaction between the state and service users
who have become familiar with democratic institutions and 
have increasingly raised their expectations as part of the big 

European ‘family’. Therefore, when assessing public-sector 
reform in a post-communist, formerly-centralized system, I 
suggest it is important to keep in mind the status quo before 
the reform. The idea of customer focus does raise concerns 
in a public sector context, but it has the potential to underline 
the importance of serving the citizen and service user, and 
focusing more on results and less on process. These values 
are expected of the public sectors in the region, and
one of the virtues of NPM is that it has significantly fostered 
these values. Therefore, the impact of NPM is likely to en-
dure beyond a specific reform program or political mandate. 
It is in this sense that I argue that NPM ideas can have their 
advantages in Central and Eastern Europe.
The recent financial crisis has had mixed effects on the adop-
tion of NPM. On the one hand, the need for cost savings re-
sembles NPM thinking with its preference for savings and 
efficiency. Performance measurement and quality improve-
ment are likely to continue to be used in this context. On the 
other hand, policy makers in some countries have appealed 
to post-NPM initiatives aimed at ‘joining-up’, integration,
coordination and recentralization to save money and address 
some of the perceived problems following the use of NPM 
practices. Examples in the database pointed to  issues of 
systemic coordination following disaggregation. It remains 
to be seen how these pressures will be reconciled and what 
components of NPM will continue to be used or introduced 
in the future. Will they be continually adapted as experience 
and lesson drawing accumulates and develops further? Will 
key policies within NPM, such as performance management 
and measurement systems and quality improvement tools, be 
abandoned altogether? This is unlikely. Performance mana-
gement may change by incorporating values other than cost-
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savings and efficiency, but the idea and practice of perfor-
mance management is likely to continue to be applied and 
researched.
Therefore, some central elements of NPM, if not the model 
as a whole, are expected to remain relevant. These constitute 
useful avenues for public management research and practice 
in the future. NPM is not dead and it may well have many 
years ahead, but it is important that it matures and learns from 
its own mistakes and the mistakes of others as it ages.
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