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Abstract We propose a conceptualization of bureaucratic autonomy and a strat-
egy for measuring it empirically. Building on the meaning of autonomy in other
contexts, our conceptualization comprises two subconcepts: independent goal for-
mation and capacity for efficacious action. This definition is richer than those
employed in game-theoretic agency models but general enough to travel across
political contexts. We decompose the former into differentiation and cohesion and
the latter into internal resources and external constraints. We then propose mul-
tiple empirical indicators for each of these component attributes.

Keywords bureaucratic autonomy · conceptualization · measurement

1 Introduction

What does it mean for a bureaucratic agency to be “autonomous”? How should we
conceptualize and measure bureaucratic autonomy? Despite the substantial litera-
ture on bureaucratic autonomy, scholars in political science and public administra-
tion have yet to reach a consensus on how to conceptualize and measure this cru-
cial concept. Researchers in different traditions have focused on different aspects of
bureaucratic autonomy. Formal scholars have relied primarily on principal–agent
models that equate autonomy with discretion. Historical case studies have elabo-
rated a richer and more political definition of bureaucratic autonomy, emphasiz-
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ing the importance of agencies’ reputations, networks, and ability to influence the
preferences of other actors. Scholars of public administration have distinguished
among various “flavors” of autonomy: managerial, financial, structural, and so on.
Each of these traditions has relied on distinct and often incomparable approaches
to conceptualization and measurement. The result, as with any concept for which
definitions and indicators vary, is confusion and a lack of accumulation in studies
of bureaucratic autonomy.1

2 Literature and Conceptualization

2.1 Autonomy as a Background Concept

We begin with a discussion of the background concept2 of autonomy, in the hope
that examining how the term is used in other contexts will highlight the limita-
tions of existing political science conceptions of bureaucratic autonomy. The idea
of autonomy, usually considered as an attribute of an individual person, figures
prominently in a wide variety of fields, ranging from bioethics (e.g., Mars et al.,
2008) to gender studies (e.g., Friedman, 2003) to liberal theories of rights, liberty,
and democratic citizenship (e.g., Dworkin, 1988; Kymlicka, 1989). While specific
definitions vary, there is broad consensus that “to be autonomous is. . . to be di-
rected by considerations, desires, conditions, and characteristics that are not sim-
ply imposed externally upon one, but are part of what can somehow be considered
one’s authentic self” (Christman, 2008, sec. 1.0).

To a much greater degree than standard political science treatments of bureau-
cratic autonomy, definitions of autonomy in other fields emphasize the sources and
content of an individual’s values and preferences. In contrast to freedom,3 which
refers to “the ability to act, without external or internal constraints,” autonomy
“concerns the independence and authenticity of the desires. . . that move one to act
in the first place.” More specifically, many scholars argue that autonomous pref-
erences require authenticity (awareness and endorsement of one’s own values and

1 We are not the first to address this conceptual ambiguity. Kim (2008, 33–34) notes that

the notion of bureaucratic autonomy remains ambiguous; researchers tend to utilize
several different images of bureaucracy. One image is that bureaucracy is a politicized
institution that can develop internal capacity, cultivate external support, mobilize
resources, and represent diverse social interests without the mediation of political
institutions. . . . A second image is that bureaucracy is considered to be autonomous
when it does not comply with what political principals would wish them to do. . . . A
third image is that bureaucracy is an autonomous institution that constitutes bilateral
systems with political institutions. . . . This conceptual ambiguity does not provide
a clear understanding of what kinds of behavioral patterns constitute autonomous
bureaucratic behavior, thereby keeping us from advancing a framework by which we
can distinguish what bureaucrats can do from what they cannot do.

We agree with Kim’s diagnosis, but will categorize definitions of bureaucratic autonomy dif-
ferently.

2 Adcock and Collier (2001) use the term background concept to refer to the “constellation of
potentially diverse meanings associated with a given concept.” They define conceptualization
as the process of moving from the background concept to a systematized concept, “the specific
formulation of a concept adopted by a particular researcher or group of researchers” (Adcock
and Collier, 2001, 530).

3 More precisely, what Isaiah Berlin terms “negative” freedom (2002, 169).
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motivations) and competency (the capacity for rational self-direction; Christman,
2008, sec. 1.1–1.2). Autonomy, in short, requires independence of both will and
action.

In political science, the term autonomous is applied to collectivities as well as
to individuals. One prominent strain of scholarship in this vein is that on state
autonomy. Like the broader literature on individual autonomy, state autonomy
scholars recognize both autonomous preferences and the capacity to achieve desired
outcomes as definitional prerequisites of autonomy. Theda Skocpol, for instance,
asserts that to be “autonomous” a state must be able to

formulate and pursue goals that are not simply reflective of the demands
or interests of social groups, classes, or society. . . Unless such independent
goal formation occurs, there is little need to talk about states as important
actors [or to] explore the “capacities” of states to implement official goals
(1985, 9).

Elaborating upon Skocpol’s requirement of independent goal formation, Pe-
ter Evans suggests that state autonomy entails not only that state goals not be
determined by external social forces, but also that the state possess “the ability
to formulate collective goals instead of allowing officeholders to pursue their indi-
vidual interests” (1995, 45). In other words, autonomous preferences require both
differentiation (preferences that are derived independently of, and thus potentially
diverge from, other actors) and coherence (a single set of corporate goals endorsed
by individual officeholders).

Finally, state autonomy scholars stipulate that, in addition to having coherent
and potentially differentiated preferences, an autonomous state must have the ca-
pacity to “translate [its] preferences into authoritative actions” (Nordlinger, 1981,
7). That is, it must not only be able to formulate policy, but implement it as well.
The two conditions emphasized in the state autonomy literature—differentiated
and coherent goals and the capacity to achieve them—serve as the basis for our
own approach to bureaucratic autonomy, as outlined in section 3.

2.2 Existing Definitions of Bureaucratic Autonomy

We now review the many definitions of bureaucratic autonomy that have been
used by scholars of bureaucratic politics. Three basic strands can be discerned
in the literature on bureaucratic autonomy, each of which emphasizes a different
aspect of the concept. The first strand, predominantly formal in approach, defines
autonomy as the ability to enact policies that will not be limited or overruled by
other political actors. Works in this tradition tend to take preferences, as well as
preference conflict between agencies and their principals, as exogenously deter-
mined. A smaller second branch of the literature, consisting primarily of historical
case studies, utilizes a richer conception of autonomy that emphasizes the process
of preference formation, primarily with respect to the ability of agencies to shift
the preferences of their principals. A third strand of the literature explores the
multidimensionality of bureaucratic autonomy, usually in the context of European
parliamentary regimes.
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2.2.1 Principal–Agent Definitions of Bureaucratic Autonomy

The first and dominant strand of the literature on bureaucratic autonomy has
taken a formal principal–agent approach to modeling the interaction between the
bureaucratic agencies and their political principals. The universe of potential poli-
cies is represented as a possibly multidimensional policy space, and agencies and
other players are assumed to have preferences over outcomes in the policy space.
Bureaucratic autonomy is defined as the extent to which agencies are able to imple-
ment outcomes that diverge from the preferred policies of their principals, without
being prevented ex ante or punished ex post. This is usually operationalized as the
size of the “zone of acceptance”: the set of equilibrium policies that the principal(s)
will not or cannot overturn (Meier, 1993; see also Calvert et al., 1989; Hammond
and Knott, 1999, 1996; Kim, 2008; Bersch and Fukuyama, 2023).

Principals may exert this control over policy in a number of ways. In their
review of the bureaucratic autonomy literature, Bersch and Fukuyama (2023) dis-
tinguish between five potentially interacting mechanisms of political control avail-
able to principals: ex ante procedural limitations on discretion, ex post review,
appointment and promotion power, removal power, and ad hoc political interven-
tions. Budgetary control can be used alongside these mechanisms to make them
effective.

In part because the principal–agent model is so analytically tractable, this
approach has generated a number of useful predictions regarding the extent to
which political principals will delegate to bureaucrats. Epstein and O’Halloran
(1994, 1999) and Bawn (1995) argue that greater policy uncertainty on the part of
political principals leads to greater delegation to bureaucrats. In addition, political
uncertainty—specifically, current elected officials’ belief that they will not be in
power in the future—may result in increased delegation as a means of insulating
policies against future office holders (de Figueiredo, 2002; Ting et al., 2012; but
see Lowande and Salinas-Muniz, Forthcoming).

Another canonical prediction is the “ally principle” (Bendor and Meirowitz,
2004). This principle holds that the extent of delegation will generally increase as
preference conflict—that is, the distance between the ideal points of bureaucrats
and politicians—decreases (though there are exceptions, such as when credible
commitments are important; see Bendor et al., 2001). McCarty (2004) argues that
the fragmentation of appointment, removal, and legislative powers results in de-
creased control over the bureaucracy in the United States relative to parliamentary
systems.

Finally, scholars have found ex ante and ex post mechanisms of bureaucratic
control may be substitutes, in that politicians’ ability to rely on ex post monitoring
diminishes their preference for low-discretion statutes (Bawn, 1997; Gailmard,
2002). Empirical work has offered a good deal of support for these theoretical
propositions, though the evidence is more uneven in some areas than in others
(for reviews, see Huber and Shipan, 2006; Bersch and Fukuyama, 2023).

Despite its contributions, the principal–agent approach has important limita-
tions. Many of these limitations stem from the fact that this framework imposes a
priori a hierarchical relationship between bureaucratic agencies and other politi-
cal actors. Specifically, these models assume that one or more political principals
(legislative houses, the executive, etc.) are in a position to design de novo a delega-
tion mechanism that assigns tasks to one or more agents (bureaucratic agencies).
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This framework captures an important element of truth, insofar as Congress (in
the U.S. case) is constitutionally empowered to pass legislation establishing and
regulating the bureaucracy. However, such institutional formalism neglects much
of the richness of actual politics.

One problem is definitional: in formal models autonomy is often defined in
terms that make it indistinguishable from discretion. As noted above and devel-
oped further below, autonomy is a rich concept that entails both independent goal
formation and the capacity to translate goals into outcomes. By contrast, discretion
refers to how much leeway an actor has within a given sphere of decision making.
While some authors use only one term or the other, the distinction between them
is rarely clear, and a number of scholars use the terms interchangeably.4 Whether
it stems from semantic carelessness or a desire for analytic tractability, this over-
whelming focus on delegated policy discretion is unfortunate. As Daniel Carpenter
argues, bureaucratic discretion

is only a bare tendril of autonomy. . . . Discretion is part of a contractual
arrangement between politicians and an agency they establish. . . . Bureau-
cratic autonomy, by contrast, is external to a contract and cannot be cap-
tured in a principal–agent relationship (2001a, 17).

Because the sequence of play in principal–agent models generally begins with
a principal’s choice over the terms of delegation,5 it is difficult to model dynamics
outside the context of the delegation contract. At some level, since the principal
establishes the rules of the game, any freedom of choice the agent has is itself a
product of the delegation contract (Kiewiet and McCubbins, 1991). In reality, cre-
ating new agencies and delegation mechanisms from scratch is costly and fraught
with uncertainty, and so legislation often assigns new policy tasks to existing agen-
cies already embedded in delegation mechanisms. The fact that bureaucratic agen-
cies already exist when new policies are crafted means that they themselves are
“player[s] in the ‘game’ of policy creation” and can influence the very terms of
delegation (Carpenter, 2001b, 115–6). The principal–agent strain of bureaucratic
autonomy research ignores these dynamics entirely.

This research tradition also suffers from several additional shortcomings. With
a few exceptions (e.g., Epstein and O’Halloran, 1994), existing spatial models
allow political principals only dichotomous choices: they can either let an issue
stand or veto it. This limited range of choices leaves out a wide array of other
possible actions that might impinge on autonomy, such as delay, amendment, or
punishment. In doing so, these models also do not speak to the large literature
on ex ante and ex post methods of political control (McCubbins et al., 1987;
Bawn, 1995; Ting, 2003). Spatial models of complete information also leave aside
the important issue of bureaucratic competence. Scholars in this tradition tend
to assume that bureaucrats have the capacity to perfectly implement a specific
outcome, a dubious assumption in many cases. Exogenous events, a shortage of

4 For example, Meier (1993, 14) defines autonomy as “the discretion to make decisions
concerning agency activities,” and Bersch and Fukuyama (2023, 213) define it as “the degree
of discretion that political principals should grant to bureaucratic agents.” See also Huber and
Shipan’s usage in their review in The Oxford Handbook of Political Economy (2006).

5 Epstein and O’Halloran (1994, 703) provide a typical sequence of play: “Congress designs
an agency, more information about the world is revealed, agencies choose policies, and then
Congress exercises ex post controls over the agency’s decisions.”
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funding or qualified personnel, and other limitations on bureaucratic competence
can be modeled (e.g., Huber and McCarty, 2004) but rarely are.

Additionally, spatial models of bureaucratic autonomy generally assume prefer-
ence divergence between the agency and other actors, and such preference conflict
is implicitly taken to be a necessary condition for autonomy. Empirical scholars
testing the predictions of these models tend to focus on exogenous shocks to the
preferences of the actors. A common strategy, for example, has been to examine
whether shifts in control of Congress or the presidency were followed by shifts in
policymaking by an agency (Weingast and Moran, 1983; Moe, 1985; Eisner and
Meier, 1990; Wood, 1988; Potoski and Woods, 2001). Such shifts are taken as ev-
idence for political control of the bureaucracy, whereas a lack of policy change
indicates of lack of control, or bureaucratic autonomy.6 One problem with this
strategy is that it limits research to publicly controversial issues, neglecting intim-
idation and influence that occurs behind the scenes. Furthermore, as Kiewiet and
McCubbins (1991) note, these measures suffer from observational equivalence: a
perfectly responsive agent that is never punished or reversed by its principal looks
identical to a perfectly autonomous agent immune from external control. More to
the point, preference changes (whether via persuasion or replacement) on the part
of elected officials may themselves reflect the actions of bureaucratic actors (Car-
penter, 2001a). These preference shifts may be “exogenous” to principal–agent
models, but they are indications of bureaucratic autonomy of the deepest sort.

Principal–agent models of bureaucratic autonomy provide valuable insights
about the relationship between agencies and other political actors. They focus
our attention on the salience of political issues for particular principals, and on
the interaction among principals that drives autonomy. Still, the principal–agent
framework, the dominant modeling paradigm in this field, focuses our attention on
a small sliver of bureaucratic autonomy, missing much of what is interesting about
bureaucratic politics. Taking bureaucrats seriously as potentially autonomous po-
litical actors requires alternative strategies.

2.2.2 Autonomy as Shaping the Preferences of Other Actors

A second important strand of the literature, consisting primarily of non-formal his-
torical case studies, highlights aspects of bureaucratic autonomy that the principal–
agent approach misses, particularly its essentially political nature. The outstand-
ing exemplar of this approach is Carpenter’s study of bureaucratic politics in
the late 19th- and early 20th-century United States (Carpenter, 2001a). Our re-
conceptualization of bureaucratic autonomy owes a great deal to Carpenter’s in-
sights, particularly his emphasis on the potential for politically savvy bureaucratic
entrepreneurs to alter the preferences of other political actors.

Carpenter’s rich and realistic definition of bureaucratic autonomy represents
a significant advance over thinner versions of the concept. According to him, bu-
reaucratic autonomy exists “when politically differentiated agencies take sustained
patterns of action consistent with their own wishes, patterns that will not be
checked or reversed by elected authorities, organized interests, or courts” (2001a,
14). He identifies three necessary conditions for bureaucratic autonomy: political

6 To their credit, these authors rarely use the term autonomy to mean the opposite of
political control.
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differentiation, unique organizational capacities, and political legitimacy. Political
differentiation requires that an agency’s preferences be “irreducible”—that is, dis-
tinct from those of other societal and political actors and interests (2001a, 25).
Organizational capacity is equally crucial to Carpenter’s definition, for it allows
agencies (and the bureaucratic entrepreneurs within them) both to engage in pol-
icy experimentation and innovation and to translate their preferences into effective
actions. Whether an agency achieves differentiation and capacity depends greatly
on the bureaucratic culture of the agency (2001a, 24). Finally, bureaucratic au-
tonomy requires legitimacy. An agency must convince a diverse network of citizens
and political leaders of its unique capability and construct a crosscutting “pro-
gram coalition” in support of the agency and its policies. In the relatively rare
circumstances when these conditions are satisfied, agencies are able not only to
implement their preferred policies in the face of political opposition, but even to
shape the policy preferences of voters, organized interests, and politicians (2001a,
33).

Many scholars besides Carpenter have stressed bureaucrats’ potential to mo-
bilize political coalitions of supporters. “No bureau survives,” notes Downs (1967,
7), “unless it is continually able to demonstrate that its services are worthwhile
to some group with influence over the resources to keep it alive.” Rourke (1969,
11) echoes this sentiment in his famous maxim: “a first and fundamental source of
power for administrative agencies in American societies is their ability to attract
outside support.” In his well-known discussion of “iron triangles,” Lowi (1969)
examines one possible arrangement, an insulated and mutually beneficial alliance
among an agency, its clientele, and a congressional committee. In his historical
study of U.S. agricultural politics, Hansen (1991) shows how a bureaucracy can
create its own constituency and thus improve its bargaining position vis-à-vis leg-
islators. Schneider (1993), writing on national bureaucrats in Mexico and Brazil,
notes that presidential appointment and proximity to political patrons insulate
bureaucrats from societal pressures and other political actors. He argues, how-
ever, that this arrangement leaves them with “no independent strength vis-à-vis
the president” (339). Finally, Malay and Fairholm (2020) examine how interest
groups have been able to take advantage of reputational and legal challenges to
limit the autonomy of the Bureau of Land Management. These studies reveal that,
by mobilizing support coalitions, bureaucrats can make it costly for their nominal
political principals to punish or control their agency. At the same time, however,
autonomy from political principals often comes at the price of capture by other
interests.

It is for this reason that Carpenter insists that bureaucratic autonomy requires
that an agency exhibit both preference differentiation and support networks that
cut across partisan and other cleavages. This seems to us a reasonable empirical
claim and one that other scholars have adopted and refined.7 We are concerned,
however, that Carpenter’s definition risks conflating the conditions propitious to
the creation of autonomy, or the process of gaining autonomy, with the condition
of autonomy itself. For example, cultivating a reputation for unique competence

7 For example, Yesilkagit (2004, 531), building on Carpenter, Downs, and others, enumerates
the following list of empirical prerequisites of bureaucratic autonomy: (a) “acceptation of the
agency by its (political) supporters [and] beneficiaries”; (b) legitimacy based on a reputation
for unique capacity and grounded in multiple networks of supporters; and (c) a distinctive and
clearly recognized jurisdiction, area of expertise, and clientele.
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among a crosscutting support network may be a highly conducive to becoming
autonomous, but it is not part of the conceptual core of autonomy. As Roberts
(2006) shows in his case study of the U.S. Federal Emergency Management Agency,
agency reputations are quite fragile, and they promote bureaucratic autonomy
only insofar as they allow agencies to alter to their own advantage the electoral
incentives of politicians. Similarly, Adler (2012) finds that the U.S. Army Corps of
Topographical Engineers experienced a sort of contingent autonomy in the early
nineteenth century, largely by shaping the opinions of elected officials through care-
fully managing information and ideas about lower-visibility territories, and taking
advantage of the dearth of other institutions in the Western U.S. When political
winds shifted, however, this autonomy proved to be short-lived. The conditions
Carpenter describes (entrepreneurship, diverse networks, unique capacity) may in
fact have been necessary for federal agencies in the Progressive-Era United States,
but they might need to be modified for the concept to travel well outside of the
specific context he considers. By building empirical conditions into his definition
of bureaucratic autonomy, Carpenter unduly restricts its domain of applicability.

We also disagree with Carpenter’s decision to build preference divergence into
the very definition of bureaucratic autonomy. In Carpenter’s conceptualization,
“preferences are, by construction, distinct from the preferences of politicians and
organized interests” (Carpenter, 2001a, 17). While we agree that observing bureau-
cratic autonomy without preference conflict may be difficult or even impossible,
we are reluctant to incorporate this condition into our definition of the concept.
Should an agency not be considered autonomous if it arrives at its policy objec-
tives by an independent process, but these goals happen to coincide with another
political actor’s? Indeed, this requirement is curious in light of Carpenter’s chief
insight, which is that autonomous agencies have the ability to bring other actors’
preferences in line with their own.8 Carpenter’s requirement of preference diver-
gence implies that an autonomous agency loses its autonomy if it actually succeeds
in changing the preferences of other actors. This seems to suggest a much more
ephemeral or episodic notion of bureaucratic autonomy than Carpenter (or we)
would advocate.

Carpenter’s work has contributed to our understanding of bureaucratic au-
tonomy in many respects. In departing from the principal–agent framework, he
allows for the study of aspects of autonomy that do not fit well into that frame-
work. He highlights the importance of creative innovation and entrepreneurship
and of strategic political interaction among agencies, citizens, and elected officials.
He focuses our attention on the essentially political nature of bureaucratic au-
tonomy and on the potential for agencies to shape the very preferences of other
actors. Nevertheless, we believe that Carpenter’s definition of bureaucratic auton-
omy would be improved if it were cast in simpler and more general terms that
could apply in a wider array of contexts. We also disagree with his requirement
of actual preference divergence between agency’s and other actors, rather than
merely the potential for such differentiation.

8 Indeed, it is this emphasis on the temporal sequence of preference formation (agency, then
other actors) that necessitates Carpenter’s historical approach, as a methodological move. We
thank Jacob Hacker and Paul Pierson for emphasizing this point to us.
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2.2.3 Multidimensional Conceptions of Bureaucratic Autonomy

A third major literature on bureaucratic autonomy, emphasizing the multidimen-
sional nature of autonomy, focuses on the relationship between bureaucratic agen-
cies and departmental ministers in European parliamentary systems. Scholars in
this tradition identify many types or dimensions of bureaucratic autonomy, each
of which may vary somewhat independently of the others (Christensen and Læ-
greid, 2006a, 13). Verhoest et al. (2004) offer a particularly useful conceptual map
of bureaucratic autonomy (and of its close cousin, “autonomization”). They first
distinguish between “autonomy as the level of decision-making competencies” and
“autonomy as the exemption of constraints on the actual use of decision-making
competencies” (Verhoest et al., 2004, 104–06). The former may loosely be thought
of as the relative absence of ex ante restrictions on agency behavior, and the latter
as involving ex post constraints and punishment.

The first, ex ante branch of autonomy includes managerial autonomy, which
involves agency discretion over “inputs,” such as the agency’s employees9 or inter-
nal budgetary allocations. This branch also encompasses policy autonomy, which
describes an agency’s ability to make decision over policy “outputs.” Agencies
with low policy autonomy may have discretion only over which “(sub)processes
and procedures” to follow in producing goods or services prescribed by political
principals. Agencies with greater policy autonomy, however, are able to select “the
policy instruments [used] to implement the externally set policy and the quantity
and quality of the goods or services to be produced.” In maximally autonomous
agencies, bureaucrats make basic decisions about the groups policies target and
the “societal objectives and outcomes” they aim to achieve (Verhoest et al., 2004,
104–05).10

The second branch of autonomy described by Verhoest and colleagues has four
components, each corresponding to insulation from a different form of ex post con-
trol or punishment from elected officials. The first is structural autonomy, which
describes the degree to which agencies are insulated from elected officials by in-
tervening layers of hierarchy and supervision (Verhoest et al., 2004, 105; see also
Christensen, 1999 and Yesilkagit and Christensen, 2010). In an agency with ex-
tensive structural autonomy, for example, the agency head might be chosen and
evaluated by a supervisory board over which current elected officials have little
control. Financial autonomy denotes the extent to which an agency has indepen-
dent and secure sources of revenue, as well as the extent to which it is responsible
for its own losses (Verhoest et al., 2004, 106).11 A financially autonomous agency is
likely to be relatively insulated from financial punishment (e.g., budget cuts) from
political principals. Legal autonomy denotes the extent to which an agency’s sepa-
rate legal personality under the law prevents or discourages electoral officials from

9 Lægreid et al. (2006, 247) refer to this as personnel autonomy, which entails “discretion
both in personnel matters and in setting pay scales and salaries.”
10 Lægreid et al. (2006, 250) make a further distinction between strategic policy autonomy.
and operational policy autonomy. Strategic policy autonomy “concerns the ability of the agency
to set its own goals and objectives. . . . Operational policy autonomy is the degree of freedom
that agencies have in making decisions about policy instruments and task accomplishment.”
11 Scholars in the “New Public Management” school of public administration have empha-
sized that autonomization can lead to superior performance, but only if proper incentives (such
as risk-transfer and “property rights” over policy areas) are put in place (Verhoest et al., 2004,
101–02)
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interfering in the agency’s “allocation of decision-making competencies.” Finally,
interventional autonomy describes an agency’s freedom from ex post oversight and
punishment by elected officials (Verhoest et al., 2004, 106). Many authors follow
a similar approach to Verhoest et al. (2004) but make further distinctions within
categories.12

In general, this approach is legalistic and rather apolitical, implicitly assuming
strict legal enforcement and a highly functional rule of law, assumptions that are
only sometimes warranted (Dahlström and Lapuente, 2022). Thus these measures
correspond more closely to an agency’s formal autonomy, the legally specified lim-
its of political oversight, than to its “de facto” or “real world” autonomy. Whereas
formal autonomy is likely to be stable in the absence of formal legal changes, real
autonomy is dynamic and contingent on factors such as agency culture and the
power and actions of external political actors (Yesilkagit and van Thiel, 2008; cf.
Hammond and Knott, 1996). As Yesilkagit (2004, 531) stresses, real autonomy is
rarely an “exact reflection” of formal autonomy. Real and formal autonomy are es-
pecially likely to diverge where legal standards are not adequately backed up with
enforcement mechanisms, a condition common in much of the developing world.13

We believe that a multidimensional approach provides much-needed nuance
and realism to the study of bureaucratic autonomy. We would like to resist, how-
ever, the urge to fragment bureaucratic autonomy into a multitude of conceptual
dimensions, each varying independently of the others.14 We therefore adopt a more
general definition of bureaucratic autonomy, while drawing on this literature for
empirical indicators of autonomy, particularly the mechanisms by which elected
political actors can ex ante constrain or ex post interfere with or punish bureau-
cratic agencies.

3 Re-conceptualizing Bureaucratic Autonomy

In light of the limitations of existing definitions, we propose a re-conceptualization
of bureaucratic autonomy. Our aim is to devise a richer definition that incorporates
elements central to autonomy as it is used in other contexts, while still maintaining
continuity with previous research on bureaucratic autonomy.

First of all, we define bureaucratic autonomy as a property of a government
organization staffed by non-elected public officials. While a government agency
may display more or less autonomy in its relations with other political actors,
bureaucratic autonomy does not reside in the relationship between (or dyad of)
two organizations. Such “relational autonomy” is instead a manifestation or con-
sequence of the agency’s monadic autonomy. In this respect we depart somewhat
from the standard principal–agent view of bureaucratic autonomy, which typically
focuses on the relationship between a government agency and a political principal,

12 See, for example, Christensen and Lægreid’s (2006b) edited volume, Autonomy and Reg-
ulation.
13 For example, in Brazil, the president and governors have discretion over how much of an
allocated budget amount will actually be spent on a given agency each year. Although the
legislature specifies that a particular proportion of the total budget should be spent on each
governmental function, the executive may release anywhere from 0% to 100% of the allocated
amount, with almost no legal ramifications (see Desposato, 2001, ch. 2). For a comprehensive
discussion of bureaucratic autonomy in developing nations, see Dasandi and Esteve (2017).
14 See Collier and Levitsky (1997) on the hazards of “diminished subtypes.”
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usually the legislature. By our logic, an agency that is autonomous from one actor
(e.g., Congress) but captured by another (e.g., an interest group) would not be
highly autonomous. Though it may sometimes be convenient to refer to an agency
as “autonomous” or “not autonomous” depending on whether it exceeds some
threshold level of autonomy, we view bureaucratic autonomy as a fundamentally
continuous rather than dichotomous variable.15 Finally, although it may be pos-
sible to conceive of perfect autonomy as an ideal, in practice no institution can
be completely autonomous from all other political and social actors. Rather, some
organizations can be said to be more or less autonomous than others.

Having defined bureaucratic autonomy as a continuous property of as gov-
ernment agency, we now specify what exactly bureaucratic autonomy entails. We
argue that bureaucratic autonomy consists of two sub-concepts: independent goal
formation and policy capacity. By independent goal formation, we mean that the
objectives and preferences of the agency are created independently of, and not
simply derived from, the interests and demands of external socio-political actors.
Following Evans (1995), we argue that autonomous preferences must be both in-
dependent of external actors (differentiation) and collectively endorsed within the
organization (coherence). Our definition of differentiation is procedural in the sense
that what matters is that an agency’s preferences be formed through a process that
could potentially have yielded differentiated preferences—not that the agency’s
preferences actually diverge from those of any particular political actor. Of course,
in practice bureaucratic autonomy may be observable only when the preferences
of the agency conflict with those of other actors, but we view this as an issue of
measurement rather than conceptualization. Even if a bureau does not have dif-
ferent preferences from all other actors, it may still be autonomous if it reached its
preferences through an independent process that could have yielded differentiated
preferences and goals.

Moreover, in our view it makes sense to characterize an agency’s preferences
as “autonomous” only if there is in fact a coherent set of collective goals that are
widely recognized and endorsed by members of the organization. Bureaus with high
levels of autonomy must have functioning collective choice mechanisms in place
to lend coherence to the preferences of the organization, as an organization. It is
likely that high levels of institutionalization and group identity will be observed in
autonomous organizations. Autonomous preferences preclude situations in which
an organization is totally dependent on external sources for information about the
world.

It is not enough for an organization to merely have autonomous preferences;
it must have policy capacity as well. That is, like Nordlinger’s autonomous state,
autonomous agencies are able to “translate their preferences into authoritative
actions.” Focusing solely on formal autonomy is not sufficient since a formally
autonomous agency might have little real autonomy, and an agency with limited
formal autonomy might have a great deal of de facto autonomy. As Gray (2018)

15 Dahl (1989, 48) makes a similar argument with reference to individual moral autonomy:
“Moral action always occurs within limits, many of which—probably most of which—are be-
yond the actor’s control. Like absolute and unlimited freedom, unlimited autonomy is impos-
sible. . . . Moral autonomy is not a constant but a variable; it is not all or nothing, either 0 or
1, but a property or good that one might, so to speak, seek to maximize within reasonable
limits.”
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notes in her analysis of international bureaucratic organizations, institutional de-
sign and actual capacity to implement policy can diverge substantially.

An agency’s policy capacity is a function of its organizational resources and
its freedom from external constraints. First, an agency must have the resources
necessary to accomplish its tasks and goals. Relevant resources may include ample
budgetary funding, a broad legal mandate, a robust planning capacity, a positive
public image, and powerful networks of political support. Second, an agency’s ca-
pacity to implement goals depends on the nature of its relationships with other po-
litical actors—specifically, other actors’ capacity to constrain or punish the agency.
External actors can limit the autonomy of an agency in three basic ways: preven-
tion, reversal, and punishment.

First, an external actor may ex ante prevent an agency from accomplishing an
action. In many cases, an agency cannot act unless another actor positively assents
(or at least declines to veto). For example, an agency may have the planning and
managerial capacity to design and run a new program, but actually implementing
the program may depend on a specific funding appropriation from the legislature. If
the legislature does not approve such an appropriation, the agency cannot achieve
its goal of implementing the program.

Second, an agency may be able to carry out an action unilaterally, but other
actors can reverse or modify the action after the fact. For example, an agency
may take advantage of statutory vagueness to promulgate a regulation of its own
devising, but the legislature may respond with new legislation overturning the
agency’s action.16 In such situations, the agency achieves its goal, but only for a
limited period of time. The length of time it takes for a decision to be overturned
is significant, for in the interim the agency’s action may be the law of the land.
The scope of overturning is also very important. If another actor (such as a court)
merely overturns a specific case or instance of a bureau’s action, this has little
impact on the bureau’s autonomy. On the other hand, the ability of other actors
to overrule entire policies or policy areas restricts bureaucratic autonomy much
more severely.

Third, in some cases an agency can accomplish its goals without being pre-
vented or reversed, but an external actor is able punish the agency by imposing
certain costs on it. For example, an agency whose actions displease its political
superiors may experience dramatic budget cuts; alternatively, individual bureau-
crats may find their salaries reduced or their jobs eliminated. Such punishment
may occur for actions related directly to agency policy-making, or for in response
to political activity or mobilization on the part of the agency. Due to the power of
anticipated reaction, the ability of other actors to punish an agency is likely to have
significant but subtle effects. Indeed, if punishment is a sufficient deterrent it may
never be observed in equilibrium. Thus measuring the extent to which punishment
compromises the autonomy of an agency will be difficult in many cases.

There is nothing inherent in bureaucratic autonomy that requires an agency
only have preferences over policy outcomes. Indeed, many studies of bureaucracy
have posited that bureaucrats seek to maximize their budget or minimize their
effort rather than achieve particular policy goals. Nevertheless, we believe that

16 An example of such an overturning in the judicial sphere would be the Civil Rights Act
of 1991, which reversed a series of U.S. Supreme Court rulings limiting the right to sue over
employment discrimination.
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Bureaucratic autonomy

Independent goal formation

Differentiation Coherence

Policy capacity

Absence of constraints

No veto No reversal No punishment

Sufficient resources

Fig. 1 Conceptual diagram of bureaucratic autonomy, considered as an ideal type. Each child
node represents a necessary condition for its parent.

when studying bureaucratic autonomy it is reasonable and appropriate to restrict
one’s attention to agencies’ preferences over policy outcomes, at least primarily.
While it may be possible to incorporate preferences for leisure or budget size into
the utility functions of bureaucrats, policy outcomes should be the main focus. We
do not mean to imply that an autonomous agency should be able to transform the
world to its specifications, which would be a ridiculously high standard, nor that
it merely be able to formulate regulations that have no actual impact. Rather,
achieving a preferred policy outcome means that an agency implements a policy
that the state apparatus as a whole enforces and views as the legitimate law of
the land.

As Carpenter (2001a) demonstrates, one of the most effective ways an agency
can achieve its policy goals is by manipulating the induced policy preferences of
other political actors, notably elected officials. “Induced” is crucial here, for while
elected officials may also have preferences over policies per se,17 their need to
achieve election typically takes precedence.18 Bureaucrats may influence legisla-
tors’ induced preferences over policy by activating interest group allies, changing
the preferences of constituents, or pursuing other strategies that might change
the reelection calculus for legislators. It is by influencing the election prospects of
their nominal political principals that bureaucrats can influence the very terms of
their delegation contract, which in turn is a means for them to more effectively
achieve their policy goals. The resources and constraints relevant to the renegoti-
ating the delegation contract may be very different from those relevant for setting
policy directly, but both must be considered in assessing levels of bureaucratic
autonomy.

To summarize, we conceptualize bureaucratic autonomy as comprising two
key sub-concepts: independent goal formation and policy capacity (Figure 1). Au-
tonomous agencies possess externally differentiated and internally coherent prefer-
ences that they are able to achieve either directly, by setting policy, or indirectly,

17 Which bureaucrats may also influence by, for example, convincing politicians of the effec-
tiveness of a given policy.
18 In the words of Mayhew (1974, 16), reelection “has to be the proximate goal of [every
elected official], the goal that must be achieved over and over if other ends are to be enter-
tained.”
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through the political process. An agency’s policy capacity depends on its organi-
zational resources and on the extent to which other actors can veto, reverse, or
punish the agency. We believe this conceptualization captures the richness of bu-
reaucratic autonomy, yet is general enough to be applied in many contexts using
a variety of analytic strategies.

4 Measurement

As Fukuyama (2013) discusses, there are fewer attempts to measure executive
branch and bureaucratic quality generally, and bureaucratic autonomy specifically,
as compared to measures of democracy. Here, we consider potential indicators for
the sub-concepts of bureaucratic autonomy discussed above.

We first consider independent goal formation. As noted, this concept has two
components: differentiation and coherence. Differentiated preferences require the
ability to learn about the world “objectively” and without interference, manipula-
tion, or control. In order to formulate policy goals, autonomous agencies must be
able to collect unbiased and relatively complete information about the world as it
relates to their policy area and about the effects of potential policy choices. There
is obviously a limit to how much information an agency can practicably gather.
Under-funded agencies may still be able to collect the information sufficient to
set policy. (We interpret goal formation broadly, to include more than learning.
Multiple agencies are charged with open-ended policy tasks and must decide how
best to accomplish them.) Thus, measures of capacity to gather information must
be sensitive to the level of resources necessary to formulate policy.

We propose the following indicators for differentiated preferences:

1. Qualified staff : Autonomous agencies will have technically qualified staff to
gather information, diagnose problems that the agency should address, and
array the possible steps the agency could take in response to these problems.
Indicators include the number of staff members devoted to information gather-
ing, the average educational background of information-gathering staff mem-
bers, and the comparability of staff salaries to equally qualified individuals in
the private sector. An excellent recent source for data on agency staff is the
Global Survey of Public Servants (Fukuyama et al., 2022).

2. Diverse sources of information: More autonomous agencies should be able
to draw from multiple sources of information so as to avoid excessive depen-
dence on a single source. Less autonomous agencies will be restricted in the
sources they can use or consult. Indicators include the number of different
sources cited in agency reports, the presence or absence of public hearings and
the number and quality of comments received, and the number of different
sources from which the agency can receive outside advice (perhaps measured
through survey or interview data).

3. Investigative powers: Autonomous agencies should have the ability to con-
duct its own investigations rather than simply relying on information from
outside sources. Indicators include whether the agency has subpoena power,
whether it allows for public comments, whether it has an investigative branch,
and whether it can refer investigations to a qualified peer agency.

4. Money for investigations: Agencies that are independent in gathering in-
formation require sufficient funds to perform this task. Indicators include total
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agency funding, percent of funding set aside specifically for information gath-
ering and investigations, the proportion of the annual budget request that is
granted, sources of increased funding if the need arises, and finally how the
information-gathering budget compares to those of peer agencies.

5. Report quality: Autonomous agencies should be able to communicate their
findings and views clearly to outside groups. Doing so makes the agency’s
activities more transparent, which raises the cost of interference. Addition-
ally, high-quality reports will be more valuable to decision-making and policy-
implementing branches of the bureau. Indicators include whether the agency
compiles and publicizes findings and report length.

Independent goal formation also entails coherence: the capacity to formulate
and endorse collective goals. When accepted and legitimized by the constituent
parts of the organization, coherent preferences provide a basis for collective action.
Groups lacking autonomy will divide over collective decisions or foster factions
working at cross-purposes. Autonomous groups will be able to set preferences and
goals with minimal influence or interference from outside actors, meaning that
individuals involved in the collective choice process should be acting as agents of
the bureau rather than as agents of other political actors.

To measure coherent preferences, we propose the following indicators:

1. Organizational identity: Autonomous agencies should be made up of staff
members who share a set of clearly defined roles and aims for the agency.
They should have a sense of belonging to a group whose collective goals they
support and attempt to advance. Survey measures might include questions
about the existence of a group identity and whether individuals have a sense
of the bureau’s “mission.”

2. Veto points internal to the bureau: Veto-points in making decisions about
bureau goals should be internal to the organization rather than external. In-
dicators would include an analysis of which actors have the ability to approve
or halt action on goal formation, as well as the amount of discretion over goal
setting included in the delegation contract.

3. Career stability: In order to foster collective choice mechanisms, an agency
needs a stable staff that is committed to the organization. Indicators include
statistics on the length of time employees spend in the federal bureaucracy,
length of time in a particular bureau, and length of time in a particular position,
as well as opportunities for advancement and promotion within the bureau.

4. Politicization: A highly-politicized bureau in which political appointees are
largely responsible for setting the agenda is not likely to be highly autonomous.
Indicators include the percentage of the bureau’s staff that is made up of polit-
ical appointees as well as the types of political appointees (in the US, Senate-
approved appointees are more likely to have decision-making power than Sched-
ule C appointees (Lewis, 2008); in the Brazilian context, Bersch et al. (2017)
measure autonomy by the share of political appointees and civil servants who
are party members). In this vein, Brierley et al. (2023, 276) provide a review of
recent research that uses employment records to examine politically-motivated
selection of bureaucrats. Qualitative measures of the ability of the organiza-
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tion to respond to political appointees and frustrate their ability to change the
goals or direction of the bureau may also be important here.19

5. Independent leadership: Leadership in an autonomous agency should come
from inside the organization, and should identify primarily with the agency
as opposed to other organizations, a political party, the President or Congress
who appointed them, a class of “top managers,” and so on. Indicators would
include the politicization indicators discussed above, as well as the percentage
of the leadership that is promoted from within the organization, the length of
time leaders spend in the bureau before being promoted to a top position, and
what happens to leaders after they leave their positions (i.e. do bureau chiefs
typically stay on at their positions until retirement or do they quickly move on
to jobs at lobbying firms?).

Once an agency has formed independent preferences and goals, it must also
be able to translate these goals into action. As such, we now turn to indicators
for the second half of our definition of bureaucratic autonomy: capacity. First,
bureaucratic capacity requires the ability to act cohesively as an organization.
The indicators for this sub-concept are similar to those for collective choice, in
that the ability to act cohesively requires the same resources as the ability to
make choices cohesively. One additional indicator that may be more important for
actions than for goal-setting is the existence of a hierarchy that differentiates and
unifies tasks.

Second, the agency must have the ability to act, and to do so independent of
influence from other actors. The literature largely treats this as bureaucratic dis-
cretion, which comprises the legal mandate and the support of political principles
to set policy in some area. This literature, however, leaves out the resources nec-
essary to accomplish these ends. In many cases, agencies may have the discretion
to set policy but not the means to do so. We propose the following indicators for
the ability of an agency to act independently:

1. Legal mandate: Autonomous agencies that are charged with a specific task
(or, following Carpenter, 2001a, not legally precluded from accomplishing a
task) will have the legal authority to set policies. By contrast, less autonomous
agencies may have less freedom (discretion) to move because of legal con-
straints on their potential actions. Indicators include the size of the policy
space within which the agency is required to, permitted to, or prohibited from
acting. Fukuyama (2013) writes that bureaucratic autonomy is ”inversely re-
lated to the number and nature of the mandates issued by the principal. The
fewer and more general the mandates, the greater autonomy the bureaucracy
possesses” (357). Related to the legal mandate of an agency is the level of
regulatory discretion formally delegated to it by the legislature, which may be
measured using statutory language (Kosti, 2024).

2. Financial resources: Autonomous agencies will require funds to set and im-
plement policies. Indicators include total budget, percentage of budget requests
approved each year, and size of budget as compared to peer agencies.

3. Other resources: In addition to money spent on actually carrying out poli-
cies, autonomous agencies require additional resources such as personnel, ex-
pertise, and time. Indicators include the number of employees who specifically

19 For an excellent discussion of qualitative measures related to politicization in a comparative
context, see Granville (2024).
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deal with policy implementation as opposed to preference formation, educa-
tional attainment of staff, “experience” levels of staff, and staff educational
specialization.

4. Case studies of “clash”: A final useful indicator of the ability of bureau-
cracies to act is to identify situations in which the agency and another impor-
tant political actor clash over the ideal policy to implement (see, for example,
Lowande and Potter, 2020). Although such clashes will not occur in all situ-
ations where agencies are acting independently, when they do they can be a
useful indicator of agency power. Studies of exogenous shifts in preferences, ei-
ther on the part of agencies or other actors, would also fall under this category.

Policy discretion often refers to a subset of the policy space, a set of activities
that political principals will allow the agency to undertake without fear of pun-
ishment or reversal. While the second sub-concept above referred to the ability of
an agency to simply act, the third and fourth sub-concepts refer to what happens
after the agency takes a specific action. Third, therefore, we must measure the
ability of an agency to be relatively free from retribution for actions taken. We
suggest the following indicators for this sub-concept:

1. Interest group alliances: Allies who can come to the defense of an agency if
other political actors such as Congress or the President attempt to discipline
the agency may be important for autonomy. Indicators would include both the
number of interest group alliances and their power over political actors. Thus,
a wealthy organization that makes significant campaign contributions would be
more significant here than a small, local organization that writes a few letters
to the President.

2. Reputation: Carpenter (2014) defines reputation as “a set of symbolic beliefs
about an organization, beliefs embedded in multiple audiences” (10). Although
this is a somewhat fuzzy indicator, principles may nonetheless be reluctant to
punish agencies with a well-regarded reputation among the public or other
important actors, especially when the agency has a strong reputation in mul-
tiple important networks. Indicators would likely include interviews or survey
measures of agency reputation and expertise. Bellodi (2023) develops a mea-
sure of reputation based on legislative speeches. An additional indicator would
be whether there exist other agencies or non-governmental organizations with
similar expertise that can offer competing information to political actors.

3. Public goods provided by agency: If an agency provides a vital service, the
legislature (or other political actors) may be reluctant to cut agency budgets
or otherwise impose costs on the agency, even if the latter strays far from
the former’s preferences. Indicators would include the dollar value of services
provided by the agency, type of service provided by the agency, and centrality
of service provided by the agency to the party platform of the President and/or
party in control of Congress.

Fourth, regardless of whether they are directly punished for their actions, au-
tonomous bureaus should be relatively safe from having their decisions reversed
or overruled.

1. Oversight capacity: Political principals have greater or lesser capacity to
identify agency behavior that they would prefer to reverse and then to respond
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accordingly. Indicators here would include the existence and size of oversight
committees, legislative budgets devoted to oversight, and legislative capacity
broadly construed (on this latter measure, see Boushey and McGrath, 2017).

2. Existence of multiple principals: As the number of principals increases, it
will be more difficult for any one principal to overrule the agency because it
will be more difficult for the principles to coordinate on an alternate policy.
The main indicator here would simply be the number of principles who have
the ability to change the bureau’s policies after-the-fact.

3. Numerical count of policy invalidation: Although a rough measure that
may be misleading in equilibrium, a numerical count of the policies reversed
by either the courts or by other actors is a reasonable “first cut” measure of
this sub-concept.

4. Legal factors: The legal opportunities for courts to invalidate policies are cru-
cial for autonomy. This is related to the agency’s legal mandate but distinct
in that courts may interpret different types of delegation in different ways. In
the U.S. context, courts allowed more discretion on the part of agencies un-
der Chevron v. Natural Resources Defense Council, 467 U.S. 837 (1984) but
overruled this decision and proclaimed courts the ultimate expert in Loper
Bright Enterprises v. Raimondo, 603 U.S. (2024). At the same time, agen-
cies themselves may have legal weapons to wield depending on the nature of the
delegation contract (see, for example, Walters, 2013). Indicators here include
length of statute, vague or ambiguous statutory language, statutory language
giving agencies legal recourse to reverse decisions by political actors against
their policies, judicial deference to administrative expertise, the degree of ad-
ministrative law in the policy area, and the strength and independence of a
nation’s court system.

5. Competing policies: An additional important indicator is the number of
competing policies that exist. Where there exist many competing groups cre-
ating alternative policies, an agency may have less autonomy than when the
agency is the sole actor in a particular arena. This is especially true because
principals and other political actors may have a difficult time overruling agency
decisions when there is no viable alternative policy. Indicators would include
the number of other bureaus and non-governmental organizations with over-
lapping missions or issue areas.

Fifth, our definition of autonomy goes beyond discretion and the ability to take
actions and includes the ability of agencies to renegotiate the original delegation
contract. This means that it is critical to measure the ability of agencies to change
the delegation contract and influence the preferences of principals.

1. Diverse interest group relationships/networks: Relationships with in-
terest groups may allow agencies to put pressure on elected officials. Further,
diverse or crosscutting alliances make it possible to influence a range of princi-
pals. Indicators include number of interest group alliances, diversity of interest
group alliances, and the amount of lobbying associated groups engage in with
regard to agency activity.

2. Constituency: An agency with a clear and identifiable constituency and the
ability to mobilize that constituency may also be able to put pressure on
reelection-focused principals. Specific channels might include working through
interest group networks or through more direct contact with constituents. In-
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dicators here would be the degree of solicited outside cooperation and invited
advocacy.

3. Salience of issue: We would expect that agencies dealing with policies that
are central to reelection (i.e. policies are something that a significant portion
of the electorate cares enough about to base a vote on) would be more able
to change the preferences of members of Congress. The major indicator here
would be polling, specifically which issues the electorate seems to base vot-
ing decisions. An additional indicator might be an analysis of the issues that
campaigns focus upon.

5 Conclusion

In this paper, we have re-conceptualized bureaucratic autonomy as comprising
two subconcepts: independent goal formation and policy capacity. Independent
goal formation requires differentiated and collectively coherent preferences. Policy
capacity requires sufficient internal resources as well as freedom from external
constraints such as prevention, reversal, and punishment. This conceptualization is
consistent with how the background concept of autonomy is used in other contexts
and is broad enough to travel across many bureaucratic settings.

We have also proposed a measurement strategy for operationalizing this con-
ceptualization. This operationalization includes multiple indicators for each sub-
concept of bureaucratic autonomy, and brings together an often disparate litera-
ture on the measurement of bureaucratic autonomy under a common conceptual-
ization. While every single individual indicator will not be available for any given
study, we are hopeful that considering this variety of measurement options will
enrich future research on bureaucratic autonomy.
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