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ABSTRACT
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The aims of this thesis were threefold: to explore and increase knowledge of
managerial working conditions in Swedish municipalities, to extend the job
demands-resources (JD-R) model, and to provide information that public sector
decision-makers and human resources departments can use and apply in promoting
sustainable managerial working conditions. The argument in this thesis is that a
contextual perspective on managerial work is needed, entailing a shift in focus from
managers and their individual differences, to the conditions that public sector
managers work under.

In order to address these questions, a strategic sample of organizations and
managers that allowed for comparison and examined systematic differences and
similarities among them was used, accompanied by contextual quantitative and
qualitative methods that included both subjective appraisals and more objective
assessments and data on several levels.

The main theoretical framework was based on the latest development in the
work stress field, where theoretical and empirical insights from several decades
have been developed into the JD-R model. The model takes a balanced approach in
explaining negative as well as positive aspects of occupational well-being. Unlike
previous models, the JD-R model can be adapted and tailored to the specific
context and study group.

This thesis comprises four empirical studies with specific aims. In the first
study, the main aim was to explore different types of naturally occurring
psychosocial work situations for municipal managers, based on the combination of
job demands and job resources, by means of cluster analysis. Certain focus was
also given to investigating how the work situations could be differentiated
regarding sustainability indicators for managerial health, motivation, and
performance. In the second study, these psychosocial work situations were
followed up 2 years later, and the main aim was to investigate how the situations
longitudinally predict managerial turnover using logistic regression and thereby
identify groups that are at a high risk or a low risk for turnover, actual as well as



intended. The main aim of the third study was to establish how the span of control
— that is, the number of subordinates per manager as one of several possible
organizational determinants of psychosocial working conditions — affects
operational public sector managers’ job demands, using multilevel regression
analysis. In the fourth and final study, the main aim was to deepen the
understanding of first-line human service managers’ work assignment and
psychosocial working conditions by qualitatively and externally assessing the job
demands and job resources as well as the balance between them, through work
content analysis, in order to provide explanations of the current work strain of this
group of managers.

The first overall conclusion of this thesis is that public sector managers
work in a wide array of diverse situations, including balanced as well as unbalanced
psychosocial working conditions in terms of job demands and job resources. An
unbalanced work situation, characterized by a lack of correspondence between the
job demands posed and the job resources provided, was found to be a reality for a
large number of the managers, especially within human services. The psychosocial
working conditions were found to be related to consequences for managerial
sustainability in terms of health, performance, motivation, and turnover. In
addition, the contextual approach applied contributed to identifying organizational
and structuring factors — in other words, the type of service the manager works in
and the manager’s span of control, managerial position, gender, age, and
managerial experience — that provide reasons for the variation in psychosocial
working conditions and their consequences. Taken together, the results can provide
guidance for actions to be taken in order to promote sustainable psychosocial
working conditions for public sector managers, thus reducing both significant
individual and organizational costs.
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INTRODUCTION

A well-functioning management is a highly important precondition when it
comes to creating healthy and productive public sector organizations. Operational
managers hold key positions in the public sector through their responsibility to
lead, manage, and develop their welfare organizations. Managerial work in the
public sector is challenging, since the levels of complexity, demands, and
expectations are generally high. The interests from numerous stakeholders such as
politicians, senior management, audit authorities, employees, clients, and their
relatives must constantly be balanced. Managerial work in the public sector may
also be especially rewarding, with the notion of doing good and making a
difference for the public, particularly benefiting the welfare of the whole society, as
discussed by public service motivation theorists (e.g., Rainey & Bozeman, 2000).

Changed managerial work — Is there a problem?

Managerial work in the public sector appears to have changed radically
during recent decades, pointing toward a troublesome work situation in which
organizational changes, economic constraints, and disadvantageous psychosocial
working conditions have become a larger part of managerial work (Ball, 2003;
Trydegard, 2000). Managers have been shown to be negatively affected by their
work situation (Swedish Work Environment Authority, 2011), and maintaining
managers’ health, as well as attracting and retaining skilled managers, has become
an area of great concern for managerial sustainability in the public sector (e.g.,
Bjorklund, Lohela-Karlsson, Jensen, & Bergstrom, 2013; Danielsson et al., 2012;
Héarenstam & MOA Research Group, 2005; Skagert, Dellve, & Ahlborg Jr, 2012;
Vinberg & Landstad, 2013).

A knowledge gap

Despite these findings, research is scarce within this area and few studies
have focused on the working conditions and sustainability of public sector
managers. Although the studies on this specific group of employees are few, they
have signaled problems with job strain, stress, and fatigue (Ahlborg et al., 2006;
Bjorklund et al., 2013), as well as with high levels of sick leave (Lidwall, 2010;
Lindholm, Dejin-Karlsson, Westin, Hagstrom, & Uden, 2004; Westerlund, Ferrie,
Jeding, Oxenstierna, & Theorell, 2004). In addition, there is a push to acquire more
knowledge, since a high proportion of managers are approaching retirement, in
combination with a number of managers wanting to leave their jobs voluntarily.
This problem has been highlighted by several public sector representatives, such as
unions and employer organizations, and further confirmed by several recent
scientific studies (Cregard & Solli, 2012; Skagert et al., 2012).

Thus, the conditions that public sector managers work under might be
questioned and their sustainability might be threatened. Managers who are able to,
as well as want to, work as managers over the long term are crucial, especially in
times characterized by challenging developments in public organizations, the
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increased demands of an aging population, increased immigration and urbanization,
and financial deficits in many societies. Managerial work in the public sector must
be attributed significance in order to promote healthy and attractive jobs and to not
jeopardize the future of public sector organizations and thus the welfare society.

A contextual approach

The present thesis applies a contextual approach in order to shed new light
on managerial working conditions in the public sector. Within this thesis, a
contextual approach means that the focus is turned from managers and their
individual differences, to the conditions that public sector managers work under.
Furthermore, context is considered a layered concept wherein managers are
influenced both by the context immediately proximal to them, i.e., their
psychosocial working conditions, and by the larger organizational context. The
context and its layers are reflected in theory, design, and method. Managerial
working conditions in the public sector are investigated through strategic sampling
and methods that take into account the context in which managers work, as well as
the variations in that context. The results are directed toward public sector decision-
makers and human resources departments, where the knowledge provided and the
ways in which it is presented are aimed at helping them to understand the
conditions that managers work under. Such knowledge is a valuable basis for
planning improvements to unsatisfactory work situations and thereby for promoting
the creation of sustainable managerial work. It is also crucial in attracting and
retaining skilled managers and securing the future of the public sector.
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Aims of the thesis

The aims of this thesis were first, to explore and increase the knowledge of
managerial working conditions in Swedish municipalities. Second, the aims
included extending and developing the job demands-resources (JD-R) model by
applying contextual methods and placing special emphasis on public sector
managers. Finally, the aspiration was also to provide information that public sector
decision-makers and human resources departments can use and apply in promoting
sustainable managerial working conditions. The argument in this thesis is that a
contextual perspective on managerial work is needed.

The specific aims of the included studies were as follows:

— To identify and describe different types of managerial work situations,
based on the combination of job demands and job resources from
several sources, and thereby to detect high-risk and low-risk work
situations in terms of managerial sustainability (Study I and II).

— To determine whether organizational characteristics can explain
differences in psychosocial working conditions among operational
public sector managers (Study III).

— To apply a method for externally assessing job demands and job
resources as well as the balance between them in public sector
managerial work (Study IV).

Organization of the thesis

The first section of the body of this thesis consists of a theoretical and
empirical background. After the Theoretical and Empirical Background section, the
research design of the overarching project' that this thesis is a part of is presented
in the Materials and Methods section, together with the specific methodology and
empirical material used in the studies making up this thesis. In the Main Findings
section, the results of the four studies are summarized and then the general
contributions from them are examined in the Discussion section. The Conclusions
section completes the thesis.

! This thesis is part of a large research and development project referred to CHEFiOS (Harenstam & Ostebo, 2014a),

which is a Swedish acronym for Management, Health, Efficiency, and Prerequisites in the Public Sector.
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THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL
BACKGROUND

The understanding of managerial work as a context-bound practice is
underestimated in management research and theory (e.g., Dierdorff, Rubin, &
Morgeson; 2009; Johns, 2006; Mintzberg, 2006). Individual characteristics have
historically been the main attention of the leadership and management research
field (Vroom & Jago, 2007), although mainstream research has differed in its focus
over time (e.g., Bass & Stogdill, 1990; Northouse, 2007; Yukl, 2010). Initially, the
attention was turned to the personality characteristics of the leader (Stogdill, 1948),
which later shifted to the skills of the leader and the conviction that leadership
could be taught and trained (Katz, 1974; Yukl, 2010). Efficient leadership
behaviors in terms of task orientation and relationship orientation were later
highlighted (Blake & Mouton, 1964), followed by the notion that efficient
leadership may vary between situations. Hence, situational characteristics were
then put in the spotlight of the leadership research, mainly through Fiedler’s (1967)
contingency theory and Hersey and Blanchard’s (1969) situational theory. The
commonly used situational approach to leadership, which has been used
extensively in organizational leadership training and development (Northouse,
2007, p. 91), focuses on situational influences, thus constraining the leader who
must then adapt his or her style of leadership to the situation at hand (Hersey &
Blanchard, 1969). Thereafter, a line of leadership theories with an emphasis on
motivating employees and consisting of different leadership styles was introduced
by Bass (1985). Leadership style theories are still the most researched today
(Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009), with the main emphasis on transformational
leadership as the supreme leadership style (Yukl, 2010). As a result, the
concentration on managers’ styles and strategies within the leadership literature has
largely come to overshadow the way in which managers are influenced by the
situation or context in which they are functioning (Vroom & Jago, 2007), which is
the focus of this thesis.

Although an overall definition of context is missing in the literature
(Mowday & Sutton, 1993), the organizational context has, for instance, been
defined as “‘situational opportunities and constraints that affect the occurrence and
meaning of organizational behavior as well as functional relationships between
variables” (Johns, 2006 p. 386) and ““stimuli and phenomena that surround and thus
exist in the environment external to the individual, most often at a different level of
analysis” (Mowday & Sutton, 1993 p. 198). These phenomena have for the most
part been studied separately from the individual and his or her work (Barley &
Kunda, 2001; Cappelli, 2006; Mowday & Sutton, 1993). However, in order to
understand how the organizational context shapes individual working conditions
and health, both features need to be addressed (Bejerot & Héarenstam, 2010;
Héarenstam, 2008). The resulting gap between perspectives and traditions has
further led to less being known about how working conditions in the organization
influence managers (Brazier, 2005). Management is part of the organizational
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context, made up by the structures and cultures within which individuals work
(Fullan, 2006; Mowday & Sutton, 1993; Nyberg, 2009), but managers are also, like
any other employee, affected by the context (Brazier, 2005; Vroom & Jago, 2007;
Yammarino & Bass, 1991). The organizational context is a reality that must be
taken into account, and it can be considered a helpful counterpoint to the
individual-centered theories (Johns, 2001). Although differences between managers
are not irrelevant, the effects of the situation or context can dwarf these variations
(Vroom, 2000; Vroom & Jago, 2007). Therefore, it is of great importance to
incorporate the context into the field of management research (Brazier, 2005).

With this backdrop, the theoretical and empirical background consists of
and is organized around four aspects of managerial work in the public sector. In
line with the contextual approach of this thesis, knowledge of the setting in which
managerial work takes place in the public sector is needed. Hence, the first section
of the theoretical and empirical background consists of an introduction to (1) the
organizational context of managerial work, providing an introduction to the public
sector and the changes it has undergone in general and the organizational context of
municipalities in particular. In the two sections that follow, the main focus of the
thesis is framed by elaborating on (2) the content of managerial work and (3) the
conditions of managerial work. Thereafter, some of (4) the consequences of
managerial work in terms of sustainability are summarized. The theoretical and
empirical section concludes in a section on the contextual approach that frames the
scope of this thesis and the guiding theoretical and analytical model derived from
that approach.

The Organizational Context of Managerial Work

Today, most researchers acknowledge that management is an interaction
between the manager and the situation in which the manager takes part (Fiedler,
1996; Johns, 2001; Vroom, 2000). Johns (2001) has argued that consideration of
context is essential in understanding and developing meso-level connections such
as person—situation interactions. The organizational context can provide restrictions
on or opportunities for certain behaviors and attitudes, and thus influence its
employees in several ways (Harenstam, 2008; Johns, 2001). A favorable context
can, for example, assist the individual to find ways to cope with different kinds of
work-related challenges (Ekman & Arnetz, 2005). And whereas good
organizational structures may help prevent disease or contribute to health, less
favorable structures can generate ill health among employees (Thulin Skantze,
2006). Bennis (2007) stressed that “if we have learned anything in the decades
psychologists have now devoted to the study of leadership, it is that leaders do not
exist in a vacuum” (p. 3). These days, it is more or less taken for granted that the
organizational context and conditions matter.

Studies focusing on these organizational factors are less common, however,
although such knowledge has strong implications for the prevention of job stress,
and very little is thus known about which organizational factors are the most
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important (Harenstam, 2008). It has been argued that more research needs to be
done on how country-specific institutional characteristics manifest themselves at
the level of the individual manager (Noordegraaf & Stewart, 2000).

The public sector

Generally, organizations in the public sector have been found to have many
similarities with private sector organizations, but they also face special
requirements and have some unique prerequisites (Boyne, 2002; Noordegraaf &
Abma, 2003; Rainey & Bozeman, 2000). Hence, managers who work in the public
sector also face unique prerequisites (Boyne, 2002; Pollitt, 1993; Rainey, 1991;
Ranson & Stewart, 1989). It has been argued that public and private management
are fundamentally different in the rules that each sector rests on. In the public
sector, traditional public sector values, including representativeness, justice, and
equality before the law, are intermingled with modern managerial ideals on
economy and efficiency (Noordegraaf & Stewart, 2000). Hence, public sector
organizations are more multifaceted, with more objectives and stakeholders to
consider, thus creating a high level of complexity for those who work there
(Hagstrom, 1990). Organizations in the public sector, for instance, have external
actors, such as politicians, with extensive influence over resources and decisions
that impact on public organizations and their workforce (Pandey & Wright, 2006;
Ranson & Stewart, 1989). Many public sector organizations are also characterized
by their special relationships with their recipients or clients (Soderfeldt et al.,
1996), and a very large part of the public sector is oriented toward human services,
a welfare sector that includes care and education (Hasenfeld, 1983; Thylefors,
2007).

Furthermore, the public sector in Sweden has, like in many other countries,
undergone big changes on several levels during recent decades. Cost-effectiveness
has been suggested to be the main incentive for the changes in the public sector in
general (Bach & Della Rocca, 2000), and Sweden is no exception. Since the 1990s,
financial difficulties and fewer resources have increased demands on the public
sector in Sweden that it be cost-effective and still be able to offer services of high
quality. It has led to aggressive cost-cutting initiatives that in most cases have
involved downsizing (Montin, 2004).

New public management (NPM) — in other words, introducing economic
and managerial ideas from private companies into public organizations (Hood,
1991) — has often been launched at times of financial crisis accompanied by
downsizing (Bach & Della Rocca, 2000). At a higher level, NPM is a general
theory and model postulating that the public sector can be improved by imitating
and copying managerial methods from the private sector, where management
approaches such as scientific management have long traditions (Taylor, 1911). Ata
more practical level, however, NPM is an array of specific concepts and practices
including, for example, a greater emphasis on performance, decentralized and
flattened organizations, and market-type mechanisms (Pollitt & Sorin, 2011). NPM
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