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The benefits of shared leadership
on minister-junior minister
delegation and accountability

Pedro Silveira*

Praxis - Centro de Filosofia, Política e Cultura, Universidade da Beira Interior, Covilhã, Portugal

The relationships between ministers and their junior ministers have hardly

been addressed in the literature, yet they are crucial to understanding

government departmental dynamics. Using a principal agent framework, this

article analyses 144 minister-junior minister relationships in three Portuguese

governments (2005–2015), uncovering serious divergences (agency losses). The

results were obtained through a qualitative approach, using many sources,

including 111 interviews with former Portuguese prime ministers, ministers

and junior ministers, content analysis, and one Minister’s direct observation.

It concludes that sharing the decisional power (shared leadership) improves

accountability (promoting preference alignment and reducing asymmetric

information), preventing and dealing e�ectively with divergences.
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1 Introduction

In mid-April 2016, several Portuguese media reported, with great prominence, the
resignation of the Junior Minister (JM) for Sport and Youth Affairs. João Wengorovius
Meneses left, after less than 5 months in the position, declaring his ’profound disagreement
with the Minister of Education, with regard to the policy for sport and youth affairs and
the way of holding public office≫. Although the reasons are usually less explicit, conflicts
between the Minister and the JM are frequently reported in the press. Situations like this
are not unique to Portugal, with concrete cases of conflict between these political actors
in several countries (Chabal, 2003, p. 41; Knapp and Wright, 2006, p. 138; Riddell et al.,
2011, p. 18; Theakston et al., 2014, p. 18). They represent a problem with an impact on
government functioning but also on democracy itself.

The divergences between the Minister and the JM represent a government problem
since they jeopardize the policy-implementation performance, contributing decisively
to political instability. On the one hand, they limit the government’s capacity to act
collaboratively and effectively in the policy area. On the other hand, they are at the origin
of deselections, leading to successive changes in political orientation during the mandate.
They also represent a democratic problem as they distort the link between citizens’ will
and implemented policies. Indeed, representative democracy can be seen as a sequence of
specific delegations between voters and policy implementation (Strøm, 2000). As popular
sovereignty is not practiced directly, it implies a delegation to legitimate representatives,
who, in turn, can also delegate. At the same time, whoever delegates has the legitimacy
to control the delegates’ actions, which means that, for example, Public Administration
is accountable to the government or the JM to the Minister. Thus, a democratic regime
implies accountability, which guarantees consistency between popular will and decisions.
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In this context, any failed delegation interrupts the link to
the source of democratic legitimacy (Palmer, 1995, p. 169)—
the voters—so it is important to analyze the various stages of
delegation. Although relevant—and, as we mentioned earlier,
possibly problematic—one of the least studied stages is precisely
the one concerning Minister and the JM. In Portugal, its study is
particularly relevant since JMs play a fundamental role in the daily
life of the department and a remarkable role in policy formulation
(Lobo, 2005, p. 193; Silveira, 2021, p. 98–102). However, the
national literature has mainly focused on ministers (Costa Pinto
and Tavares de Almeida, 2018), ignoring the relationship with their
main collaborators.

The main objective of this article is to assess the divergences
between the Minister and the JM, as well as the role of ministerial
leadership in its prevention and management. As there is a latent
conflict in the relationship of these actors, only a few face serious
divergences that call delegation into question. What justifies this
difference is mainly the adoption of traditional leadership instead
of shared leadership. The former hinders the JM’s accountability,
while the latter promotes interaction and teamwork, reinforcing
the mechanisms for preventing and resolving disagreements.
Therefore, this argument highlights the importance of the type
of leadership, which is usually not explored when looking at the
democratic delegation chain.

The following section presents the two strands of literature
relevant to this research problem. Then, the fundamental
methodological choices are presented. A framework for JMs in
Portugal is provided in the following section, namely regarding
the institutional context, recruitment practices, and autonomy.
The following section presents an empirical assessment of the
conflict between ministers and JMs in Portugal, distinguishing
and quantifying common and severe divergences. After that, it is
discussed how shared leadership improves JMs accountability, both
ex ante and ex post. Finally, conclusions are stated.

2 Literature review and research
expectations

2.1 The relationship between ministers and
junior ministers

In 1985, Jean Blondel pointed out that studies on ministerial
elites were still in their infancy (Blondel, 1985, p. 8). The scenario
is significantly different a few decades later, with a remarkable
profusion of studies on ministers (Blondel and Thiébault, 1991;
Tavares de Almeida et al., 2006; Dowding and Dumont, 2009;
Costa Pinto and Tavares de Almeida, 2018). Although the scenario
is quite different concerning JMs, studies on these government
actors are starting to emerge, particularly considering their role
in coalition governments (Thies, 2001; Giannetti and Laver,
2005; Lipsmeyer and Pierce, 2011; Carroll and Cox, 2012; Falcó-
Gimeno, 2014; Greene and Jensen, 2016) but also their recruitment
profile (Marangoni, 2012; Real-Dato et al., 2013; Silveira, 2016;
Vartolomei, 2023) and their length in office (González-Bustamante
and Olivares, 2015; Carmo Duarte and Silveira, 2021).

Although some studies admit that JMs perform essential
functions (Askim et al., 2018), they tend to look at the

position instrumentally, obscuring their role in government and
departments (Giannetti and Laver, 2005, p. 98). In this way, they
do not allow to obtain a realistic image of the political dynamics
involving this position, namely those concerning the relationship
with the Minister. The exploration of this relationship has emerged
in research devoted to government, ministers or JMs (Theakston,
1987; Searing, 1994; Chabal, 2003; Rhodes, 2011; Theakston et al.,
2014). Consequently, only a few pages have been devoted to the
specific outlines of the interaction between ministers and JMs.

The only attempt to specifically and systematically explore the
relationship between the Minister and the JM was carried out by
Real-Dato and Rodríguez-Teruel (2016). These authors concluded
that JMs’ role has an eminently specialized and policy-oriented
nature in Spain, as the recruitment profile of these individuals
reveals a high degree of expertise, with political competences
and party ties having complementary importance (Real-Dato and
Rodríguez-Teruel, 2016, p. 18). More relevant, however, is their
contribution to the conceptualization of delegation between a
minister and a JM, by using the principal-agent theory (Real-Dato
and Rodríguez-Teruel, 2016, p. 3–4).

2.2 Minister-junior minister delegation and
accountability

The theoretical model that regards democracy as a chain
of delegation and accountability between voters and Public
Administration (Strøm, 2000) does not contemplate Junior
Ministers. Nonetheless, in this framework, the JM could be seen
as a link in this chain, that is, as someone who acts (agent)
on behalf of another (principal), reporting to that individual.
Formally, JM should act as agents of their ministers, but the
singularity of that relationship could be challenged by the existence
of multiple principals, as the prime-minister, the party, the public
administration, or interest groups (Real-Dato and Rodríguez-
Teruel, 2016). However, in this case, we believe that the critical
aspect is to understand the relationship between the agent (JM)
and their lawfully principal (minister), allowing us to recognize
how that relationship is affected by other actors who act as de

facto principals.
Thus, following the analytical model used by Strøm et al. (2003),

we look at how accountability ex-ante and ex-post is used to avoid
agency losses between ministers and JM delegation relationship.
Agency losses occur “when agents take action that is different from
what the principal would have done, had she been in the agents’
place (Strøm, 2003, p. 61). As in any delegation stage, they could
occur due to preference divergences and asymmetric information
(Müller et al., 2003, p. 23). In the first situation, the agent (JM)
has different objectives vis-à-vis the principal (Minister), and in the
second the principal (Minister) has no sufficient information on the
preferences, competences and/or behavior of the agent (JM).

To avoid agency losses any principal relies on accountability,
which entails the capacity to exert control, demanding information
and sanction the agent (Schedler, 1999, p. 17; Strøm, 2003, p. 62).
An agent is accountable toward a principal when acts on his behalf
and the principal have the right to guide and demand information
as well as punish (or compensate) him. Any principal can use
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a variety of accountability mechanisms to prevent and mitigate
agency losses (Lupia, 2003). More concretely, in his relationship
with the JM, a minister can use mechanisms such as contract design
(i.e., to define in advance the terms of the relationship, aligning
the preferences and sharing information a priori) and supervision
(i.e., to control the agent’s behavior in office, aiming to obtain
information and act a posteriori if necessary).

Nevertheless, those mechanisms were never previously studied
concerning the minister-JM delegation. As expressly mentioned by
Real-Dato and Rodríguez-Teruel (2016, p. 4, 10), their article does
not address Minister-JM agency losses, since a broader perspective
would necessarily imply the use of another methodology: “Clearly,
a complete understanding of the delegation relationship JMs
are involved in should require this approach be complemented
by the use of direct methods of discovery such as surveys,
qualitative interviewing and/or participant observation.” Thus,
despite making a vital contribution to theoretically framing the
relationship between theMinister and the JM, it leaves fundamental
theoretical and empirical questions open. This study follows that
challenge, aiming to address the role of JMs in the democratic chain,
which implies studying their relationship with the Minister, namely
regarding leadership.

2.3 Shared leadership

Robert Tucker (1995, p. 15) parsimoniously defined leadership
as following: ’a leader is one who gives direction to a collective’s
activities’. Therefore, political leadership refers to the influence
of someone in defining the options of the political community,
guiding the remaining members (Edinger, 1975, p. 257; Kellerman,
1984, p. 71).

Ministerial leadership is a specific type of political leadership,
insofar as it concerns the governing institution and, within its
scope, the leadership of each department and respective sub-areas.
As in any leadership process, what is at stake is the ability to
define the group’s direction, which in this case corresponds to the
definition of policies in this area of government action (Andeweg,
2014, p. 537). In this sense, ministerial leadership responsibilities
imply assuming a pre-eminent role in the political options of the
department and, more specifically, of its sub-areas.

The distinction between traditional leadership and shared
leadership has emerged as one of the most important distinctions
between types of leadership. Traditional (or vertical) leadership
refers to the idea that ’one person is firmly “in charge” while the rest
are simply followers’ (Pearce, 2004, p. 47). It implies, therefore, a
relationship of superiority. In this type of leadership, the decisional
role is performed by a single individual through a process that
tends to be formal and hierarchical (top-down). The leader is solely
responsible for guiding the group to pursue collective objectives.
Also sometimes referred to as heroic leadership (Yukl, 2009), it
relies on the individual leader’s abilities (experience, competence,
vision, charisma, etc.) to dictate the path to be followed by
the group.

In opposition to this classical perspective, shared leadership
has been theorized, defined as ’a dynamic and interactive influence
process among individuals in work groups, in which the objective

is to lead one another to the achievement of group goals’ (Pearce
and Conger, 2003, p. 286). Wu et al. (2020) synthesized the
four essential characteristics that the literature has pointed to
shared leadership:

• Multiple: there is more than one actor in charge of leadership
responsibilities. Instead of a single leader with superior
influence capacity, there is a sharing of the relevant role
concerning group guidance (Cox et al., 2003, p.53);

• Informal: actors emerge from the team and take on leadership
responsibilities, even if they are formally of lower status.
Even if someone is officially designated as the leader, group
members perceive themselves as peers (Pearce and Sims, 2002,
p. 176; Pearce and Conger, 2003, p. 2);

• Interactive: it presupposes a collaborative interaction
process in executing leadership responsibilities. The group’s
functioning implies teamwork, which entails frequent contact
and a fluid exchange of information.

• Dynamic: a relationship of constant mutual influence takes
place, where members constructively challenge each other to
pursue common goals. There is a permanent lateral influence
(among peers), due to the horizontal nature of relationships
within the group (Pearce and Sims, 2002, p. 176).

Shared leadership is thus contrary to the typical image of
leadership composed of just one individual. Instead, it is a type
of leadership where individuals jointly decide who, when and
how to hold the wheel, sharing this responsibility throughout the
journey. Of course, in shared leadership there is also hierarchical
influence, that is, there are always occasions when an individual
has prominence over others. However, unlike vertical leadership,
it is characterized by an essentially horizontal process (Pearce and
Conger, 2003, p. 2).

Considering these features and although usually removed from
the ministerial or even political context, the potential of shared
leadership was also detected in the public sector (Ansell and Gash,
2008; Ospina, 2017).

2.4 Research expectations

This article aims to create bridges between these two
separate strands of literature—Minister-JM relationship and shared
leadership—to understand if and how shared leadership could help
prevent and manage severe disagreements. Considering that these
political actors must work together within the department, the
previously mentioned features of shared leadership (i.e., multiple,
informal, interactive, and dynamic) could be advantageous to create
a close, open and horizontal relationship. Such a relationship could
benefit both the accountability ex-ante and ex-post, helping avoid
and cope with serious divergences (i.e., abnormal antagonistic
positions on important issues, considered as such by the actors).

In fact, the literature has emphasized the positive impact
of shared leadership on group behavior, namely improving the
capacity to face problems and crises (Pearce et al., 2004) and
promoting consensus decision-making, which reduces group
conflicts (Ensley et al., 2006; Bergman, 2012; Ospina, 2017).
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Therefore, we expect Minister-JM relationships characterized by
shared leadership would be less prone to severe divergences.

3 Materials and methods

The research strategy to evaluate the above expectation is based
on the analysis of the relationship between ministers and their
JMs, appointed in three Portuguese governments (2005–2015).
There are a total of 188 cases in this period. Their systematic
analysis allows assessing the extent to which divergences call into
question the delegation betweenministers and JMs in Portugal. The
methodological approach is essentially qualitative, since inferences
were generated through a comprehensive interpretation of non-
numerical sources and presented in a discursive manner. However,
quantification is used to complement and reinforce the conclusions
whenever possible.

Most of the sources referred to by Rhodes (1995, p. 32)
as useful to study the executive are used. We resort to direct
observation, official records of Diário da República (Portugal’s
official journal), legislative acts, government documents, press,
biographies and autobiographies, agendas of ministers and JMs,
and data on ministerial recruitment, other secondary sources and,
finally, interviews.

Interviews are a key element in this work, as they allowed us
to acquire an in-depth perspective on the relationship between the
Minister and the JM. Considering the large number of interviews
that it was possible to carry out and analyze, we were able to
establish consistent patterns and interpret the exceptions. As Heclo
andWildavsky (1974, p. xiii) insightfully emphasized ’[t]he cure for
ignorance about how something gets done is to talk with those who
do it; the cure for the confusion which then replaces the ignorance
is to think about what you are told’.

Interviews were carried out with former PMs, ministers
and JMs of the XVII, XVIII and XIX Governments, covering
three different governments (Supplementary material 1). In the
period analyzed (March 2005–October 2015), 181 individuals hold
government functions, and we contacted all of them. In the end, we
were able to carry out 78 semi-structured interviews (43% of the
ministers and JMs appointed). However, since several individuals
were appointed more than once between 2005 and 2015, these
78 individuals represent 98 government experiences. This type of
interview allowed to ask the same questions to all actors in the same
position but, at the same time, to have the opportunity to deepen
certain specificities of each case (cf. Supplementary material 2). In
this way, comparability and quantification capacity was gained
without losing depth.

When it was possible to conduct an interview with the JM or
with the Minister, we considered that the relationship was covered.
Fortunately, we could interview the Minister and the JM in many
cases, allowing an important data triangulation. With 188 cases
in the period analyzed, it was possible to cover 144 (77% of the
Minister-JM relationships), covering all the ministerial portfolios
(cf. Supplementary material 3). The interviews were conducted
between October 2016 and July 2017, with an average duration of
60min. All individuals were guaranteed confidentiality, and they
were not attributed authorship of any citation. The interviews were

recorded and transcribed, with very few exceptions from former
members of the government who did not allow the recording.

In addition to the interviews with ministers and JMs appointed
between 2005 and 2015, we conducted 32 exploratory interviews
between January and June 2016. The purpose of conducting these
interviews was mainly to test the questions, allowing us to rectify
inconsistencies and fill gaps. In addition, it made it possible to gain
a good knowledge of government and ministerial functioning from
an early stage. The choice criterion was essentially the diversity
of ministerial and junior ministerial portfolios, the diversity of
government type and, in particular, the accumulation of different
government experiences. Indeed, as many of these 32 individuals
held various positions, it was possible to analyze more than
100 government experiences in an exploratory manner. This fact
allowed us to obtain the perspective of individuals who occupied
multiple positions and related to various ministers or JMs, in
different government contexts.

The interviews were subject to content analysis, using
MAXQDA software. Thus, after conducting the exploratory
interviews, categories relating to the various subjects under analysis
were created. There were 288 categories, which, applied to 111
interviews, totaled 6,034 coded excerpts. The codes were generated
using a mixed deductive-inductive approach. They were derived
theoretically, considering the research objectives and the delegation
and accountability theory. But they were also generated inductively
after a first reading of all the interviews, allowing to refine those
generated deductively.

Aiming to maximize consistency, a codebook was built, which
guided the encoding. In addition, each interview was coded by
the author twice at different times, and the discrepancies were
later individually addressed, examined, and arbitrated, allowing
result validation and standardization. Even if it was impossible to
use two coders (in order to maximize inter-coder consistency),
intra-coder reliability was high (0,93) and an expert on ministerial
elites was used to discuss and validate the codebook and arbitrate
the discrepancies. Whenever possible, the data was triangulated
through other interviews, news in the press or other sources (such
as biographies and autobiographies). The content analysis made it
possible to systematize the information and process it more easily.
It also allowed to compare different situations, consider alternative
factors (such as the department, economic context, individual
profile or government), generate more robust patterns and better
understand the exceptions. Finally, it allowed us to quantify
specific categories, complementing the assumptions generated by
the qualitative analysis.

Direct observation of a minister of the XXI Government (2015–
2019) was also carried out. Permission was requested to accompany
this government member for a week permanently. Thus, with
minor exceptions—such as ministerial audiences, meetings with
the PM and meetings of the Council of Ministers—we constantly
followed the Minister for 5 days. The primary objective was to
observe the Minister’s interaction with JMs, which took place
on several occasions, such as meetings, informal contacts, travel
and parliamentary hearings. However, it also allowed for a better
understanding of the roles played by government members and
the functioning of a ministerial department. In fact, in addition
to having been able to follow the Minister, even when he was
working alone in the office, it was also possible to circulate
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around the department, talking to people and observing their
daily work.

This access was important as it allowed the questioning of
several ministerial actors about the observation. Thus, although
the observation duration was less than ideal, it allowed us to
understand to what extent those situations were regular, occasional
or exceptional. To detect any possible influence of the observation
on the results, on the last day, several staff members and the
Minister were asked if something that week had been atypical and
if they thought someone had acted differently as a result of the
observation. It was guaranteed that this did not happen, reinforcing
our confidence in the information collected. Notes were made in a
journal, where events and the author’s perception of what he saw
and heard were recorded. Throughout the article, some excerpts
are transcribed.

4 The role of junior ministers in
comparative perspective

Junior ministers are, according to a seminal definition, “those
men and womenwho constitute the top echelon of the government,
directly under or alongside the leaders. Either they are in full charge
of a sector of government, or, if they are≪at large≫ or≪without
portfolio≫, their role is to assist these leaders in the task they
determine” Blondel (1985, p. 8). However, under this definition,
there are relevant institutional variations. On one hand, even if they
are rare, there are political systems without junior ministers (e.g.,
Denmark). On the other hand, there are junior ministers acting in
different institutional settings (particularly concerning the nature
of the job and portfolio responsibility).

Regarding the nature of the job, there are political systems
where junior ministers are generalists, since they assist their
minister in a broad set of ministerial tasks. However, junior
ministers are restricted to administrative or political tasks in
other countries. Regarding portfolio responsibility, it is useful to
distinguish between the national executives who concede to junior
ministers a ministerial subarea (and, therefore, they are responsible
for a portfolio within the ministry) and those who don’t.

Crossing these two important dimensions, we can distinguish
four institutional settings. In the first one, junior ministers have
a generalist role and hold an intraministerial portfolio. It is
the case of Portugal, but also Spain (secretario de Estado), the
United Kingdom (minister of state), France (secrétaire d’État) or
Chile (subsecretarios). In the second setting, junior ministers are
also responsible by a ministerial subarea, but have particular roles
(usually linked to parliamentary duties). They can be found, for
example, in the United Kingdom (parliamentary under-secretary),
Malta (Segretarju Parlamentari) or Australia (assistant minister).
In the third institutional setting, they are generalists but did not
hold an intraministerial portfolio—as in Italy (sottosegretario),
United States (deputy secretary), Austria (Staatssekretär), or Brazil
(secretários executivos). Finally, in the fourth setting, junior
ministers have particular roles and are not responsible for a
specific ministerial subarea. It is the case of countries as Germany
(parlamentarischer staatssekretär), Japan (daijin seimukan), Latvia
(parlamentārā sekretāre), New Zeland (parliamentary under-
secretary) or Canada (parliamentary secretary).

5 Junior ministers in Portugal: rules,
selection and autonomy

Like the PM or the ministers, JMs are formally members of the
Portuguese government (art. 183 of the Constitution). However,
they are not part of the Council of Ministers—although they may
participate in it, depending on the subject or the absence of the

Minister. In the latter case, the JM replaces the Minister and, in
those situations, has the right to vote and can also sign legislative

acts. Nonetheless, unlike the PM and theministers, JMs do not have

the competences stipulated in the Constitution. Consequently, each
government should decide, in its organic law, the nature of their

competences. Since the VI Constitutional Government (1980), it

has been the practice not to grant original powers to JMs.

Despite the omission of the Constitution, it is assumed that

the primary function of JMs is the direct collaboration with the
ministers and their replacement (art. 177 no. 1 and 185 no. 2 of the

Constitution). It is up to the Minister to stipulate the competences

he/she intends to delegate, through a ministerial order. In this way,

they are accountable to the Minister, and they cease functions when
he/she is dismissed (art. 186.◦ 3 and 191.◦ 3 of the Constitution).

This regime aims at the generalist nature of the position, not
limited to the performance of a specific task within the department.
Instead, JMs assume the same functions as the Minister, in a
particular ministerial sub-area. Naturally, they do it in their
dependence and following their guidelines.

In addition, as already mentioned, JMs perform their duties in
specific sub-areas within the ministerial area. Just as a government
department is assigned to eachMinister, a ministerial department is
assigned to each JM. Although the Minister is formally responsible
for the entire department, this sectorial responsibility of JMs makes
them, in practice, the governing incumbent of that policy area.

The selection of JMs tends to be restricted to three main
actors—the Minister, the PM and, in coalition governments, the
party leaders. In Portugal, this choice is mainly up to the ministers
(in 72% of the cases analyzed, the Minister was responsible for
the choice). It is also infrequent for the PM to veto the Minister’s
choices, mainly because he/she can justify his/her options to
the PM. The Minister’s accountability vis-à-vis the PM primarily
explains this attitude (Cavaco Silva, 2002, p. 108). For the PM to
be able to demand results from ministers, it is advantageous to let
them form their own team.

Although the PM tends not to veto the Minister’s options,
he/she sometimes makes suggestions. In other words, in the first
conversation in which he/she invites a minister, the PM can give
him/her a name that he/she thinks is particularly suitable for one of
the ministerial sub-areas. However, this is not an institutionalized
or generalized practice in Portugal, so the PM uses it very sparingly.

In coalition governments, the attribution of ministerial and
junior ministerial portfolios to the parties is made in advance,
whereby the leaders of the coalition parties are limited to informing
the PM of their party’s choices concerning ministers and JMs.
The PM retains the prerogative of discussing the proposed names,
but the margin for vetoes or suggestions is much smaller and
used in exceptional cases. Consequently, in these situations,
the possibility of the Minister’s interference in the decision is
much smaller.
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Regardless of who chooses, the JM’s primary scope of
autonomous action is that which concerns the responsibilities
expressly included in the legal ministerial delegation. In other
words, JMs are truly sovereign, acting freely, in the relationship
with the public administrative bodies they oversee and in the
specific responsibilities provided for in the legal delegation. In
addition to this first sphere of autonomy, which can be called
procedural, a second one is more politically relevant, designated
as substantive, relating to policy formulation. JMs play a vital role
in their sub-area of action in this context. Regardless of being
the Minister who usually sets the most generic guidelines, they
can autonomously develop these guidelines, intervening decisively
throughout the process.

Notwithstanding, there are exceptional cases in which JMs
have minimum autonomy over policies, essentially limited to their
procedural autonomy. In these cases, the Minister does not allow
JMs to play an independent role in policy formulation or they
voluntarily forego that role, involving the Minister in all the
actions concerning these matters. In addition, even when JMs have
significant autonomy over policies, the limit of this autonomy is
defined, in the first place, by the importance of the policy and its
(predictable) media impact. However, it is up to the JM to decide
when to involve the Minister in these cases. Consequently, the JM’s
criterion does not always correspond to the Minister’s.

6 Results: divergences between
ministers and junior ministers

The Minister and the JM are different individuals, so they
necessarily have different perspectives and information on many
issues. In other words, it is natural that there are divergences
in relationships as intense as those in government functions.
In this sense, a ’divergence’ refers to any discord between the
actors and does not necessarily mean a severe and irreparable
conflict. Consequently, the question is not whether or not there are
divergences between the Minister and the JM, as they are natural
and unavoidable, but what level of seriousness each relationship
entails. Data reveal that in 71% (n = 77) of the cases the Minister
and the JM only experiencedminor divergences. In these situations,
divergences had a relative relevance, fitting into the normal
disagreements of any work relationship. In fact, both ministers
and JMs take small differences concerning points of view naturally,
considering them valuable. This acceptance of the difference is
important for the JM, who sees its opinion valued, but also for the
Minister, who has the opportunity to test the strength of his/her
positions. As a former minister of education describes:

[JMs] are people who think by their own heads. I, by the
way, couldn’t work with a person who didn’t think by his/her
head and who didn’t confront me with disagreements and
debate, because thenwe’re not going anywhere. If people say yes
to everything, it’s not worth it to be several of us! So, it would be
enough to have executors and not rulers in that case. And JMs
are rulers.

However, in 29% of the cases (n = 32), serious divergences
took place in addition to these normal discrepancies. In these

situations, the relationship is marked by antagonistic positions
on issues considered important by the actors. We are no longer
faced with cases where there are small natural frictions, but with
circumstances where opinions are extreme on relevant matters and
affect the quality of the relationship. This situation is serious since,
by having a position radically opposed to that of the Minister, the
JM jeopardizes the delegation and, consequently, the democratic
chain (Palmer, 1995, p. 169). Considering the importance that JMs
have in the daily life of the department and their autonomy, this is
a problematic issue in government dynamics. In fact, in many of
these serious divergences, the Minister assumes that he/she would
have acted otherwise, which typically represents an agency loss
(Strøm, 2003, p. 61). An example is that of a former minister for
foreign affairs: ’I had some conflicts with a JM who acted differently
fromwhat I think the decision should have been or, at the very least,
he should have consulted me. . . ’.

The existence of very significant agency losses is equally evident
when the JM assumes that he/she consciously acted against the
Minister’s will. They are, therefore, paradigmatic situations ofmoral
hazard, since the JM’s action is deliberately contrary to what the
Minister would have undertaken if he/she had been aware of it.
In other words, the JM acts with little concern for the Minister’s
preferences, making, instead, his/her own preferences prevail,
taking advantage of and subverting the authority granted by the
delegation. In these cases, the JM understands that, in the sub-areas
entrusted to him/her, he/she must be able to decide independently
of the Minister’s will. In the words of a former JM:

Now, saying: ’- Maybe he would prefer me to do the
opposite, but I think that’s better’, hey man, this is life, this is
life! I have to decide concerning a specific case and, therefore, if
she/he trusted me to decide, she/he has to trust my judgment. . .
Of course, then she/he can say that she/he wouldn’t do that or
that she/he would have thought differently, and so on.

Naturally, JMs act in this way strategically, that is, taking
into account the importance they attach to the issues and the
anticipation they make of the Minister’s reaction. One of the
concerns of JMs who assume that they acted consciously against the
Minister’s will is that this did not happen in matters that implied
his/her public accountability. As a former JM states, issues with
potential media impact are an autonomy ’red line’. However, in
matters that do not imply such public exposure and in which they
anticipate the Minister’s disagreement, but consider them relevant
and within the scope of their competences, JMs can proceed by
creating faits accomplis. This behavior, which a former JM calls’
stretching the rope a bit’, implies that the JM deliberately acts
against what he/she believes to be theMinister’s preference, creating
a new status quo, to which he/she must adapt. In the next section,
we argue that those behaviors are held accountable when the
Minister and JM share the ministerial sub-area leadership.

7 Discussion: shared leadership and
junior ministers’ accountability

Considering the relationships between ministers and their JM’s
in the period 2005–2015, traditional leadership was adopted in
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TABLE 1 Occurrence of serious divergences according to the type of

leadership and other potential factors.

Serious divergences

No Yes

Type of leadership

Shared 49 (100.0%) 0 (0.0%)

Vertical 19 (37.3%) 32 (62.7%)

Political profile

Same 44 (72.1%) 17 (27.9%)

Different 33 (68.8%) 15 (31.3%)

Expertise profile

Same 43 (69.4%) 19 (30.6%)

Different 34 (72.3%) 13 (27.7%)

Previous relationship

No 35 (70.0%) 15 (30.0%)

Yes 31 (75.6%) 10 (24.4%)

Own elaboration.

N corresponds to the number of relations between theminister and the JMwhose information

(regarding the two variables) it was possible to ascertain. JMs of the Presidency of the Council

of Ministers, of Parliamentary Affairs, and deputy of the PM were not considered.

57% of the cases (n = 66), and shared leadership in 43% (n =

50). In the latter, the Minister and the JM worked as a team,
had permanent contact, frequently discussed and decided together
the junior ministerial portfolio issues. On the contrary, when
the leadership was vertical, they worked separately, with scarce
interaction, and decided strictly according to their expected and
legal role.

As previously mentioned, one of the advantages of shared
leadership is the reduction of conflicts within the group (Ensley
et al., 2006; Bergman, 2012). As there is an effective sharing
of management responsibilities, the members feel co-responsible
for good team functioning. There is a mutual concern to settle
differences with permanent communication and an attempt to
reach consensus. But to what extent does shared leadership inhibit
divergences between the Minister and the JM?

As presented in Table 1, no serious conflicts were found
in shared leadership Minister-JM relationships. Considering
that in each relationship there are tensions, the potential to
serious divergences is present. However, whenever a relationship
was simultaneously multiple, informal, interactive and dynamic
there were typical divergences but no severe ones. On the
contrary, serious disagreements are not inevitable when traditional
leadership exists but are far more likely. The potential for conflict
is present in every relationship, but assuming a shared leadership
benefits the prevention and management of those conflicts,
avoiding serious divergences.

These results remain when we consider other potential factors,
such as the portfolio, the type of government or the individuals’
profile. Regarding the latter, distinct political experiences (for
example, a minister with political background and an outsider JM)
do not generate much more severe divergences. Likewise, different
expertise is not a relevant factor, since serious divergences are even

slightly higher when both are experts or generalists. Additionally,
there were less severe divergences when the Minister and the JM
previously knew each other, but the difference is not significant.
Finally, belonging to another party in a coalition government does
not appear to be a pertinent factor since, if we consider the 16
serious divergences in the coalition XIX Government, in 11 the
Minister and the JM were members of the same party. Even if the
small number of observations should call for a cautious conclusion
on this last factor, the results do not suggest its relevance.

We also considered other potentially relevant factors—as the
ministry, the context, the parties, or the personalities. It was
inevitable, as many interviewees single out their experience as
exceptional—because their ministry was different, the government
was in office in unusual times, or someone had some atypical
personality. Thanks to the high number of interviews, we reached
the opposite conclusion: there is a great equivalence between the
concrete cases. As we had the chance to interview ministers and
junior ministers that had very different offices and governed in
very different circumstances, it was possible to disregard those
conditions. Much more important that the specific circumstance,
the selection and profiles of the actors, or their initial relationship,
it is which kind of leadership is present in each ministerial subarea.

Contrary to other factors, shared leadership facilitates JM’s ex-
ante and ex-post accountability. On the one hand, it enables the
alignment of information and preferences, that is, the promotion
of contracting, good supervision and the effective resolution of
existing typical disagreements. On the other, it allows for dealing
with the potential problems of other factors, such as the actors’
profiles. In fact, considering the interpretation of the actors on
the divergences in the ministry, it became clear how essential is
leadership, even in relationships with very different perspectives
a priori (e.g.: different parties or expertise). Shared leadership
prove to have the capacity to promote that alignment through
effective accountability.

7.1 E�ects on accountability ex-ante

The interactive and dynamic nature of shared leadership makes
it natural that, from the beginning, the Minister and the JM
settle on some of the essential issues of the relationship. In this
way, it promotes the existence and effectiveness of contracting,
namely concerning the legal ministerial delegation, the definition of
relationship rules and programmatic objectives. This is particularly
useful when they do not know each other or have very different
profiles, allowing to detect and overcome any preference divergence
or asymmetric information early.

When the Minister and the JM share leadership, the legal
ministerial delegation tends to be broad—as the Minister foresees
a close relationship between the two—and negotiated—as there
is a horizontal relationship. Thus, on the one hand, the Minister
does not see the legal delegation as a strategic division of tasks,
aiming to weight the formal competences of each one. On
the other hand, by considering JMs essentially as peers, he/she
considers, when delegating, the interests, competences, and specific
objectives of each one to maximize individual satisfaction and
collective performance.
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Likewise, shared leadership benefits the relationship
contracting. Actors feel more comfortable informally and directly
addressing all the practical issues they deem relevant, namely
those relating to autonomy and supervision. Regardless of whether
individuals know each other or not, shared leadership allows for
the creation, from the outset, of an environment of closeness,
openness and permanent dialogue. This favors conversations about
the relationship and prevents disagreements about each person’s
role in later stages of policy formulation. Furthermore, the Minister
tends to listen to the JM, formulating the rules together, without
prejudice to his/her ascendant in creating work routines. Shared
leadership encourages the joint construction of the relationship,
which benefits satisfaction with the established rules.

As for programmatic contracting, it is promoted by sharing
leadership insofar as it promotes the a priori definition of a
common political agenda. Regardless of whether individuals have
their own goals, the consensus on these goals is encouraged in a
joint plan. In the words of a former JM of Culture:

I felt that, since our first conversation, our dialogue was
spontaneous. I did not feel that “Our objectives are these and
I hope you, as a JM, followed them.” No. It was more like hear
me and, in dialogue, reach certain conclusions and priorities on
Culture policy.

This room for incorporating the perspectives of the Minister
and the JM is created by the horizontality of the relationship,
in which an informal dynamic and mutual influence replace the
formal ascendant. In these cases, proximity facilitates, from the
beginning, the existence of several and in-depth conversations
about general guidelines, priorities, calendar and political strategy.

7.2 E�ects on accountability ex-post

In addition to positively influencing contracting, shared
leadership also benefits supervision. Having more than one
individual with leadership responsibilities implies a permanent
contact. Unlike traditional leadership, in which only one assumes
leadership roles—even though they occasionally discuss issues
of general orientation—shared leadership implies a broad and
permanent debate. This interactivity allows both to be aware of all
the relevant processes, as its definition entails a joint intervention.
This situation is described by a former JM as follows:

We had to work together every day. Every day. There was
hardly a day that I and the Minister, or the other JM and
the Minister, or possibly the three of us, didn’t have to be
working on problems together, or agenda problems, previously
scheduled, or problems that nevertheless arose. So, there was,
in this aspect, very close proximity.

In this way, shared leadership presupposes and encourages
intense supervision, as neither the Minister nor the JM is detached
from the other’s work, avoiding information asymmetry. On the
contrary, they work as a team, among peers, with continuous
sharing of information, ideas and solutions. In these cases, direct
contact is very strong. This type of leadership implies regular

meetings, but also a more permanent and informal type of contact.
In fact, periodic (and even regular) meetings occur in traditional
leadership, but these are essentially the only moments of discussion
between the Minister and the JM. If anything comes up during the
week, it is saved for the periodic meeting unless it is very urgent.
Much of the communication between theMinister and the JM is, in
these cases, ensured by their staff, making continued debate much
more difficult. On the contrary, in shared leadership, meetings—
often collective—are just another moment for discussion, as the
contact is very intense daily. As a former minister remarked,
passing through the office, meals or phone calls are an essential part
of this constant interaction:

Every week we would meet, usually a work meeting
followed by lunch, for four, where we would bring up the
various subjects and talk. And I, obviously, as it was my
obligation, was always, always available—I had to be!—to talk
to them at any time about any topic. And so, many times, they
would knock onmy door, call me and, if not right there, because
I was talking to someone or dealing with something, within half
an hour, I would be talking to them about it.

It is important to bear in mind that this level of supervision
is only tolerable without jeopardizing the JM’s autonomy and
satisfaction due to the informal and dynamic nature of shared
leadership. By being treated as a peer, the JM does not feel that the
Minister meddles in his/her affairs, but rather that he/she allows for
an environment where he/she hears and is heard, the decision being
reached by consensus. In other words, the aim is to find a common
solution to a common problem, reaching it according to rational
(political, economic or otherwise) arguments and not of authority.

Consensus is essential to understand how the sharing of
leadership between the Minister and the JM avoids serious
disagreements. Small differences are natural, so the great asset
of shared leadership is the ability to integrate this latent conflict
into a decision-making system that tends toward consensus. Even
when Minister and JM are very different, they accommodate those
differences. The decision results from an open discussion, where
each can convince the other of their point of view. The result is
a solution in which both participate and can be comfortable with
(and defend externally). Indeed, as stated in the Direct Observation
Journal (Day 3, p. 29–33):

4:00 pm: Meeting with JM [name] and JM [name]. Each
brings a deputy from their office, as it is a policy-making
meeting that concerns the two sub-areas. [. . . ] Discussion
is never confrontational, in the sense of choosing sides
and arguing from that. It’s something more fluid, with
convergences, doubts, suggestions, specifications and, at times,
a consensus among the various participants. The Minister
intervenes little, except when he/she outlines or defends a
solution. He/she does not make syntheses of the solutions the
others, but he/she is also far from imposing his/her own. These
are built gradually as a result of the debate.

As already mentioned, a relationship characterized by shared
leadership does not exclude occasional situations of verticality.
At certain specific moments or at an impasse in the discussion,
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the Minister can take the final decision to him/herself, but this
is not the rule. In shared leadership, what is common is that
there is a compromise that allows for accommodating different
perspectives when there is a disagreement. Therefore, it allows for
constant communication (avoiding asymmetric information) and
an effective alignment of choices (avoiding preference divergences).

8 Conclusion

As JMs are the Minister’s closest political collaborators, a good
relationship between them is fundamental for the executive and
the department in particular. Nevertheless, they may have other
options and diverge on fundamental issues, generating agency
losses. This article aimed to understand to what extent these
divergences occur between ministers and JMs in Portugal and how
these actors prevent and deal with them. Through an essentially
qualitative analysis, based on a multiplicity of sources, it concludes
that the type of leadership has a fundamental impact on the
existence of serious divergences. When the Minister and the JM
adopt a traditional hierarchical leadership of the ministerial sub-
area, serious disagreements are more frequent, while they do not
occur when leadership is shared (i.e., multiple, informal, interactive,
and dynamic).

This difference is due to the ability of shared leadership to
activate accountability mechanisms ex ante and ex post. On the one
hand, it encourages the construction of common goals, regardless
of their profiles or previous relationship. The sharing of leadership
presupposes that both are responsible for the sub-area, which
implies tracing together the direction it will take from an early
stage. In this way, the definition of a political project in which the
preferences of both are taken into account, debated and improved
is promoted. Although due to the profile, trust or any other factor,
there are different initial perspectives, shared leadership encourages
their contracting in an open, informal, and horizontal way. By
doing so, it favors preference and information alignment a priori.

On the other hand, permanent interaction makes it possible
to identify any slight divergence that arises and resolve it so that
the various perspectives can be accommodated. This fluidity of
information, combined with the constant search for compromise,
makes the starting point of the discussion relatively indifferent.
Even if there are initial disagreements, the point of arrival will tend
to be a joint decision, in which both sides were considered. When
both have the opportunity to forge the decision, the divergence is
diluted in the discussion. Consequently, it allows for avoiding any
asymmetric information risk.

In this way, this article contributes to revealing the importance
of political leadership in the governmental department’s
functioning. It thus covers an empty space in the literature,
as not only the relationship, in general, and the divergences,
in particular, between the Minister and the JM were scarcely
addressed, as shared leadership had not yet been used as a
political variable. It values the role of institutions in framing and

rationalizing political actors’ behavior but adds a new perspective
to it, which values individual and relational dynamics.

These results relate primarily to Portugal but may be useful in
future comparative analyses or in countries where JMs play a role
similar to the Portuguese one. They can also constitute a first step
in exploring shared leadership in different contexts (e.g.: prime-
minister and vice-prime-minister or party leader and vice-party
leader) and advance to examine its causes in the political arena.
If anything, this article intended to pave the way to reveal how
leadership could be significant in a critical political institution such
as the executive.
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