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Abstract: The application of the meritocracy system in the public sector is
actually inseparable from the dynamics and various interests of the holders of
power authority. This systematic literature review seeks to describe the
patterns and structures of political intervention towards the career
development of civil servants in a global perspective. Through the extraction
of 88 literature published between 2021 and 2025 using the PRISMA guideline,
this study yields three main conclusions. The first findings show that the
dynamics of leadership transitions at the regional level often open regulatory
gaps for authority holders. The shift in strategic positions, which should be
based on the competence of the apparatus, has shifted into an arena for the
exchange of loyalty wrapped in administrative policies. Furthermore, this
pressure that takes place systematically gives birth to a psychological impact
on the mental state of the apparatus. The decline in the perception of
distributive justice gradually has an impact on the motivation of the apparatus
in providing optimal public services. This condition ultimately encourages
bureaucrats to build new relationships with political elite networks as a form
of adaptive response to the uncertainty of the work environment. The latest
findings indicate that efforts to impose overly rigid meritocratic standards as
a form of protection against political intervention have proven to be unyielding.
A more appropriate approach is the institutionalization of hybrid career
governance. This career governance rests on three main pillars, namely
leadership exemplary as a protector of bureaucratic integrity, transparency in
limiting the discretionary authority of officials, mutations, and the existence of
technocratic compromise space that is able to harmonize the political vision of
leaders without sacrificing the professionalism of the apparatus. These findings
confirm that regional political dynamics should be recognized and positioned
as an inherent variable in the development of human resource management
theories in the public sector in the future.

Keywords: Political patronage, merit system, career development, hybrid
governance, systematic literature review.

| Made Kristiadi Putra, Doctoral Study Program in Management Science, Mahasaraswati University Denpasar

I Nengah Aristana, Doctoral Study Program in Management Science, Mahasaraswati University Denpasar

Ni Made Dwi Puspitawati, Doctoral Study Program in Management Science, Mahasaraswati University Denpasar
I Nengah Landra, Doctoral Study Program in Management Science, Mahasaraswati University Denpasar

ISSN: 1755-1978 (print) 1755-1986 (online)
Enterprise Development & Microfinance Vol. 36 No. 2



| Made Kristiadi Putra et. al

Introduction

Personnel governance in the public sector in various parts of the world is currently facing a
decisive test. A country's policies in the governance of the apparatus will have a great impact
on the effectiveness of government administration and the process of translating and realizing
pre-planned development programs. On the other hand, the flow of global change urges the
bureaucratic machine to transform to be more sensitive and adaptive to the needs of public
services. Faced with these demands, the career arrangement of apparatus should no longer be
seen as a mere administrative routine. This process has developed into a very crucial strategic
instrument in sustaining the quality and integrity of government institutions as a whole. (Aneja
& Xu, 2024; Brieba etal., 2024; Khidasheli, 2023; Koga et al., 2023)

The merit system was initially born as a form of commitment to build a fair and accountable
career development model for officials. This model is specifically designed to break the
conventional bureaucratic habits that have the potential to lower the professional standards of
state servants. However, in its implementation, the application of the principle of meritocracy
often encounters obstacles, namely dynamic and unpredictable political interests. Formal
regulatory instruments apparently do not have adequate deterrence to stem the pressure on the
interests of political elites as authority holders who often operate outside the corridors and
procedures of personnel rules. (  Borshchevskiy ,2024; Kolvani & Nistotskaya
2025; Peters et al., 2022) (Askim et al., 2024; Cooper, 2021; Gomide, 2022; Knox &
Janenova , 2023; O. Nyamaa & Ochirbat, 2025)

On the other hand, global pressures require bureaucracies to have strong competency standards
in order to be able to respond to changes and evolving public needs. But on a practical level,
political authority holders often look at personnel arrangements from a different lens. The
fulfillment of the agenda of political groups is often placed as the main priority that is the basis
of every strategic decision at the regional level. In this context, strict meritocratic regulation is
actually considered a barrier that limits the political movement space of elected officials.
(Anzia & Trounstine, 2025;  Leinor et al., n.d.; Mikkelsen et al., 2022) (Gajduschek &
Staronova, 2023; Leutert & Vortherms, 2021; Polga-Hecimovich, 2021a; Staronova & Rybat,
2021)

Until now, the boundary line separating the realm of technocratic administration and political
interests is still very difficult to determine. The bureaucratic machine, which ideally functions
as a neutral policy implementer, is actually very vulnerable to being used as an instrument to
maintain and expand the range of influence of the political elite as authority holders. This
condition gives birth to a paradox between regulation and reality on the ground that is difficult
to ignore. The career system of apparatus is actually designed with an orderly and professional
framework and is supported by accountable regulations. Nevertheless, the implementation of
promotion and position selection mechanisms in the field often shifts into an arena for influence
for various interest groups.  (Ivuoma et al., 2025; Pavlovi¢, 2023; Veit, 2023)  (Ali, 2022;
Conclusion etal., 2024; Oromonia et al., 2025; Suzuki & Hur, 2024)

The politicization of bureaucracy today is no longer carried out openly. Political authority
holders, in general, continue to try to operate within the corridor of the applicable personnel
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management rules. However, behind this formal compliance, the practice of clientelism
actually thrives by taking refuge behind prerogatives and policy discretionary space.
Procedurally there may not be anything violated, but in substance the various decisions taken
are loaded with interests that deviate far from the original goal of the meritocratic policy itself.
This recurring inconsistency ultimately creates a work climate full of uncertainty for the
apparatus. They work in a system that formally appears to be orderly, but informally harbors
pressures that are neither predictable nor anticipated. (M. Ahmed, 2023; Lei & Zhou, 2022;
Mirayanti et al., 2025; Wargadinata, 2024)  (Goldenberg et al., 2022; Li et al., 2023; Lu &
Zhou, 2023)
The impact of the condition of the transactional ecosystem will be very serious if left without
a measurable control system. If loyalty with political nuances gets appreciation that goes
beyond technical capacity and integrity, the foundation of work ethic in the agency environment
will be systematically degraded. This injustice in career planning degrades the psychological
condition of employees and lowers Public Service Motivation (Public Service Mitivation) in
providing the best for the community. Apparatus who have high qualifications are very
vulnerable to being eliminated from the objective promotion path due to limited access to the
ruling network. The continuation of this unbalanced circulation of positions not only risks
eliminating the best talent in the public sector, but also threatens public trust in government
agencies. (Nzimande et al., 2025; Riafio, 2021) (Gans-Morse et al., 2021; Law, 2023; Wu
etal., 2024) ( Albloush etal., 2021; Chen & Kuo, 2024; Harris, Meyer- Sahling ,etal.,
2023; Yoshinta etal., 2025) (Baral et al., 2024; Marzec & Austen, 2021) (G. Omar.
Ahmed, n.d.; Peters & Bianchi, 2023; Toral, 2024)

The issue of bureaucratic reform and merit systems has actually been studied in depth in various
public management literature, both at the global and national levels. However, if you look more
deeply, it can be seen that there is a research void that requires careful attention. The majority
of previous studies tend to position the merit system as a series of administrative procedures
that are technical in nature. This kind of analytical approach often misses the study of the
destructive dimension of the political ecosystem in the bureaucratic environment. Research that
is only fixated on formal performance data often produces recommendations that seem
complete, but such formulations lose their relevance when confronted with the political realities
that are deeply rooted at the center of government.  (Ferede et al., 2025; Sudrajat et
al., 2024) (Dowding & Taflaga ,2022; Guridietal., 2025) (Esser & Janus, 2025; Sheng,
2022)

Another weakness in the global literature is the lack of studies that specifically dissect the
dynamics of the merit system down to the local government level. The majority of research in
various countries is still dominated by the point of view of central agencies. As a result, the
nuances of patronage at the local level that are personal have escaped the academic portrait. On
the other hand, studies that analyze how structural biases and local identity sentiments interact
with meritocratic standards have not been widely conducted to date. In fact, the interaction
between the two elements has actually become the most important factor in shaping the face of
the bureaucracy at the regional level. (Batista, 2023; Corbett et al., 2021; Malik et al., 2025;
Veenendaal & Corbett, 2022) (Chudnovsky & ..., 2024; Stani§i¢ &  JeCmenica , 2025;
Syakhroza & Lodge, 2025)
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Departing from these conditions, the urgency to formulate a talent management model that is
more transparent and responsive to political dynamics is very urgent to be implemented.
Without an adaptive formulation, the failure of bureaucratic reform will only continue to repeat
itself in the same cycle. This systematic literature review is designed to address the vacancies

of studies at the domestic and regional levels into a global comparative scale. Through a

synthesis of 88 primary literature published in the last five years (2021 to 2025), this study aims

to map more fully how the patterns and designs of political interventions work in different parts

of the world. Specifically, this study will answer three key research questions: (Dorp, 2023;

Rahman et al., 2023) ( Jahija , 2025)

e RQ1: How do patterns and mechanisms of political patronage intervene in the objectivity
of bureaucratic career development in various country contexts?

e RQ2: What are the strategic factors that determine the effectiveness of the implementation
of the merit system and what are the main obstacles to its implementation?

e RQ3: What are some of the best practices globally that have been proven to be able to
maintain bureaucratic autonomy and the objectivity of leadership succession from political
intervention?

Through these three questions, this research does not stop only at efforts to identify existing

structural barriers. This study explores further related to ethical leadership and appropriate

adaptation strategies as career protectors of State Civil Apparatus. In the end, this synthesis is
expected to give birth to a new conceptual framework in the career development of apparatus
in the public sector. The concept is in the form of a strategic guide that relies on empirical data,
designed to ensure that the professionalism of the apparatus is maintained and not eroded in the
midst of transactional political pressure.  (Egeberg & Stigen, 2021) ( Afrianty etal,,
2025; Schuster et al., 2024) ( Masengi etal., 2021; Peci et al., 2022)

Methodology

To examine this problem objectively and measurably, this study was designed using the design
of a Systematic Literature Review (SLR). All workflows in this study were strictly compiled
based on the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses)
reporting standards. The selection of SLR designs is based on the need to track, select, and
summarize a wide range of empirical evidence that is widely spread across continents in order
to draw a solid and accountable framework of conclusions.(Page et al., 2021; Snyder, 2019)

The problem of bureaucratic governance has often been trapped in disciplinary barriers that run
independently. Studies on this theme are often discussed separately between the perspective of
political science on the one hand and the science of public administration on the other. Through
the SLR method, this research is present as a bridge that unites the two perspectives to
photograph the reality of the field more fully, especially in understanding how the bureaucracy
responds to pressure and power intervention. Furthermore, the application of standardized SLR
procedures will guarantee a neutral synthesis result. The study's findings have a high replication
rate and are open to testing by other academics at any time with an equivalent level of
consistency. (Borshchevskiy, 2024; Peci et al., 2022)

In order for the direction of this study to have a clear focus, the limitation of the scope of
research is strictly determined from the earliest stage. This restriction process was carried out
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using the PICOS (Population, Intervention, Comparison, Outcomes, Study) analytical

framework. The PICOS approach serves as a screening that determines the feasibility of each

literature to be involved. Through this approach, only literature that has methodological

precision and adequate empirical capacity is involved to answer all three research questions.

The limitations of the PICOS parameters formulated in this review are described as follows:

(Brieba et al., 2024; Koga et al., 2023; Tang et al., 2023)

e Population

State Civil Apparatus (ASN) and public sector employees in a global comparison. The analysis
is devoted to the general government bureaucracy at the managerial and structural levels.
This study explicitly excludes ASN in the group of purely technical functional positions
(such as health workers and teachers). This decision was taken to maintain a sharp analysis
of the dynamics of patronage in the bureaucracy and policy makers.

e Intervention

The practice of regional political patronage, the culture of clientelism in the promotion of
positions, and the implementation of talent management or merit systems.

e Comparison

A critical comparison between the succession model based on political loyalty compromise and
the promotion model based on technical competence (professional merit).

e OQOutcomes

The level of objectivity of career development, the effectiveness of bureaucratic leadership
succession, and the destructive power of political intervention on the stability of apparatus
performance in public sector institutions.

e  Study Design

Focus on primary empirical literature. The included articles cover the range of quantitative,
qualitative, and mixed methods research designs.

2.1 Data Search and Selection Protocols

The data collection process in this SLR study is filtered through four main stages of PRISMA.
These stages include identification, screening, feasibility testing, and final inclusion. The first
step begins with searching the literature in an internationally reputable academic database. The
exploration was carried out comprehensively on the Scopus and Dimensions databases, and
strengthened using the help of Publish or Perish (PoP) software. This interdatabase
synchronization is designed to reach a wider spectrum of literature while ensuring that reference
quality standards are maintained. The keyword formulation is designed flexibly to adapt the
algorithm character of each database as seen in Table 1. (Xiao & Watson, 2019)

Table 1. Search Strategy on Database

Database Keyword Formulation (Search Query / Syntax) Additional
Criteria
Scopus (career development OR career success OR career Language:

advancement) AND (public sector OR civil service OR  English
bureaucracy OR government)
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Dimensions "Political patronage" AND ("merit system" OR "career -
development") AND "civil service"

Publish or Cluster 1: "career public patronage" -
Perish (PoP) Cluster 2: "career merit bureaucracy"

To ensure that the literature screening process runs objectively and in a directed manner, this
study sets very strict criteria limits. These screening parameters are derived directly from the
PICOC analysis framework. Each article pulled from the database must pass a due diligence
based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria that have been established before further
extraction. The details of these restrictions are described in the following Table 2:

Table 2. Literature Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Parameters Inclusion Terms (Accepted) Exclusion Terms (Denied)

Time Range Publications from 2021 to Publications before 2021
2025

Document Type  Primary empirical journal Book chapters, general reviews,
articles that have been peer-  conference papers, and editorial notes
reviewed

Language of English Other than English

Instruction

Organizational Public sector, general Pure commercial private sector,

Loci government bureaucracy, medical clinical domain, and purely
managerial and structural technical functional positions
level apparatus (teachers/health workers)

Access Full-text documents are Documents are locked (closed access)

Availability available and accessible or only show abstracts

In the early stages, the search system detects thousands of literature that discusses the general
relationship of public sector human resource management. Strict screening is then implemented
gradually to ensure that only the truly relevant literature passes to the next stage. The first
inclusion criterion rests on the year of publication limitation. The search is limited exclusively
to the last five-year span, from 2021 to 2025. This time frame was chosen so that the
synthesized findings truly represent the current dynamics of political intervention against
bureaucracy, especially in the post-Covid-19 pandemic period. This phenomenon itself is
receiving a lot of attention in various governance studies at the global level. (O. Nyamaa &
Ochirbat, 2025; Yoshinta et al., 2025)

The next parameter shifts to the type of document involved. Selection is limited to primary
research articles in English that have passed the peer-reviewed article process. Various other
literature formats such as book chapters, editor's notes, and conference papers are automatically
dropped from the selection process. This step was taken to maintain the depth of the analysis
and ensure the validity of the empirical evidence used in this study. The third stage is the
feasibility test of literature that has passed the previous filtration stage. Evaluation is carried
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out manually through title scanning, abstract reading, and in-depth text analysis.  (Oliveros,
2021)

The elimination process in the above phase is carried out very strictly referring to the PICOS
analytical procedure. As an illustration, an article that simply discusses talent management in
the commercial private sector was immediately removed from the list. Likewise, studies that
solely dissect electoral politics without relating their impact on the career structure of
bureaucratic apparatus. Literature that does not meet these criteria is automatically eliminated
from the evaluation list. Through this multi-level screening mechanism, thousands of initial
articles were successfully identified at the initial stage and were carefully selected to produce
88 (Batista, 2024; Chudnovsky & ..., 2024) core literature that proved to be very relevant to
the research questions that had been determined. These eighty-eight articles are the main
foundation of this study, to be further analyzed thematically and visualized bibliometrically in
the next stage of analysis.  (Aria, 2020; Donthu etal., 2021; Jahija , 2025)

2.2 Study Quality Assessment

After 88 core articles have been successfully identified, the next stage is a quality assessment.
This measure is implemented to ensure that all filtered literature is completely free from
predatory journal practices that can compromise the credibility of the study. The evaluation of
scientific quality is entirely using standard instruments from the (Rice et al., 2021) Critical
Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP). The CASP framework was chosen deliberately because
it provides a structured checklist to measure the internal validity, credibility of empirical
findings, and the weight of the contribution of each article reviewed. Each publication is then
tested based on a set of predetermined criteria. The assessment parameters include the clarity
of the formulation of the research objectives, the accuracy of the methodology design used, the
level of objectivity in the data collection process, and transparency in the reporting of final
results. (Xiao & Watson, 2019) (Xiao & Watson, 2019)

This layered screening is carried out to secure the integrity of the data across the board. The
verification process includes monitoring the periodic indexation status of each journal in the
Scopus database as well as a careful examination of the track record of the peer review process.
Articles that are indicated to be published by publishers that do not meet the ethical standards
of global publications are directly dropped from the analysis stage. The final results of this
series of quality assessments confirm that the 88 core articles have a high level of
methodological validity. All of these documents were declared to meet the academic eligibility
criteria and were suitable to be used as a conceptual basis in answering the three research
questions. (Rice etal., 2021)

2.3 Data Extraction and Analysis

The stages of analysis in this study did not depend on a single instrument. This study combines
two complementary approaches, namely bibliometric mapping to map the scientific structure
quantitatively, and in-depth thematic analysis to synthesize the narrative substance of 88
selected articles. This combination was chosen to ensure that the data generated is not only
descriptive, but also capable of capturing the theoretical essence of the dynamics of career
development in the public sector. The implementation of bibliometric mapping utilizes the
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VOSviewer software. This tool is tasked with visualizing the network of co-occurrences that
appear in the literature studied. In addition, the density visualization feature is also used
specifically to see the saturation level of a certain research topic. This kind of visual mapping
serves to read global publication trends quantitatively. More than that, the results of the
visualization above are able to empirically prove the position of the research gap that is still
rarely studied by academics. (Aria, 2020; Donthu etal., 2021; Lu & Zhou, 2023)

After the mapping of 88 journals was completed, the research step was continued by applying
thematic analysis to each article. The thematic extraction process is carried out through strict
coding. The qualitative findings obtained are then grouped into three main dimensions that refer
directly to the research question. Those three dimensions include mapping patterns of patronage
intervention in different countries, identifying barriers in the enforcement of merit systems, and
inventorying best practices that can protect bureaucratic autonomy from external pressures. The
combination of the sharpness of bibliometric visualization and the depth of thematic analysis
has a very important role in formulating answers to research questions. The combination of
these two approaches is a guarantee that the conceptual framework born not only has high
analytical precision, but is also based on a strong theoretical foundation and can be accounted
for academically. (Braun & Clarke, 2006) (Cooper, 2021; Gomide, 2022; Knox &
Janenova ,2023) (Leinor et al., n.d.; Mikkelsen et al., 2022; Staronova & Rybat, 2021)

ldentification of new studies via databases and registers
= Records removed before screening:
= Records identified fram: Duplicate records (n = 24)
é Databases (n = 1,701) # Records marked as ineligible by automation
z Registers (n=10) tools (n =0)
g Records removed for other reasons (n = 0)

'

Records screened Records excluded
(n=1,677) n=1,.514)

= '
= Reports sought for retrieval Reports not retrieved
@ (n=163) t in=75)
@

'

Reports assessed for eligibility Reports excluded:
(n=88) l n=0
Mew studies included in review

z {n = 88)
5 Reports of new included studies
= (n=88)

Figure 1 Prism Flow Chart
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Source: Adapted from. (Page et al., 2021)
Results

3.1 Publication Trends and Geographical Distribution

The results of the extraction of 88 core literature directly reflect the direction of global academic
interest in this theme. The publication of studies related to this theme has experienced a very
sharp surge in the last five years (2021-2025). The increase is influenced by the anxiety of
scientists at the global level. They witnessed how bureaucratic governance in various parts of
the world is currently increasingly pressured by the strong pressure of political interests. Clean
and accountable governance can only be realized if there is a clear boundary between political
interests and the independence of personnel management. When these boundaries continue to
be eroded and tensions between the political and bureaucratic axes are allowed to drag on, the
impact is not only felt at the internal level of government. The quality of public services to the
community ultimately bears the burden of the endless tug-of-war between political and
bureaucratic interests.  (O. Nyamaa & Ochirbat, 2025; Peters et al., 2022)  (Askim et al.,
2024; Borshchevskiy , 2024)

Jumlah Artikel

Figure 2. Publication Trends

A more in-depth examination of the research loci in this literature illustrates a quite striking
pattern. The map of its geographical distribution seems to divide the world into two
fundamentally different poles. In developed countries in Europe and North America, academic
spotlight tends to lead to intervention models that operate subtly and leave almost no trace. The
practice of political patronage in the region is neatly packaged through the use of policy
discretionary space. Procedurally academically, the maneuvers of the political elite appear
legitimate and accountable, but in substance they remain fraught with the interest of
maintaining and securing the power they currently hold. The opposite conditions are found in
the group of developing countries. Literature that takes contexts in Asia, Africa, and Latin
America captures the practice of patronage with much more open images. Political intervention
in the region often takes the form of a highly pragmatic and transactional exchange of loyalties.
Holders of political authority have very strong control over directing the flow of mutations and
promotions of the apparatus to suit their interests.  (Anzia &  Trounstine, 2025; Askim et
al., 2024) (Ali, 2022; Oliveros, 2021; Citizens , 2024)
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The differences that appear across the continents provide one fundamental affirmation that
deserves attention. The bureaucratic reform agenda has its own peculiarities that cannot be
uniformized just like that. Each region has cultural values that must be accommodated into the
design of the career development of apparatus in their respective regions. Experience in various
countries proves that adopting a complete governance model from one country to be directly
implemented in another country often ends in failure. The characteristics and considerations of
local culture must be the main foundation, not just a complement in formulating reform policies.
The mapping of the two geographical poles ultimately emphasizes that the mechanism of
political intervention against the bureaucracy does not operate in a uniform pattern. The practice
is constantly maneuvering through a variety of approaches that are closely tied to the
characteristics and context of their respective regions. This empirical reality then urges the birth
of a design formulation of apparatus governance that is much more adaptive and contextual.
The various institutional solutions offered should be designed to have a high sensitivity to the
factual dynamics that develop in each government system.

Asia & Asia Tenggara

Ernpﬁ "

Amerika Utara & Latin

Afrika & Timur Tengah

Lintas Megara (Global)

Figure 3. Region Distribution Graph

To provide a more concrete and easy-to-understand picture, the above trend data needs to be
placed in a more real spatial context. The world map below shows how the research
concentration is spread across various government areas with diverse political cultural
backgrounds. Through this geographical mapping, we can easily identify which areas are the
main focus of global researchers in examining the intersection between merit systems and
political patronage practices.
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Figure 4. Geopolitical Distribution of Research on Merit Systems and
Political Patronage (2021-2025)

The geographical distribution map above visualizes the volume of global scientific study
production by the affiliation of the researchers’ home institution. The color gradation used
represents the quantity of publications, where the increasingly deep blue color indicates the
high dominance of a country in producing literature on this theme. Through this spatial
mapping, it is clear that the academic debate on the clash between the merit system and political
patronage is actually most developed in developing countries and regions that are undergoing
institutional transition. In the Asian region, especially China and Indonesia, research
concentrations have highlighted the strength of local political interventions, career mobility
dynamics, and open selection practices that are in fact far from ideal. In the Eastern European
region, literature from Russia and its surroundings specifically examines various irregularities
in the selection process of the apparatus in the midst of an ecosystem full of interests, including
the phenomenon of the seizure of state control by elite groups. Meanwhile, studies from Latin
America (such as Brazil and Chile) and Africa (Nigeria and South Africa) consistently focus
on the same issues, namely the breakdown of the recruitment cycle and the obstacles to
bureaucratic autonomy due to the strong roots of clientelism. This overall mapping empirically
proves that political intervention on the career of civil servants is a structural problem on a
global scale and requires serious attention from various parties.

3.2 Plurality of Methodologies and Spectrum of Research Approaches

Understanding the complex relationship between bureaucratic professionalism and political
intervention is not enough to look at it from a single perspective. That is why the 88 core
literature in this study is built on a very diverse methodological foundation. This diversity of
scientific approaches is the main guarantee in unraveling the problem between political
patronage and bureaucratic governance more comprehensively. The phenomenon of patronage
cannot be partially understood. It needs to be measured using various empirical parameters,
ranging from the macrostructure of an institution to the behavior of the apparatus at the lowest
level. If you look deeper, the choice of methods from these dozens of literature complements
each other. Some studies use quantitative approaches to test the effectiveness of policies
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measurably through statistical data. On the other hand, many qualitative studies are also used
to uncover the practices of political lobbying and the practices of favoritism that are often
implicit behind official government documents.

Quantitative Approach (43.2 percent)

This group seeks to generalize the phenomenon through structured and measurable
statistical testing. The use of large-scale surveys has proven to be able to reveal quite
crucial findings, namely that a recruitment system based on meritocratic competencies is
consistently able to increase the motivation of public services while strengthening the
attachment of employees to their institutions. Panel data analysis has also proven to be
effective in mapping the direct correlation between promotional transparency and the
stability of apparatus positions. Data from this group provide objective evidence that merit
system instruments are a determining factor for the stability of government organizations.
( Yoshinta etal., 2025)

Qualitative Approach (39.8 percent)

This approach has its own advantages in revealing the dynamics of power that are often
hidden behind administrative documents. Through in-depth interview techniques and field
observations, the researchers discovered the fact that political elites often deliberately build
patronage networks for short-term electoral interests. These pragmatic steps are slowly but
surely eroding the country's capacity in the long run. Strategic positions in the public sector
are often converted into political transaction commodities. This kind of qualitative study
has succeeded in unlocking the hidden dimension of personnel management in the public
sector that has been difficult to reach through conventional statistical questionnaire
instruments. (Ali, 2022) (Borshchevskiy, 2024)

Mixed Approach (17.0 percent)

This last research group chose a more complex approach by combining the power of
quantitative data and the wealth of qualitative data from the reality in the field. The
combination of the analysis of official documents with targeted group discussions proved
to yield a very comprehensive understanding. This approach succeeded in identifying at
what point political negotiations usually penetrated, and under what conditions
bureaucratic competence was still able to maintain its autonomy. The use of this mixed
method opens up space for researchers to enter into the core of bureaucratic dynamics more
fully. All layers of the process are clearly recorded, from the formulation of regulations at
the elite level to the real practices that take place at the operational level. (Peters &
Bianchi, 2023)
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mKuantitatif mKualitatif mCampuran (Mixed)

Figure 5. Characteristics of Methodology and Approach to Core Literature Studies (2021-
2025).

3.3 Bibliometric Network Analysis

The results of the bibliometric mapping show that topics around the merit system and public
service dominate the conversation in the global literature. Interestingly, the term 'political
patronage' actually appears with a very limited frequency. This condition shows that there is a
significant gap in the current literature, where the practice of political intervention on the
careers of civil servants is often not explicitly discussed, but is only implied behind
administrative terms that seem neutral. This is what makes this research crucial to be carried
out, namely to bring to the surface the phenomenon that actually occurs in the field. Moreover,
this has so far escaped the mainstream of academic studies.

The visual findings below carry a very basic theoretical message. The scope of career
development of state civil servants has never been completely free from the influence of power
dynamics. On the contrary, personnel governance in the field is always in the midst of a tug-
of-war between two interests. On the one hand, the system is required to enforce the standards
of professionalism of the apparatus objectively and consistently. But on the other hand, the
pressure of loyalty to superiors as political officials and decision-making authority holders in
the bureaucratic realm continues to overshadow every step taken.
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Figure 6. VVosviewer Network Visualization
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The tug-of-war between the political axis and the bureaucratic machine is further explored
through the Overlay Visualization feature. These mappings are specifically designed to record
the chronology of topic trend shifts over time. In the results of the network visualization, dark
nodes are markers for study groups from the previous era, where the literature in that era
generally still dwells on the issue of formal compliance with conventional personnel
administration rules. The opposite condition is indicated by bright and striking knots. This
striking color represents the most up-to-date trend in global public sector management. (Koga
et al., 2023; Rahman et al., 2023)

If you look deeply, the focus of research in recent years has shifted significantly. Academics
are no longer just discussing the text of regulations on paper. Attention is now starting to shift
strongly towards a more substantive one, namely examining the adaptation strategies of
bureaucrats, the resilience of institutions in the face of external pressure, and the urgency of
enforcing leadership ethics in the bureaucracy. This paradigm shift is proof that the current
discussion on bureaucratic reform is much more mature than in the previous period. This
development also demands the use of a more realistic and pragmatic point of view, especially
in photographing practical political dynamics in government.
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Figure 7. VVosviewer Overlay Visualization

Complementing the previous mapping, the Density Visualization feature is used specifically to
measure the density level of a research topic. Bright dots are a marker that a topic has been
researched very often by academics at the global level. On the density map produced, keywords
such as meritocracy, career advancement, and career success seem to shine very brightly. This
condition is in line with the large amount of literature that examines the capacity of institutions
and the evaluation of bureaucratic performance ideally at the normative level. But behind the
brilliance, there is a visual anomaly that is quite striking. Keywords that are actually very
crucial, such as bureaucratic patronage and political patronage, do not appear at all side by side
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with career success in bright areas. The absence of this concept provides a clear signal about
the existence of a blank space in the global research map. (Aneja & Xu, 2024; Xu et al., 2023)
This empirical fact proves that the majority of the world's scientists have not touched the real
reality of the field. The global literature generally ignores the fact that the career direction of
bureaucrats in government is often determined by political pressure, not purely by competence
achievement. This theoretical gap is then used as the main foundation in this SLR research. The
identified blanks will be explored specifically to formulate a hybrid career governance design
at the next stage of analysis.

S—E VOSviewer

Figure 8. VVosviewer Density Visualization
Discussion

4.1 Patterns and Mechanisms of Intervention of Political Patronage in the Bureaucracy
(Answering RQ1)

The practice of political intervention in public institutions is rarely carried out openly. A search
of dozens of core literature proves an important fact, namely that there are neatly arranged
strategies that operate in the gray area of authority of the practice of political patronage itself.
Interventions against the bureaucracy are packaged in such a way that they appear legally
legitimate and not easily sued legally. The most vulnerable entry point for this kind of
infiltration is the momentum of the leadership transition at the regional level. Once the
contestation is over, the circulation of strategic positions often changes functions. Positions that
should be filled based on competence are instead transferred to be instruments of reciprocity
for support groups. This transactional pattern clearly ignores the basic qualification principle,
where the order of rank and the objective track record that are the spirit of the merit system are
neglected. ( Kolvani & Nistotskaya , 2025; Peters & Bianchi, 2023) (Askimetal.,
2024; Dr. O. Nyamaa et al., 2025) (Anzia & Trounstine, 2025; Ituma et al., 2024; Leutert &
Vortherms, 2021)
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Another tactic that dominates the practice of political patronage, especially in developing
countries, is the construction of exclusive and closed networks of personal loyalty. Elected
political officials do not hesitate to place bureaucrats with a high level of personal loyalty in
strategic positions. This pragmatic decision was chosen in order to secure a short-term agenda,
sometimes even just to increase the interests of budget absorption and the image of the rulers.
When observed at a glance, the agency's performance does seem to be running quickly because
of the solid coordination of one command. But in reality, the bureaucratic machine is actually
undergoing a profound weakening from within the bureaucracy itself. Career bureaucrats who
try to work according to the rules are slowly losing motivation. They are forced to witness for
themselves how their competence is set aside by personal closeness that has nothing to do with
professionalism.  (Ali, 2022; Harris, Meyer-Sahling, et al., 2023; Polga-Hecimovich, 2021b)
(Ali, 2022; Oliveros, 2021) (Christensen, 2024) (Ali, 2022; Wargadinata, 2024)

The uncertain work climate triggers a chain reaction in the organization. Apparatus who feel
threatened is ultimately encouraged to design a self-defense strategy. Bureaucrats at the
regional level who have lost their idealism are gradually being dragged towards political
negotiations as a way out. They seek protection through political patronage relations. both to
ensure that their work programs continue to receive funding support and to protect their position
from the threat of arbitrary mutation. This constant pressure ultimately turns personal
connections into the most realistic adaptation strategies to survive in a politicized staffing
ecosystem. (Koga et al., 2023; Rahman et al., 2023) (Chen & Kuo, 2024; Soontiens et al.,
2025; Yoshinta et al., 2025)

The most dangerous impact of political patronage intervention is when the network begins to
affect the integrity of public data and information. Bureaucrats who feel indebted for their
positions are proven to be more susceptible to information manipulation. Performance reports
are engineered in such a way with one main goal: to meet the expectations of the political elite
while protecting the image of the ruler from central supervision. This kind of loyalty exchange
practice ultimately distorts the essence of human resource management fundamentally. The
bureaucracy, which is actually present as a public servant, is forced to change its function to
become a protector for the transactional interests of certain parties.  (Borshchevskiy, 2024;
Chen & Kuo, 2024)

4.2 Strategic Factors and Main Obstacles to Merit System Enforcement (Answering
RQ2).

The clash between the merit system and political pressure does not only give birth to
administrative problems. The impact is felt to touch the psychological health of the apparatus.
Based on a global literature mapping, the main obstacle that most quickly decreases the
effectiveness of the merit system is the collapse of the perception of distributive justice within
organizations. No matter how sophisticated a promotion system will lose its credibility when
employees realize that rewards are no longer performance-based, but rather determined by the
practice of personal closeness. The consequences of this condition cannot be taken lightly.
Employees who have high competence but do not have access to the circle of power begin to
view the merit system as a manipulative formality. This deep disillusionment is slowly eroding
the motivation of the public service that should be the main driving force of the bureaucratic
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machine. (Kolvani & Nistotskaya, 2025; Mouratidou & Grabarski, 2021; Naguib & Madeeha,

2023; Yoshinta et al., 2025) (Chen & Kuo, 2024; Fischer & Schott, 2022; Yoshinta et al.,
2025)

This kind of moral rift quickly develops into broader organizational instability. Bureaucratic
neutrality becomes fragile every time the cycle of regional leadership transitions takes place.
The change of political elites has been proven to trigger a surge in  (Walter & Veit, 2025)
administrative turnover at the structural level. In these conditions, bureaucrats no longer have
enough space to think about long-term public service innovations. Most of their energy is
actually drained to face the uncertainty of work that continues to loom. The shadow of the threat
of unilateral removal or transfer of position always accompanies the apparatus whenever there
is a change of political leadership. (Askim et al., 2024; Dr. O. Nyamaa et al., 2025) (Askim
etal., 2024; Polga - Hecimovich, 2021a; Xu et al., 2023)

In the midst of this declining motivation, some literature actually records an adaptation
phenomenon that is interesting to observe. There is one factor that remains strong in the face
of systemic pressure, namely the instinct to protect oneself. When formal regulation fails to
provide a guarantee of justice, bureaucrats respond in a very rational way. They build protection
by sheltering under informal networks as a form of defensive strategy. The flourishing of this
patronage practice does not necessarily mean that the State Civil Apparatus deliberately
compromises with corruption. This move is more of a survival strategy to protect their careers
from the intervention of political rulers. ( Brieba et al., 2024; Harris, Meyer- Sahling
etal., 2023; Rahman et al., 2023) ( Goldfien , 2024)

Another obstacle that is no less serious is the phenomenon of pseudo-administrative formalities.
Visually, standard procedures, evaluation documents, and the personnel application system
seem to be running neatly as if the meritocratic system functions normally as it should. But in
reality, all these completeness only serves as a formality to cover the promotion process that
has actually been determined through political negotiations. However, the existence of such a
pile of documents ultimately only serves as administrative evidence whose purpose is simply
to meet administrative reporting standards to supervisory authorities at the national level.
(Marthalina et al., 2025; McLaren et al., 2023) ( Leutert & Vortherms, 2021; Peters &
Bianchi, 2023)

4.3 Best Practices in Maintaining Bureaucratic Autonomy (Answering RQ3).

Imposing rigid meritocratic standards at the level of regional institutions often leads to failure.
The political reality on the ground is too complex to be regulated by laws and regulations. The
results of an in-depth synthesis of the core literature offer a much more realistic way out. The
approach that is considered appropriate is not compliance with administrative rules, but rather
the formulation of a hybrid career governance model. The model is built on one crucial
awareness, namely that the written law of state administration and the dynamics of informal
politics are two forces that will always intersect in practice on the ground. (Brieba et al., 2024;
Koga et al., 2023)
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So far, conventional research has tended to view informal relations in the region solely as the
root of corruption and the main threat to the merit system. However, a number of recent
literature presents a different picture. Bureaucrats with integrity often use these informal
networks as a means to protect themselves. These social networks have proven to be quite
effective in preserving their professional autonomy from the arbitrariness of the political elite.
This defensive strategy proves the intelligence of the apparatus in using an informal approach
to fortify the formal system that is vulnerable to political pressure. (Harris, Meyer-Sahling, et
al., 2023) (Chen & Kuo, 2024; Harris, Meyer-Sahling, et al., 2023)

Based on the accumulation of data from dozens of core literature, this hybrid governance model
architecture is formulated to ensure the sustainability of apparatus professionalism. This ideal
model is strongly supported by three main strategic pillars:

e Leadership Example as Bureaucratic Protection
Relying on career protection only on the digital talent management system is certainly
inadequate in stemming the political intervention of power holders. The most effective
determining factor to withstand such political pressure is the presence of leaders who have
high integrity. This kind of leadership figure plays the role of an institutional protector,
who must dare to take a leading position in filtering out various forms of transactional
intervention. This kind of firmness ensures that the rotation of positions under them
remains based on technical capacity and not just an exchange of personal closeness.
(Askimetal., 2024; Yoshinta etal., 2025) ( Mcilongo & Strydom, 2021)

e Clear Rules of the Game for Political Office Privileges
Political patronage interventions often take refuge behind the legitimacy of the
discretionary rights of elected political officials. This kind of regulatory gap needs to be
seriously controlled. Hybrid governance models demand the availability of transparent
benchmarks for each mutation policy. If there is a shift in position that jumps far from the
normal order of rank, the decision must be accompanied by objective reasons and the
results of a performance evaluation that are accessible to the public. This mechanism is
specifically designed to close the space for unilateral decisions that are fraught with the
interests of certain groups. ( Leutert & Vortherms, 2021; Peters et al., 2022) (Wang
& Lei, 2021)

e The Meeting Point Between Political Vision and Professionalism
The bureaucracy and political leaders need to find a common ground that is rational and
acceptable to both sides. The apparatus should not show open resistance or reject the
political agenda of elected officials. Instead, bureaucrats are required to work smarter. The
ability to translate the political vision of the leadership into a technocratic work program
that obeys the rule of law is a necessity. This compromise point ensures that the wheels of
government can still carry out the political promises of the leadership without having to
sacrifice the principle of fairness in managing employees' careers. (Koga et al., 2023;
Rahman et al., 2023) (Liu, 2024; Park & Jeon, 2022)

The formulation of this hybrid model offers a new perspective for the study of public
management. The existence of informal spaces in the government environment does not need
to be completely eliminated. These dynamics need to be managed tactically, so that this
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informal energy can be directed as a supporting instrument to strengthen the meritocratic
system to be more adaptive and resilient in the face of harsh political realities. (Brieba et
al., 2024; Chen & Kuo, 2024; Haupt et al., 2021; Rasool et al., 2025; Silva & Rodrigues, 2025)

Conclusion and Implications

5.1 Key Conclusions

Based on a systematic synthesis of 88 core literature, this review formulates three main

conceptualizations that directly answer the research questions:

1. Intervention Patterns and Mechanisms (Answering RQ1)
The main pattern of political patronage is formed through the use of loopholes in policy
discretion legally. The mechanism is in the form of an exchange of loyalty after the
transition of power at the regional level. At this stage, the circulation of structural positions
in sub-national institutions is tactically converted into a reciprocal arena to secure the
support network of the political elite, ignoring objective competency considerations.

2. Determinants and Obstacles of the Merit System (Answering RQ2)
The strategic factors that determine the establishment of the merit system rely on the
transparency of evaluation parameters and the firmness of the bureaucratic leadership. On
the contrary, the main obstacle is the deterioration of the perception of distributive justice,
which ultimately lowers the motivation of public services. This condition encourages
career officers to build new patronage relationships as an adaptive response to survive in
the midst of a personnel management climate full of uncertainty.

3. Global Best Practices (Answering RQ3)
Best practices for maintaining bureaucratic autonomy boil down to institutionalizing a
hybrid governance model. This cross-border approach is based on three concrete pillars,
namely the enforcement of ethical leadership as a protector from transactional pressure,
the limitation of discretionary space for official mutation in an open and transparent
manner, and the creation of a technocratic compromise space that is able to translate the
political vision of the leadership without sacrificing the principle of professionalism of the
apparatus.

5.2 Theoretical and Practical Implications

The findings of this systematic literature review pose a considerable challenge to the

establishment of the perspective of human resource management in the public sector.

e Theoretical Contributions
So far, talent management has often been described as operating in a room isolated from
power dynamics. This study shows that this assumption is not entirely accurate, because
bureaucracy is not a stand-alone space but is influenced by various external factors that are
interrelated. The theory of career development of apparatus in the future needs to include
sub-national political dynamics as an inherent variable, not just an anomaly or disruptive
factor that stands separate from the system.

e Practical Recommendations
For public authorities at the sub-national level, bureaucratic restructuring requires much
bolder steps than just the implementation of a digital staffing system. Digitizing personnel
management alone will not solve the root of the problem. The discretionary rights of
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elected political officials in mutation matters need to be tested openly by the public. On
the other hand, bureaucratic leaders must be the protectors of their ranks, with the courage
to filter out various forms of interest deposits before the political pressure creeps down and
interferes with the performance of other apparatus who have worked professionally

5.3 Research Limitations and Future Research Agenda

As a scientific work, this review is certainly inseparable from various shortcomings. This
research has a number of methodological limitations that also affect the scope of the study, and
this needs to be presented openly as part of academic integrity.

e Database Limitations
The collection of articles in this study relied exclusively on reputable international
databases, namely Scopus and Dimensions, with data extraction through the Publish or
Perish tool. While this combination guarantees the quality and broad coverage of the global
literature, this approach still has fundamental drawbacks. This study risks missing
empirical findings from gray literature or non-indexed local journals that are often sharper
in describing the nuances of cultural patronage in very specific sub-national areas.

e Advanced Research Roadmap
The future research agenda is highly recommended to go beyond just a text-based literature
study. The ethnographic study of bureaucracy is needed to observe firsthand how the
process of political negotiation occurs in closed government spaces. In addition,
longitudinal research is also an urgent agenda to be carried out to track the extent of the
capacity of a career bureaucrat in maintaining his professional autonomy in the midst of a
change in leadership regimes at the regional level.
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