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Public administration today is called to task to perform at its very best. A number 

of great, urgent and challenging responsibilities coincide and call for decisive and 

energetic intervention. However, interventions cannot be effective without wider 

support in society. Leadership may incidentally call for intervention even if 

support is lacking; in the long term, decisiveness and support are both required 

as they are two sides of the same coin. 

The Council for Public Administration (Dutch: ROB) has established that 

public support for the government's actions is no longer self-evident. Its actions 

are increasingly considered with suspicion, which affects the government's clout. 

Why do people increasingly distrust their government? What is needed to 

restore the relationship between government and citizens? These were the 

questions that prompted the Council to start an exploration into the authority of 

the government in the summer of 2021. 

The exploration was conducted along three lines of research. Firstly, the 

Council conducted a broad philosophical-historical literature study to learn more 

on how the authority relationship between government and citizens has 

developed in recent decades. For this purpose, the Council started to collaborate 

with institutions such as the Philosophical School Netherlands. Secondly, based 

on socio-psychological research, it examined the state of current government 

authority from a quantitative perspective. This study - largely based on existing 

empirical research, e.g. from the Social and Cultural Planning Office (SCP) - 

helped to understand the reasons why citizens do or do not ascribe authority to 

the government. Under the heading 'authority in practice', the Council - as a third 

line of research - based itself on an anthropological approach to examine the 

authority relationship between government and citizens in some practical cases. 

The result of these practical cases is a collection of three longreads issued 

separately from this report. 

The results of the three lines of research coincide in this underlying advisory 

report on Regaining authority. On the public administration’s worthiness of 

having authority. The Council argues that various deficits have caused the 

government to lose authority. A cognitive deficit has been created because many 

public tasks have been outsourced in recent decades. In addition, many civil 

servants, particularly at the top, were expected to rotate on a regular basis 

within the civil service. As a result, specialists within the government have 

become scarce. In addition, a moral deficit has been created because 

government action has been reduced to technocratic-rational action that was 

supposed to be completely neutral. However, the government 
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cannot be neutral; it always ends up making choices based on a normative 

framework. Political leaders need to make sure that those moral principles 

become explicit again. In conclusion, there is a social deficit, which, according to 

the Council, means that the minds of the people throughout society no longer 

always reach the government. 

Reasoning from these deficits, the ROB states that a government worthy of 

authority should be competent, trustworthy and engaged. Based on these three 

core qualities, the Council presents three lines of thought to move towards 

regaining authority in chapter 5. Partly based on the reactions to its report, the 

Council intends to start developing at least one of the solutions mentioned in 

chapter 5. This advisory report is consequently an interim product of a longer-

term process on the authority of the government. 

This advisory report was prepared by a working group of Council members 

and Council staff. Prof Katrien Termeer (chair), Daan Roovers, Huri Sahin and 

Kees Jan de Vet of the Council were part of the working group. Mariet de Boer, 

Michael Mekel, Daan Musters, Ayeh Zarrinkhameh (until 1 January 2022) and 

Jasper Zuure supported the working group on behalf of the faculty. The efforts 

they put into this project and particularly their enthusiasm and dedication has 

been much appreciated by the Council. 

Many administrators, politicians, experts and experiential experts have 

helped explore the authority of government over the past year. They 

participated in expert meetings, round-table discussions, asked critical questions 

during presentations or read draft documents. We are very grateful to all of 

them for volunteering their brainpower, experience and time to the Council (a 

list of our discussion partners has been enclosed to this report). A special 

mention should be made of Ad Verbrugge and Anke Griffioen of the 

Philosophical School Netherlands, who organised three sessions for the Council 

to fully consider the philosophical basis of authority. It must be noted, however, 

that the final result, i.e. this advisory report on Regaining Authority is entirely the 

Council's responsibility. 

 
We trust that this advisory report will be a first constituent in restoring trust 

between citizens and government and consequently regaining authority by the 

public administration. 
 

Han Polman  Rien Fraanje 

Chairman of the Council for Public Administration   Secretary director 
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What is the purpose of an advisory report on government authority?  

Refugee crisis, climate crisis, nitrogen crisis, housing crisis, youth-care crisis and 

so on. The next crisis is soon announced before the present crisis is over. The 

question, however, is whether we are effectively faced with problems that are 

greater than before, or whether the 'crisis' label is convenient for public 

administration. After all, if it is a crisis, people will not simply claim that no action 

is needed. Moreover, the designation 'crisis' justifies firm action - perhaps even 

firmer than would normally be desired or even allowed. 

Many crisis files are not about emergencies that caught us by surprise. 

Rather, they are regular tasks that have simply been neglected - because the 

government lacked the will to tackle them, or because the government invariably 

encountered too much resistance when tackling them. This raises the question of 

whether, under normal administrative circumstances, public administration 

effectively ‘wants to be in charge' and effectively still 'is in charge' where it wants 

to be. 

This brings us to the central topic of this report: the authority of government. 

The Council for Public Administration defines ‘authority’ as power voluntarily 

accepted by citizens. The Council states that the government’s authority is 

essential to tackling urgent issues and long-term policy challenges of our times. 

Administration not only improves when citizens recognise the government's 

power, its policies also gain legitimacy and support as a result: without authority, 

the government is left with only passiveness or the use of forms of power that 

are not voluntarily accepted, such as coercion. 

 
Two sides of the same coin: de-facto authority and worthiness of having 

authority  

Authority depends on the reciprocal relationship between those who grant 

authority (in this case citizens) and those who bear authority (in this case 

politicians, administrators and civil servants). This reciprocal authority 

relationship has in fact an empirical and normative dimension, representing, as it 

were, two sides of the same coin. To clarify this, the Council distinguishes 

between de-facto authority on the one hand and worthiness of (having) authority 

on the other. 

­ De-facto authority here refers to the extent to which citizens are prepared 

to accept power voluntarily. This can be studied empirically. Someone 

may or may not be granted authority or to a greater or lesser extent. 

­ Worthiness of authority is about whether this voluntary acceptance of 

power is justifiable according to certain standards. This can only be judged 

normatively. A person does or does not deserve authority based on certain 

achievements, standards or values. 
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The distinction between de-facto authority and worthiness of having authority is 

relevant, because it enables a study of whether people who are given de-facto 

authority are also worthy of having authority, and vice versa: whether someone 

worthy of authority is in effect given authority. The situation may be that a 

person has de-facto authority but is not worthy of having authority, for instance 

when citizens voluntarily accept power from poor administration. Or that a 

person does not have de-facto authority but is worthy of it, in the case when 

citizens do not voluntarily accept power from proper administration. Another 

situation that may arise is when people who do not hold a formal position of 

power nevertheless gain authority because others believe they are worthy of it. 

Be that as it may, the distinction invites citizens and administrators to engage in a 

conversation about what standards justify the voluntary acceptance of power. 

After all, what actually makes public administration 'worthy of authority'? 

In this advisory report, the Council makes a first move in the democratic 

debate on the authority and worthiness of having authority of the government. 

At least three criteria are relevant in its view. Firstly, competence: does a person 

in authority know what he is talking about? Is a person capable of doing what he 

says? This is about having the right competences, defined by knowledge and 

skills or expertise and experiential expertise. Secondly, trustworthiness: does 

someone in charge say what he or she thinks, and do as he or she says? Is he or 

she fair? Do they have your best interests at heart? Is a deal indeed a deal? This 

is related to the morality, authenticity and integrity of those in authority and do 

as they promise. Thirdly, engagement: does the person in charge have the right 

to speak? Is he in touch with those who accept his power and of whom he has 

control? This is related to the representativeness of authority figures and the 

representation of citizens in a formal and informal sense. 

 
Authority under pressure 

The answer to the question of the state of de-facto authority of public 

administration is vested in the citizen's perspective. Since the authority 

relationship between citizens and government is diverse, the exact state of de-

facto authority will vary in every different situation, and in every different 

authority relationship. When it comes to the de-facto authority of public 

administration in general, and representative democracy and its institutions and 

incumbent office holders in particular, three attitude types of citizens can be 

distinguished: 

­ Authority-rejecting and disengaged citizens do not accept the authority of 

the public administration, regardless of whether it is authority-worthy. 

­ Authority-abiding and indifferent citizens accept the authority of the public 

administration, regardless of whether the administration is authority-worthy. 
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­ Authority-critical citizens accept the authority of public administration, 

however, conditionally and depending on whether this administration is 

authority-worthy. 

 
The Council observes that citizens seem less likely to grant authority than before 

and that especially the groups that reject authority or are in any case critical of it 

are growing. However, the Council does not necessarily regard the citizens’ 

increased critical attitude as a problem: after all, citizens can keep administrators 

on their toes. Research shows that a large majority of Dutch people still endorse 

the principles of the democratic constitutional state under the rule of law. 

Consequently, people mainly criticise the methods used by people and 

institutions to implement those principles. The arguments provided for this can 

be clustered under the headings of competence, trustworthiness and 

engagement. 

Based on available research, the Council observes that the de-facto authority 

of the public administration is under pressure where it is considered by citizens 

to be insufficiently worthy of having authority. The Council wondered whether 

this declining authority-worthiness only exists from citizens’ perspectives, or 

whether authority-worthiness of the government is effectively declining. 

 
Crumbling worthiness of authority of public administration 

The Council notes that the competence, trustworthiness and engagement - and 

consequently the worthiness of authority - of the public administration are under 

pressure in some areas. According to the Council, this is because four deficits 

have arisen within the government in certain areas. The Council refers to the 

power deficit, the cognitive deficit, the moral deficit and the social deficit. 

First, a power deficit has emerged within public administration. The cause of 

this deficit is twofold. On the one hand, the government has eroded its own 

control. It increasingly has control in fewer areas of society due to political 

choices in recent decades and the government has organised its own lack of 

power. On the other hand, where the government does want to have control, it 

does not or not sufficiently succeed in maintaining it through voluntary 

acceptance. As a result, it is left with a mere supply of coercion measures and 

other forms of non-voluntarily accepted power. 

The cognitive deficit refers to the lack of knowledge and skills, expertise and 

experiential expertise. The government has to operate in an increasingly complex 

world, and yet has less substantive knowledge and expertise due to its focus on 

market-oriented and process-oriented work. As a result, the impact of policy is 

gradually lost. At the same time, through processes such as democratisation and 

horizontalisation, citizens have better access to alternative sources of knowledge 

and expertise, allowing truth claims by public 
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administration to be more often challenged and contradicted. Politicians, 

meanwhile, are too preoccupied with survival and are swayed by the capricious 

issues of the day. Long-term perspectives are lacking. 

The moral deficit refers to the denial of the normative character of the 

actions of public administration and the (mostly unintended) immoral 

consequences of these actions. The emphasis on apparently neutral and 

scientifically-based processes and interpretative frameworks means that 

questions about the justice of government actions in relation to citizens fade into 

the background or even out of sight. Political-management debates have taken 

on a technical-legal aspect and the normative conversations to determine the 

public interest are avoided. Meanwhile, increasingly complex laws and 

regulations are needed to steer the government's actions in the right direction, 

the moral dimension of official duties has been pushed into the background, 

public morals and the morals contained in laws and regulations have started to 

diverge, and the government itself often does not abide by the law. 

In conclusion, the social deficit refers to the gap between government and 

people's lives. Whereas the government traditionally connected with citizens 

through representative elites, this vertical connection with society has lost its 

strength. At the same time, few bottom-up or horizontal structures have 

replaced it. This hampers the extent to which the government succeeds in 

defining a general interest in which citizens feel ignored  with regard to their 

special interests, because these interests do not reach the administrators or 

administrators have blind spots for these interests. This is not only because the 

government has little insight into those interests, also, many citizens have 

become more articulate and are more inclined and able to recognise and stand 

up for their interests. However, democratic capital in our country is unevenly 

distributed, making some groups less able to find their way to power. An 

example is the diploma democracy. Besides the education level, factors such as 

class, geography, gender and ethnicity also play a role. 

Can something be done about the deficits? Can we cut the loss? And if so, 

how? 

 
Invest in competence, trustworthiness and engagement 

The Council establishes the situation that the government is gradually losing 

control in matters and cannot rely on the voluntary acceptance of its power by 

citizens where it wants to have control. The Council therefore believes the 

government should regain its authority by investing in its own worthiness of 

authority, defined by its competence, trustworthiness and engagement. 

Although there are numerous social developments that have contributed to 

government authority becoming less self-evident, the Council believes that the 

government has prospects in these areas to regain its own authority. 
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The Council explores various schools of thought, action perspectives and options. 

This is based on three thematic lines aimed at investing in the competence, 

trustworthiness and engagement of the public administration, respectively. 

Together, these form a thematic advisory agenda which the Council intends to 

develop further in the upcoming year in cooperation with public administration, 

civil-society organisations and citizens. 

1. Invest in the competence of public administration 

Developments in society have made governance more complex in recent 

decennia. All in all, the government is insufficiently competent in certain 

policy areas and levels of government. The Council sees many opportunities 

to invest in government competence by addressing this. 

The Council observes an almost feverish focus on the short term within 

public administration, as a result of which major social problems can often 

proliferate uncontrolled. For this reason, the Council intends to promote 

long-term thinking within public administration. 

Over the past decades, the government has moreover focused on process 

management and heavily relied on hired experts and external advisers, 

causing a sharp decline in the cognitive skills of the government itself. The 

Council wants to consider how to restore this by bringing in expertise and 

experience from outside. 

In conclusion, the Council notes that citizens’ knowledge and expertise 

has, on the other hand, grown relatively strongly in recent decades, leading 

to more frequent contesting and contradiction of the government's truth 

claims. The Council regards this as a positive factor and believes that the 

government can further facilitate and utilise the process of establishing the 

truth in the digitalised knowledge democracy. 

2. Invest in the trustworthiness of public administration 

The government has deliberately abandoned its directing and regulating 

role in recent decades. The Council notes that the (non-)action of the 

government is never morally neutral and that the effect of (no) policy 

always has moral and sometimes immoral consequences. The Council 

believes that the government can invest in its trustworthiness by better 

recognising and reassessing the moral and normative dimensions of its 

work. 

With the focus on efficiency and effectiveness, questions about what is 

just within public administration have disappeared. More thought needs to 

be given to underlying standards and values of policy. Public administration 

will have to learn to set political and legal standards again and consider what 

constitutes good administration. 

The Council observes ongoing tensions between providing tailor-made 

solutions on the one hand and treating citizens equally on the other. The 

Council wants to explore this tension further by 



Regaining authority - advisory report by the council for public 
administration 

12 

 

 

 

 
identifying the (im)moral consequences of overblown customisation and anti-fraud. 

In conclusion, the Council notes that digitisation can bring both moral 

opportunities and moral costs in the interaction between citizens and the 

government, as well as the business community and civil society 

organisations. The Council wants to explore how these can be recognised and 

mitigated, and what part the government can have in this. 

3. Invest in public administration engagement 

The Council notes that the government’s authority is still mostly organised 

vertically and top-down, while society has become increasingly horizontal in 

recent decennia. In addition, society is more diverse than before without this 

having led to fundamental adjustments within public administration. The 

Council believes that the government can invest in its engagement by giving 

citizens - and especially certain groups of citizens - more influence than 

currently is the case. 

The Council observes that the under-representation of certain groups of 

citizens involves great moral and social costs as they become disengaged 

and 'drop out'. It wants to reflect on how public administration can give 

these groups a more meaningful place in policy development and 

implementation. 

In addition, the Council notes insufficient  discussions about the general 

interest within public administration. It believes that the connecting potential 

of public administration as a place where the special interests of citizens 

come together and are weighed up remains unused and wants to examine 

how this connecting role can be restored. 

In conclusion, public administration should think through alternative 

channels of citizens to influence and control political decision-making, 

such as the right of challenge, citizens' initiatives, deliberative forums and 

alternative forms of referendums, such as preferendums, whether 

combined or not. 

 
Regaining authority 

The crises mentioned in the beginning of this chapter have, as mentioned earlier, 

two aspects in common. 

Firstly, they developed because the government did not act upon its 

responsibility in the relevant cases in time. For whatever reason, the government 

'did not want to be in charge' and allowed problems to fester until the 

humanitarian, environmental or lower limits of the constitutional state emerged. 

In many cases, the problems were created or at least perpetuated by the 

government itself. 

The second common denominator relates to addressing the problems. If the 

government has changed tack and it wants to start doing something about the 

situation that has developed, 
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it meets with a great deal of resistance from citizens. At such time, there is no 

other option left but to declare 'the crisis'. Where the government does want to 

be in charge, have control or authority, it cannot count on sufficient 'voluntary 

acceptance'. 

Through this diagnosis, the Council does not imply that the public 

administration has become insufficiently competent, non-trustworthy and non-

engaged across the board. On the contrary. The Council has observed that within 

all ranks of government, people are working with the best intentions and are 

fully dedicated. The Council for Public Administration therefore does not make its 

diagnosis merely to criticise. On the contrary, it notes that the government has 

huge potential to play a valuable role in our society. 

However, the Council points out that authority is not something one simply 

has - it needs to be earned. That is why the Council believes it is essential to 

restore the worthiness of authority in public administration where it has been 

eroded and for the government to work on its own competence, trustworthiness 

and engagement. The thematic advisory agenda presented by the Council in this 

advisory report could be a first step in this direction. After all, the first step in 

allowing the government to regain its authority is to ensure that those in 

authority are worthy of it. 

The present advisory report is not the final piece, but the starting point of the 

public debate on the state of government authority and ways to regain this 

authority. In the coming period, the Council will enter into discussions with 

administrators, politicians, civil servants, civil-society organisations and citizens 

about its critical reflection, and especially also about the perspective for 

improvement, which it intends to provide in this analysis. 
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1 What is the purpose of an advisory report on 

government authority? 

 

 
1.1 problem definition: lack of clarity on the state of government 

authority 

 
1.1.1 What is authority? 

In this advisory report, authority means 'voluntarily accepted power'. The Dutch 

word for authority: ‘gezag’ derives from the Middle Dutch 'geseggen' and 

'ghesach' and has the meaning of 'having a say'.1 This includes not only having a 

say in the sense of 'telling' or 'speaking', but also saying in the sense of 'judging', 

'requiring' or 'commanding'. When translated a little more freely, this relates to 

people in authority - authority figures – who are therefore people who 'have a 

say', who are ‘in control’. 

With our definition of authority, we are in alignment with definitions of 

others. For example, Gabriël van den Brink and Thijs Jansen define authority as 

'the use of power that is recognised or accepted'.2 According to our definition, 

authority is granted to the bearer of authority by the person in authority, the 

person on whom power is exercised and who voluntarily accepts this power. In 

this analysis, we are mainly interested in the authority of public administration 

and consider politicians, administrators, civil servants as well as judges and 

prosecutors as the authority figures and citizens as the authority granters. 

Our definition of authority is also similar to political philosopher Hannah 

Arendt's definition of 'power with'. She distinguishes between 'power with' and 

'power over'.3 According to her, 'power with' refers to the concept of power of an 

association of free and equal citizens in which shared power is bounded by law. 

By 'power over', she refers to the concept of power of the state which has a 

hierarchical relationship with citizens of command and obedience and which is 

sanctioned by the threat of force. We distinguish in this advisory report between 

exercise of power based on authority and exercise of power based on non-

voluntarily accepted power, such as coercion. Coercion is similar to Arendt's 

definition of 'power over'.4 

 
 

 
1 De Vries & Tollenaere 2016. 
2 Van den Brink & Jansen 2016, pp. 16 and 18. 

Our definition is also in line with the definition of government legitimacy provided by Lonneke 
van Noije in her exploratory study for the SCP on justification: 'the voluntary acceptance of the 
exercise of power by citizens, on the basis of a legal as well as moral justification from the 
public interest.' Refer to: Van Noije 2019. 

3 De Jongh 2022. 
4 Also refer to: Berger 2005. 
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1.1.2 Why is government authority relevant? 

Why is authority actually relevant to the public authorities if it can also use 

coercion? First of all, in a democratic constitutional state under the rule of law - 

where the government itself is also bound by laws - coercion is not ruled out (for 

example: compulsory education and levying taxes), but it should only be used as 

an extreme remedy. The government ideally asserts its authority to get citizens 

to behave in certain ways. 

Secondly, enforcing laws and regulations is simply easier for the public 

administration if a large majority voluntarily accepts the public administration's 

exercise of power. Indeed, for compliance with laws and regulations, the 

government depends on the voluntary acceptance of these laws and regulations 

by an overwhelming majority of citizens, simply because it is not in a position to 

enforce compliance by all citizens. 

An example can clarify the difference between 'power with' and 'power 

over' 

 
When citizens voluntarily accept the power of police officers and tax 

inspectors, such police officers and tax inspectors  are given authority. 

They then follow traffic rules, or pay their taxes, e.g. because they 

consider safe traffic and the financing of certain public goods to be in the 

public interest. 

 
If the exercise of power is not voluntarily accepted by citizens, there is 

no authority, however, coercion. If a citizen does not follow traffic rules 

or does not pay his taxes, police officers and tax inspectors can use the 

state monopoly on force to prevent traffic chaos or the state monopoly 

on levying taxes to ensure the financing of public goods. 



Regaining authority - advisory report by the council for public 
administration 

16 

 

 

 

 
 

Thirdly, the government has a role in defining a general interest in which the 

many special interests in our society have a place or at least are recognised. This 

sometimes requires making (painful) trade-offs between the special interests at 

hand, and the government needs authority to be able to say 'no' authoritatively 

in such cases - in the name of the common good. 

The authority of government is therefore essential. However, there are 

concerns about this authority, and in view of these concerns, the Council 

considers it essential to have a constructive public debate. Indeed, there is still 

much uncertainty as to whether the government’s authority has a problem, and 

if so, what exactly the problem is, what the underlying causes are and possible 

lines of thought for solutions. 

 
1.2 Objective: contribution to the public debate by providing a diagnosis 

of the state of the authority of the public administration 

The purpose of this report is therefore to contribute to the public debate by 

analysing the state of authority in public administration, by providing words to 

the experiences of those in positions of authority (politicians, administrators, civil 

servants) in their work and by indicating directions for improvement. The Council 

does not pretend to be exhaustive in its analysis, however, intends to encourage 

'thought' and give an initial direction for 'action'. 

The Council believes that a better understanding of the authority of public 

administration can firstly contribute to a better understanding of the issue. For 

example, by identifying the extent to which the authority of public administration 

is under pressure and the mechanisms and processes that explain this. The 

Council aims to clarify the public debate and to substantiate, refute or nuance 

normative propositions and empirical claims through literature where necessary. 

 
 

 
5 Quote from Van de Sande 2013, p. 151. 

A police officer stated the following in an interview about the relevance 

of authority in enforcement: 

 
'When the government no longer has commitment with a majority of 

citizens, because the government's standards and values are no longer 

the same as those of the majority of citizens, the authority and power of 

the government is over and done with. In short, when the laws are 

massively broken, the police are powerless simply because of lack of 

manpower to act.' 5
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Secondly, this insight can help solve problems and problematic issues in practice. 

The Council therefore explores possible perspectives and options for public 

administration to regain authority. To this end, the Council makes a first move at 

the end of this report by presenting a thematic advisory agenda. 

 
1.3 central question: what is wrong with the authority of public 

administration and what are possible explanations and solutions to 

this? 

The key question in this report is: 

 
What is wrong with the authority of public administration and what are possible 

explanations and solutions to this? 

 
1.4 structure: an exploration of the authority of public administration 

In order to answer the key question, the Council conducted a variety of studies 

and activities in preparation for this advisory report. For instance, the analysis is 

partly based on three lines of research that the Council set out during its 

exploration. 

First of all, it conducted a broad philosophical-historical literature study to 

learn more about how the authority-citizen relationship has developed in recent 

decades. For this purpose, the Council cooperated with people including 

philosophy students at the University of Amsterdam and Utrecht University. The 

Council also joined forces with the Philosophical School Netherlands. The 

resulting essay by Ad Verbrugge will be published on the ROB website. 

Secondly, based on socio-psychological research, he examined the state of 

current government authority on a more quantitative level. This study - which is 

largely based on existing empiric research, e.g. from the Social and Cultural 

Planning Office - also helped to identify reasons pursuant to which citizens do or 

do not ascribe authority to the government. Its findings have been incorporated 

into this report. 

Thirdly, under the heading 'authority in practice', the Council took an 

anthropological approach to consider the authority relationship between 

government and citizens on a more qualitative level. Besides talks with experts - 

especially in the field of the social domain and citizen participation - the Council 

started studying and describing case histories. These cases will also be published 

on the ROB's website. 
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Besides these three lines of enquiry, the Council has organised all kinds of 

activities and talks. And the Council will continue to do so in the coming period. 

This advisory report is therefore an interim product, which the Council wants to 

use to put place items on the agenda and create topics. It is not the end point, 

but the starting point on the conversation about the state of authority and the 

worthiness of authority of the government and the possibilities for regaining this 

authority by investing in the worthiness of authority. 

The structure of the report is as follows. In Chapter 2, we will discuss the two 

sides of the same coin of authority: de-facto authority and worthiness of 

authority. Together, these provide an analytical framework. We will then use this 

to study the de-facto authority of government and the worthiness of authority of 

public administration from citizens’ perspectives in Chapter 3. This provides an 

insight into the extent to which the de-facto authority of government is under 

pressure. In Chapter 4, we study whether is the issue is merely related to an 

erosion of the worthiness of authority of public administration from citizens’ 

perspectives or whether there are specific developments within the public 

authorities that have indeed made it less worthy of having authority. We provide 

insight into possible explanations for the decline in the worthiness of authority of 

the public administration from citizens’ perspectives and explore the extent to 

which the worthiness of authority of the public administration has actually 

declined. And in conclusion, in Chapter 5, we will discuss how the government 

can regain its authority where it has been lost by providing an agenda. The 

agenda discusses various schools of thought for regaining authority. 
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2 Two sides of the same coin: de-facto authority and 

worthiness of authority 

 

 
2.1 introduction 

In this chapter, we will discuss the two sides of the same coin of authority: de-

facto authority and worthiness of authority. Together, these provide an analytical 

framework. We will explain what we mean by these concepts, what determines 

worthiness of authority and how to examine it. 

 
2.2 de-facto authority and worthiness of authority 

When defining authority as voluntarily accepted power, the next question is 

whether this actually exists in practice. For example, are citizens willing to grant 

authority to (representatives of) the public administration? Why? Why not? This 

refers to the de-facto authority of government - the fact of whether and to what 

extent a person possesses power voluntarily given to him by others. 

In this report, we will distinguish this de-facto authority from worthiness of 

authority worthiness. Worthiness of authority refers to the extent to which 

voluntarily accepted power is or would be justifiable on the basis of certain 

standards. This distinction is relevant because it allows us to study whether 

someone who is given authority is worthy of authority, and vice versa: whether 

someone who is worthy of authority is actually given it. 

A person with de-facto authority may not be worthy of authority, for 

example, when citizens voluntarily accept power from poor governance. Or a 

person does not have de-facto authority, however, is worthy of it, for example 

when citizens do not voluntarily accept power from proper governance. Apart 

from this, the situation may be that people who do not hold a formal position of 

power are nevertheless given authority because others believe they are worthy 

of authority. Be that as it may, the distinction invites citizens and administrators 

to engage in a conversation about the standards that justify the voluntary 

acceptance of power. After all, what actually makes public administration 

'worthy of authority'? 

 
2.3 what determines worthiness of authority? 

Authority involves a reciprocal authority relationship between the bearer of 

authority and authority provider. The bearer of authority exercises power on the 

authority provider who voluntarily accepts this exercise of power because he or 

she believes it is justifiable. For example, a citizen may accept the power of an 

administrator because he or she expects the administrator to ensure peace and 

freedom. Sources of authority are relevant to the determination of the 

worthiness of authority of an authority figure, and the granting or obtaining of 

authority. 



Regaining authority - advisory report by the council for public 
administration 

20 

 

 

Exercises 
authority based 
on 

Justifies exercise of 

power based on 

Grants authority 
based on 

Justifies voluntary 
acceptance of exercise 
of power 
based on 

 

 
A source of authority is the element on which an bearer of authority bases his 

authority, and on the basis of which an authority provider grants his authority. 

For the reciprocity of the authority relationship, it is important that both value 

and believe in the same source. See the figure below for a representation in a 

diagram. 

 
Figure 1 

 
 source of authority  

 

  exercises authority  

 bearer of authority    those who grant authority  

 grants authority  
 
 

 
Sources of authority are place and time-specific and depend on the socio-

geographic and socio-historical context.6  At the beginning of the 20th century, 

Max Weber distinguished three sources of authority: the gift of grace (charisma), 

morality (tradition or culture) and legislation (legality or rationality).7 Recently, 

Van den Brink and Jansen updated these three sources of authority and 

translated them into more contemporary variants: person-specific, institutional 

and positional sources of authority.8 

 
2.4 operationalisation of worthiness of authority 

In order to examine the worthiness of authority of public administration, we use 

three concepts: competence, trustworthiness and engagement For these three 

concepts, the Council was inspired by Sabine van Zuydam's thesis, which 

examined the credibility of political. 

 
 

 
6 We will further elaborate on this in Chapter 4 in the discussion of historical and societal 

developments affecting the worthiness of authority of public administration. 
7 Weber 2012, p. 45. 
8 Van den Brink & Jansen 2016, p. 38. 
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leaders.9  These three concepts are also central to the election of, and underlying 

research on, the best administrator.10 

In this report, the Council has specified these three concepts in its own way 

and translated them to the level of analysis of public administration as a whole. 

In doing so, the Council does not pretend to be complete, but it does think it has 

captured at least three important dimensions of worthiness of authority. In other 

words: if you are sufficiently competent, trustworthy and engaged, you deserve 

authority, according to the Council. The Council considers the concepts as 

follows: 

­ Firstly, competence: does a person in charge know what they are talking 

about? Is that person capable of doing what they say? This is about having 

the right competences, defined by knowledge and skills or expertise and 

experiential expertise. 

­ Secondly, trustworthiness: does someone in charge say what they think, and 

do what they say? Is he or she fair? Do they have your best interests at 

heart? Is a deal indeed a deal? This is about the morality, authenticity and 

integrity of authority figures in word and deed. 

­ Thirdly, engagement: does a person who has authority also have the right to 

speak? Does he or she relate to those who accept his or her power and over 

whom he or she exercises authority? This concerns representativeness of 

authority holders and the representation of citizens in a formal and informal 

sense. 

 
The similarity between the concepts of competence, trustworthiness11), 

engagement and worthiness of authority is that they can be approached 

empirically as well as normatively. You can be competent, trustworthy and 

committed (and consequently worthy of authority) according to certain 

standards, but whether citizens see you as such and actually grant you authority 

is another matter. 

 
 

 
9 Refer to: Van Zuydam 2018. It must be noted that the Council interprets the concepts of 

competence, trustworthiness and engagement slightly differently from the interpretations in Van 
Zuydam's thesis. In Van Zuydam's work, competence, trustworthiness and caring of goodwill are 
the qualities of a good and credible director. They are personal qualities. The Council uses these 
three terms to refer to both individual managers and the public institutions of public 
administration. The Council's interpretation of aptitude almost matches Van Zuydam's 
description. The interpretation of trustworthiness differs slightly: here, the Council focuses less 
on telling the truth and more on keeping agreements. For engagement, the Council chooses to 
focus on the responsiveness of public administration and knowing what is going on in society. 
Empathy and identifying with the feelings of the person being governed obviously also play a role 
here. 

10 Refer to: https://www.bestebestuurder.nl/. 
11 Refer to, for example, Onora O'Neill's TED talk on this subject: 

https://www.youtube.com/wat ch?v=1PNX6M_dVsk. 

http://www.bestebestuurder.nl/
http://www.bestebestuurder.nl/
http://www.youtube.com/wat
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2.5 closing paragraph 

In short, obtaining and having authority (de-facto authority) is therefore not the 

same as actually earning such authority and being worthy of it (worthiness of 

authority). Although there is a relationship between the two, one does not 

automatically lead to the other. In the following chapters, therefore, we will 

examine this relationship more closely. In the next chapter, we will start by 

asking what makes public administration worthy of authority from citizens’ 

perspectives. To what extent do they grant authority to the public administration 

and based on what criteria? 
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3 Authority under pressure 
 
 

 
3.1 introduction 

The previous chapter introduced the distinction between de-facto authority and 

worthiness of authority. In this chapter, we will consider these concepts from a 

citizen's perspective. Does public administration still have de-facto authority? 

And to what extent does this depend on the worthiness of authority of the 

government from citizens’ perspectives? 

 

 
3.2 citizen perspectives: de-facto authority 

 
3.2.1 Citizen perspectives 

This chapter is about citizen perspectives. It is not about the perspective or 

perception of the citizen, but about different citizen perspectives: both men and 

women, young and old, practically educated and theoretically educated, 

Randstad (Dutch urban agglomeration) citizens and citizens outside the 

Randstad. In doing so, we try to do justice to the diversity of citizens' 

perspectives where possible. 

This is in line with the empirical approach to a subjective concept of 

legitimacy adopted by the Dutch Social and Cultural Planning Office (SCP).12 This 

subjective interpretation of legitimacy centres on citizens' voluntary acceptance 

of power and motives. Although citizens' perspectives and judgements on the 

legitimacy of public policy are inherently normative, - just as those in policy itself 

- they can also be studied empirically as a social fact. After all, this concerns 

actual granting or not granting authority. Research can describe the value 

judgements reached by citizens, the relevant reasons and conditions.  

This can provide useful insights for restoring and/or enhancing the de-facto 

authority and worthiness of authority of public administration. Firstly, these 

insights can at least help public administration to relate to citizens' perceptions 

and how they perceive public administration. Secondly, we can discover patterns 

in citizen perspectives. If many of them point in the same direction, this is a key 

message for public administration. For example, a message that large groups of 

citizens are at risk of dropping out, or that certain groups of citizens are under 

pressure or feel abandoned by the government. In short, 

 
 

 
12 Van Noije 2019. 
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it helps to define the task for a public administration that wants to be worthy of 

authority, also from citizens’ perspectives. 

When studying citizens' perspectives on public administration, a relevant 

aspect is to be stringent on the distinction between the principle and system of 

the democratic constitutional state as such on the one hand and, on the other 

hand, the (political) administrators, institutions and administrative culture that 

give substance to this principle and system of the democratic constitutional 

state. This distinction is relevant because trust in democracy as a system does 

not always coincide with trust in politics. 

 
3.2.2 Strong support for the principle of a Dutch democratic constitutional state under 

the rule of law 

National and international comparative research shows that about 90% of Dutch 

citizens support the principle of democracy.13  Citizens also appreciate the core 

values of democracy.14 Research shows that when questioned, Dutch citizens may 

consider different things when they think of ‘democracy’.15 They think of 

'freedom', such as living in freedom, having freedom of speech or the freedom to 

be who you want to be, elections and the right to vote, popular control and 

equality and equal opportunities. When citizens are asked which features of a 

democratic constitutional state they consider important or essential by 

presenting them with a number of characteristics, apart from free and fair 

elections, fair treatment by the courts, reliable media, separation of powers and 

the protection of minorities are also mentioned.16 

Available research shows that there is also a large group in the Netherlands 

that is receptive to non-democratic or anti-constitutional values.17 Moreover, 

relatively large minorities express their support for non-democratic or less 

democratic decision-making procedures, such as decisions made by experts or 

strong leaders.18 

 
3.2.3  Support for (current) institutions, governance culture and authority 

figures under pressure 

An overwhelming majority of the Dutch population subscribes to the principles of 

the democratic constitutional state under the rule of law and is therefore, in 

principle, willing to grant authority to the institutions and office holders who 

develop this constitutional state. However, we need to look not only at the 

citizen perspective on the principle of the democratic constitutional state, but 

also at the citizen perspective on its performance. 

 

 
13 Den Ridder, Jacobs, Rosema & Van Ham 2021, p. 5. 
14 Dekker & Den Ridder 2016. 
15 Den Ridder & Dekker 2015, p. 6265. 
16 Den Ridder & Dekker 2015, p. 3132. 
17 Den Ridder, Jacobs, Rosema & Van Ham 2021, p. 6. 
18 Van Wonderen 2021. 
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According to research, a large majority is still fairly or very satisfied with the 

performance of democracy. The flip side, however, is that some 20-30% of Dutch 

citizens surveyed are not satisfied with the performance of democracy. See the 

figure below. 

 
Figure 2 Satisfaction with democracy, population aged 15+, 19732021 (in %) 
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* 'Overall, are you very satisfied, rather satisfied, not very satisfied or not at all satisfied 

with the performance of democracy in the Netherlands'. The share indicating rather or 
very satisfied is shown here. 

Source: EC (EB 1973-2021 (spring)) 

 

Dutch people who are dissatisfied with the performance of Dutch democracy are 

generally satisfied with free elections, free media and the ability to oppose the 

government.19 However, they are not or to a lesser extent satisfied with equal 

treatment in court and the ability to submit governing parties to punishment in 

elections.20 

Moreover, the graph above perhaps paints too rosy a picture. A noteworthy 

aspect in the survey is that a large majority of Dutch citizens indicate to be 

generally rather to very satisfied with the performance of democracy. However, a 

much smaller proportion is satisfied with the role of administrators and 

politicians within that democracy.21 Trust in democratic institutions is therefore 

lower than trust in the principles and performance of the democratic 

constitutional state.22 

In 2017, for example, 85% of those surveyed considered the Netherlands 

sufficiently democratic with a rating of 7.2 on average, however, only 65% gave 

the political system a satisfactory rating of . 

 

 
19 Den Ridder, Jacobs, Rosema & Van Ham 2021, p. 8. 
20 Den Ridder & Dekker 2015, p. 3637. 
21 Den Ridder & Dekker 2015, p. 36. 
22 A subtle distinction is that European comparisons almost always prove reassuring for 

the Netherlands. Refer to: Van Noije 2019. 
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5.8 on average. 23  Of course, there are differences between different institutions 

and office holders. Trust in parliament in the Netherlands fluctuates around 

67%.24 The SCP's Continu Onderzoek Burgerperspectieven (COB) (Citizen's 

Perspectives Survey) shows that, on average, about 50% of Dutch people had 

sufficient trust in the government and Parliament over the past ten years.25  The 

figure below shows what rating citizens gave to their trust in institutions in 2022: 

 
Figure 3 

trust in institutions 
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Source: De Blok & Brummel 2022, p. 28. 

 

According to many researchers, there is no such situation at hand as a crisis of 

democracy. Trust in politics in the Netherlands is low, but not structurally lower 

than before or elsewhere; it fluctuates and depends on economic and other 

circumstances, e.g. the covid crisis. Institutions, administrators, office holders 

and politicians still enjoy a certain degree of de-facto authority. Nevertheless, a 

large minority of Dutch citizens are dissatisfied with the performance of the 

public administration. 

 

 
3.3 citizen profiles and de-facto authority 

 
3.3.1 Diversity of citizens and their support 

Where there is less support for the current interpretation of institutions, 

governance culture and authority in public administration, support for 

alternatives increases. In itself, attempts to bring about change within the 

existing democratic legal system are not problematic, but when citizens 

structurally turn away from the system, or even undercut or undermine the 

system, there is a legitimacy crisis, because  
23 Den Ridder, Jacobs, Rosema & Van Ham 2021, p. 9. 
24 Hendriks et al 2015. 
25 State Commission on the Parliamentary System 2018. 
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the support for a procedure to determine what applies as the public interest and 

how best to pursue it, is lacking.26 

Nevertheless, things need to be slightly placed in perspective. Whereas we 

concluded in the previous section that trust in and support for the institutions of 

the democratic constitutional state can vary considerably, for instance by policy 

area or by administrative tier, citizens also differ widely in how they assess the 

worthiness of authority of the public administration. Before we outline three 

ideal-typical attitudes towards public authority, we will first discuss a number of 

determinants that may explain these attitudes. 

 
3.3.2 Determinants of acceptance of public authority 

Empirical research on citizen perspectives suggests that among certain groups of 

citizens in particular, support for certain institutions, authority figures and their 

administrative culture is under pressure. These include the more practically 

educated citizens and suburban citizens. For example, there are great differences 

in democratic support and political trust by type of education. In general, the 

higher the level of education, the greater the support for democracy and the 

higher the political trust in politics and one's own abilities.27 See figure below: 

 
Figure 4 Educational differences in political trust, population aged 18+, 
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26 Van Noije 2019. 
27 The ROB prefers to use the terms forms of education and the distinction between practically and 

theoretically educated persons. Since the quoted study still makes the former distinction 
between higher and lower educated persons, we have opted for using the same choice of words 
here. See: Den Ridder, Jacobs, Rosema, & Ham 2021, p. 13. 
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Since the beginning of the 21st century, there has been a growing group of lower-

educated voters who have little or no confidence in politics and limited political 

interest.28 This group does not feel represented, is dissatisfied with politicians and 

political parties and feels that voting once every four years is not enough. 

Research by the SCP moreover shows that higher-educated people and people 

with an above-average income are more satisfied with the performance of 

democracy and have more confidence in Parliament than lower-educated people 

and people with a lower income.29  Higher educated people vote more often, are 

more often members of a political party, are three times more often active 

online, seek contact with administrators and civil servants more often and 

participate more in demonstrations and participation and debate meetings.30 In 

this context, Bovens and Wille refer to the existence of the diploma democracy.31 

On average, MPs are higher educated than voters and higher educated people 

make their voices heard more often between elections than lower educated 

people. Studies seem to indicate that this prevents citizens from exerting 

sufficient and equal influence and control of determining what applies as the 

public interest and their freedoms and rights are not (no longer) adequately and 

equally protected. 

For example, research shows that higher-educated citizens and their views, 

opinions and preferences on some topics are better represented in 

representative bodies than lower-educated citizens.32 Also, a highly educated 

participatory elite appears to exist: new, more deliberative forms are utilised by 

highly educated citizens in particular. Wille speaks of a participation paradox, 

which implies that new forms of participation have created new thresholds and 

new inequalities.33 

Besides the distinction between higher-educated people, the distinction is 

also made between Randstad (city area) citizens versus citizens in the regions, 

such as in the Atlas van afgehaakt Nederland by Josse de Voogd and René 

Cuperus.34  Whereas the difference between practically and theoretically 

educated people recurs in many studies, this is less unchallenged with the 

difference between Randstad citizens and citizens outside the regions. This 

includes a discussion of whether the differences within regions are greater than 

the differences between regions. 

 
 
 
 

 
28 Dekker & Den Ridder 2014, p. 179201. 
29 Den Ridder & Dekker 2015, p. 5152. 
30 Wille 2018, p. 5866. 
31 Bovens & Wille 2010. 
32 State Commission on the Parliamentary System 2018, p. 138; Hakhverdian & Schakel 2017, p. 54 ff. 
33 Wille 2018, p. 65. 
34 De Voogd & Cuperus 2021. 
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3.3.3 Three attitude types towards authority 

Partly on the basis of the above, the Council distinguishes between three ideal-

typical attitude types of citizens towards authority and three related problems 

that result from them. In ideal-typical citizen profiles, the distinction between 

support for the principle of the democratic constitutional state under the rule of 

law as such and support for the administrators, institutions and administrative 

culture that give substance to this principle and the system of the democratic 

constitutional state is particularly relevant. 

1. Non-authority abiding and disengaged citizens do not accept the authority 

of the public administration, regardless of whether the administration is 

law-abiding. These citizens have little or no confidence in the democratic 

constitution and its administrators and sometimes even undermine it, even 

when decisions have been made democratically and are in the public 

interest. The reason why they have turned away may in some cases be 

because they have no or bad experiences with the government. We prefer 

to speak of disengaged citizens in this context. Above all, non-law abiding 

citizens seem to be becoming more radical and extreme, threatening to 

overstep the boundaries of the democratic constitution more often and in 

some cases even actually doing so. 

2. Authority-abiding and indifferent citizens, on the other hand, accept the 

authority of the public administration regardless of whether the 

administration is worthy of authority. This may happen based on good faith 

because they assume that power is democratically granted to serve the 

public interest. These law-abiding citizens usually have great faith in the 

democratic constitution and its administrators. Some indifferent citizens 

simply do not care much whether or not the public administration is worthy 

or authority. Although law-abiding and indifferent citizens tend to stand out 

less than non-law abiding and disengaged citizens - for instance because they 

challenge public administration to a lesser extent - their attitude also entails 

a risk. If there is a large group of Dutch people who blindly follow the 

authority of the public administration, without really thinking about its 

worthiness of authority, worthiness of authority may diminish. 

3. In conclusion, authority-critical citizens accept the authority of public 

administration, yet, conditionally. Although this group has confidence in 

the democratic constitution, confidence in its leaders fluctuates according 

to the degree of worthiness of authority shown. Authority-critical citizens 

can therefore keep public administration on its toes. These are not just 

theoretically educated citizens and experts, but also practically educated 

citizens and experience experts who can and want to contribute to policy 

based on their experiential knowledge. It seems that the worthiness of 

authority of public administration is waning also in the eyes of these 

critical citizens 
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and recovers less quickly than in the past. Because authority-critical citizens 

are in principle willing to grant authority, public administration can earn and 

lose its authority with this group, and regain it where it has been lost. 

 
3.4 citizen perspectives: worthiness of authority 

The Council states that citizens are less likely to grant authority than before and, 

in particular, the groups that reject authority or are at least critical of it are 

growing. The fact that citizens are becoming more critical is not necessarily a 

problem: after all, citizens can keep administrators on their toes.35 In addition, 

research shows that a large majority of Dutch people still endorse the principles 

of the democratic constitutional state. Consequently, people mainly criticise the 

way persons and institutions interpret these principles. The arguments given for 

this can be clustered under the headings of competence, trustworthiness and 

engagement. 

 
3.4.1 Competence 

Research by Utrecht University shows that there is a link between government 

performance and the extent to which citizens trust political institutions.36 Trends 

over time were looked at and across different policy areas. Especially striking is 

the great variation in satisfaction per policy area. 

On topics such as education, healthcare and the economy, the Dutch 

government scores satisfactorily with ratings of 5.86, 6.05 and 5.69 respectively 

in 2022. Available data for these policy areas show that satisfaction has been 

relatively stable since 2008 (although the economy did score significantly lower 

in the years of crisis). In other policy areas, the government scores significantly 

worse. This includes topics such as immigration (score 4.41), youth care (score 

4.22) and climate (score 4.90). The government scored worst in the area of 

housing supply: with a rating of 3.28, the average score was less than 

insufficient.37 

The extent to which satisfaction with government performance affects 

confidence in politics also varies greatly by policy theme. The influence is 

greatest on themes such as the economy, security, health care, immigration and 

education. Strikingly, the relationship is less clear on the topics of youth care and 

migration. The data are only related to trust in national politics.38 

 
 

 
35 Cf. De Lange & Zuure 2018 and Den Ridder, Vliegenthart & Zuure 2020. 
36 De Blok & Brummel 2022. 
37 De Blok & Brummel 2022, p. 3536. 
38 Ibid. 
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Furthermore, the SCP notes in the COB that there is currently widespread 

disappointment about the problem-solving ability of politics. In late 2021 and 

early 2022, confidence in politics was lower than before. This in itself is not for 

the first time, the researchers note, 'but what seems new is the widely shared 

disillusionment regarding how well we have things organised in the 

Netherlands'.39 The researchers note in this regard that there is a group that has 

been concerned for years, however, for others - 'and these are often people who 

do give a pass for political trust' - the various affaires and crises are causing 

doubt.40 

 
3.4.2 Trustworthiness 

Many citizens are unhappy about the trustworthiness of the individuals and 

institutions that are supposed to give substance to the principle of democratic 

constitution. More than 90% of voters believe that politicians promise more than 

they deliver. Almost 50% of voters believe politicians are more interested in the 

vote than in voters' opinions. According to surveyed Dutch citizens, politicians: 

­ Push their own agenda. 

­ Do what they feel like. 

­ Lack integrity ('me-culture, enriching themselves at the expense of others'). 

­ Are more concerned with their own interests than with the needs and 

wishes of the population.41 

 
Another obstacle is the way policy and implementation processes are designed. 

In 2022, 62% of respondents in a study by Utrecht University disagreed with the 

statement that the Dutch government keeps its promises. In addition, 57.2% 

responded negatively to the statement that the government was open and 

honest while making policy.58% of the respondents thought that people were 

treated unequally in policy-making processes. People were generally more 

satisfied with the trustworthiness of local government. Here, a noteworthy 

aspect is that people often found it much more difficult to assess municipal 

policy and implementation processes.42 

 
3.4.3 Engagement 

Another noteworthy aspect is that people are dissatisfied with the extent to 

which public administration engages with them and the extent to which they are 

engaged in public administration. The COB further shows that 61% of 

respondents agree with the statement that people like them have no influence at 

all 

 

 
39 Den Ridder et al. 2022, p. 4142. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Den Ridder & Dekker 2015, p. 6670. 
42 De Blok & Brummel 2022, p. 4244. 
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on what the government does,43 51% agree with the statement that MPs and 

ministers do not care much about the views of people like them,44 and 38% agree 

with the statement that the government does not do enough for people like 

them.45 In the Dutch Voters' Survey (NKO), although people are less negative than 

in the COB, both surveys show that many people have little faith in the 

responsiveness of national politics.46 According to Dutch citizens surveyed, 

politicians: 

­ do not listen (to ordinary people like them). 

­ not know what is going on in the Netherlands. 

­ do not let citizens have real participation and influences.47 

 
Citizens do not believe politics and government are sufficiently responsive, as 

they do not listen to citizens enough. Therefore, many people think it would be 

good if citizens had a greater say in important political issues.48 

 
3.5 closing paragraph 

In this chapter, we examined the aspects related to de-facto authority and 

authority-worthiness based on existing empirical research. Does public 

administration still have de-facto authority? And to what extent does this depend 

on the worthiness of authority of the government from citizens’ perspectives? 

Regarding the first question, we found that the principle of the Dutch democratic 

constitutional state still enjoys a great deal of support, yet people are more 

critical of how institutions, politicians and administrators - especially at the 

national level - implement it. We should also note that there are many 

differences between citizens on how they value government authority. Here, we 

have cited the ideal types of authority-rejecting, authority-abiding and authority-

critical citizens. 

In order to find more aspects on the worthiness of authority of the 

government from citizens’ perspectives, we looked at reasons to whether or not 

support or trust the government or not. We showed that support and trust 

decrease where citizens accuse the government of incompetence, non-

trustworthiness and non-engagement. Based on this, we can draw the tentative 

conclusion that the government - at least in the views of many citizens - lacks 

authority in certain areas. In the next chapter, we will address the question of 

whether this is merely a matter of perception, or whether - measured against 

more objective standards - something is effectively wrong with the government's 

worthiness of authority. 

 

 
43 Dekker & Den Ridder 2015. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. 
46 ROB 2018, p. 10. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Den Ridder, Jacobs, Rosema & Van Ham 2021, p. 1011. 
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4 Crumbling worthiness of authority of the public 

administration 

 

 
4.1 introduction 

In the previous chapter, the Council noted that the government’s authority is 

under pressure where the government is considered insufficiently competent, 

trustworthy and engaged. The Council wondered whether this eroding authority 

only exists from citizens’ perspectives or whether such a decline is actually taking 

place. Apart from the perspective of citizens, is there anything more to be said 

about this worthiness of authority? 

In this chapter, we will analyse which social and historical developments have 

influenced the authority relationship between citizens and government. In order 

to do so, we use existing analyses and our own practical explorations of 

government authority. The insights from these analyses lead to the identification 

of four deficits in government: the power deficit, the cognitive deficit, the moral 

deficit and the social deficit. These deficits - which are partly the result of the 

government's own actions, but for an equally important part are due to general 

developments in society - explain the changing authority relationship between 

the government and citizens. At the end of this chapter, we will link the deficits 

to the concept of 'worthiness of authority' to explain why it is that government 

authority is waning. 

 
4.2 a historical outline of social developments 

The anti-authoritarian revolution that took place in the Netherlands in the late 

1960s and early 1970s seems a logical starting point for an analysis on changing 

government authority. However, existing analyses suggest that the roots of this 

anti-authoritarian revolution are decades, if not centuries older. In order to gain 

a better idea of the changing authority relationship between government and 

citizens, we will look at the historical background of government authority in this 

section of the report. 

 
400-1700: Christian monarchies 

Within the European system of Christian monarchies, state authority was based 

on the notion of the divine mandate. Kings and queens legitimised their authority 

with reference to the right to rule as ordained by God. They were accountable 

only to God - and therefore not to their subjects. Society was strongly top-down 

and hierarchically organised. Through patriarchal master-vassal relations, princes 

delegated their authority to authority figures (dukes, lords, knights, 
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Plakkaat van Verlatinghe (26 July 1581) (Act of Abandonment) 

 
The Netherlands was early in questioning royal authority. On 26 July 

1581, several Dutch provinces proclaimed Dutch independence through 

the Act of Abandonment. In previous decades, the Netherlands had been 

in the hands of the Catholic rulers Charles V and Philip II of Spain. 

Meanwhile, Protestantism was on the rise in the Dutch provinces. In the 

Union of Utrecht (1579), a number of Dutch regions decided to unite, 

eventually turning against Spanish oppression with the signing of the 

Plakkaat van Verlatinghe. The Plakkaat established the idea that a nation 

may reject the authority of its ruler if that ruler violates the rights and 

freedoms of that nation and behaves like a tyrant. 

 

 
et cetera) who in turn exercised this borrowed authority on the subjects in their 

territories. 

 

 

 
1700-1900: Enlightenment and alternative ideologies 

The Enlightenment made the divine mandate the basis for princely authority less 

and less obvious from the 18th century onwards. During the American Revolution 

of 1775, the French Revolution of 1789 and the European Revolutions of 1848, 

the authority of the ancien régime was attacked with an appeal to the ideals of 

freedom and equality. With the ideal of equality, Enlightenment philosophers 

rejected the notion that some citizens had more innate rights and duties than 

others. With the ideal of freedom, they rejected the monarch and his divine 

mandate. Instead, they demanded democratic self-government.49 In philosophy, 

these ideals came together in the social contract theory: the state was to be 

organised by equal citizens who freely choose how they wanted to be 

governed.50 

The revolutionary upheavals that emerged from the Enlightenment 

philosophy were mainly brought about by the liberal bourgeoisie. It was 

therefore mainly the representatives of this class and its ideology who claimed 

their position and became dominant within the new democratic institutions. 

They then became bearers of a number of key social 

 

 
49 De Dijn 2021, p. 153266. 
50 The idea of the social contract developed into an important source for legitimising state 

authority after the Enlightenment. Philosophers such as Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, 
JeanJacques Rousseau and, more recently, John Rawls are the best-known philosophers in 
Western philosophy in this field. Refer to: Cudd & Eftekhari 2021. 
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developments, including  liberalisation and modernisation of social, economic 

and political life in our country.51 In the second half of the 19th century, two 

ideological counter-reactions emerged to this: the rise of socialism, which 

denounced the socio-economic discrimination of the working class, and 

confessionalism, which opposed the socio-cultural dominance of the liberal 

worldview.52 

 
1900-1945: The World Wars and the relevance of social structure 

With the outbreak of World War I (1914) and the (attempted) revolutions that 

followed, the faith in progress of Enlightenment philosophy was further 

undermined. In the period between the two wars, people became more aware of 

the downsides of modernity: people were said to have been displaced by the 

disappearance of traditional structures and relationships. Moreover, the ideals of 

freedom and equality had led to all kinds of mass phenomena. There was a need 

to organise society.53 

On the right side of the political spectrum, this mainly related to salvation in 

the restoration of traditional, hierarchical structures. On the left, the ideals of 

socio-economic and cultural planning emerged. Both pleas were based on new 

relationships of authority: the 'mass man', who had gone adrift, would have to be 

kept in check by an authoritative elite. As far as the conservatives were 

concerned, this elite consisted of princes, churchmen and army officers. The 

progressives mainly saw a role for economic, sociological and other types of 

planners.54 

The mass critics did not manage to prevent the rise of totalitarian ideologies 

and movements such as communism and fascism - often referred to as mass 

movements pure and simple. The resulting atrocities were interpreted as the 

corollary of the rise of 'the man in the crowd' who had claimed equality and self-

government but could not cope with the accompanying responsibilities.55 

 
1945-1960: The compartmentalised government and the rise of the welfare state 

After the German occupation, attempts were made to restore authority - in line 

with the ideas that had emerged on this subject during the period between the 

wars. The pillars built up in the Netherlands during the late 19th century and the 

first half of the 20th century were gratefully used. Despite the pre-war 

'breakthrough thought' and 

 
51 De Beus, Van Doorn & De Rooy 1992, p. 997. 
52 Ibid., p. 98178. 
53 Jonker 1988, p. 4496. 
54 Duyvendak 1999, p. 158. 
55 The reflections of José Ortega y Gasset and Menno ter Braak are famous. Refer to: 

Ortega y Gasset 1933; Ter Braak 1937. 



Regaining authority - advisory report by the council for public 
administration 

36 

 

 

 

 
the breaking of the pillar structure by the occupying forces, a repillarisation 

process took place after 1945. Authority was restored, however, within the 

context of the separate ideological communities of our country.56 During the 

pillarisation, social life in the Netherlands took place within one's own ideological 

circle. Spiritual and political leaders were at the top of the pillars who enjoyed 

authority within their pillar. This authority was established in institutions: social 

organisations such as schools, hospitals and trade unions were organised by 

pillars. Although these organisations were often funded by the state, the 

'sovereignty in their own circles' meant that pillar leaders had a great say in the 

management of these organisations. Citizens' contacts with the government 

passed through an intermediate layer of pillar institutions. At the state level, the 

pillar leaders depoliticised tricky issues. They reached agreements that they 

could easily justify to their constituents through their authority.57 With increasing 

prosperity and the emergence of the welfare state, 

pillar institutions continued to grow in the decades after the war. The pillars 

were enabled by the government to set up social arrangements, but there was 

little democratic control of their implementation due to sovereignty in their own 

circles. The authority of the central government was therefore relatively limited 

during the pillar system. 

 
1960-1975: Increased state intervention in society by the government and the 

anti-authoritarian revolution Growing prosperity brought several unforeseen 

consequences that had a far-reaching impact on authority relations in Dutch 

society. Economic prosperity, more accessible social arrangements and 

improvements in education triggered processes such as individualisation and 

secularisation. As a result, the pillars - which were founded on a sense of 

community and corresponding philosophy of life - lost their raison d'être and the 

authority of the pillar elites crumbled.58 

From the second half of the 1960s, a process of government intervention in 

previously compartmentalised institutions and social arrangements took place in 

response to this, whereby the central government and its democratic institutions 

gained strength. Social services were no longer seen as something granted by 

charitable private initiative, but as something you were entitled to as a citizen. 

Terms such as fundamental social rights became in use, and with the 

appropriation of all kinds of social policies, the Dutch welfare state was born.59 

Meanwhile, authority and obedience to authority were falling into wider 

disrepute. From the 1960s onwards, the 

 

 
56 Schuyt & Taverne 2000, p. 239263. 
57 Lijphart 1968, p. 27164. 
58 Van den Berg & Molleman 1975, p. 61130. 
59 TjeenkWillink 2021, p. 1184. 
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public debate increasingly allowed for critical analysis. Philosophers and 

sociologists searched for the causes of violence and oppression in modern 

societies. They did not attribute this to the lack of authority (the analysis that had 

previously been prevalent) but rather to the far-reaching, blind obedience to 

control and authority by citizens. This critical voice was embraced by the protest 

generation that started to consider all forms of domination of one human being 

over another as undesirable. 'Authority' became a dirty word and exercising 

authority a taboo.60 

 
1975-2000: The liberalisation of government and the calculating citizen 

The social polarisation of the 1970s continued in the 1980s with the squatters' 

riots, teachers' strikes and civil servants' protests. A period of stability dawned 

over time on the political-administrative front. The 1982 Wassenaar Agreement 

between employers and employees marked the return of depolarisation that 

characterised the period of pillarisation. The 'pacification policy' continued with 

the polder model. In response to the economic shocks and aftermath of the oil 

crises (in 1973 and 1979), the Lubbers cabinets implemented large-scale austerity 

measures in relative political calm. 

The criticism of control and authority continued. Whereas in the 1960s and 

1970s government was seen as an instrument for social order and socio-

economic prosperity, from the 1980s it was increasingly regarded an obstacle. 

The welfare state had become unwieldy and unaffordable and, moreover, the 

authoritative, 'directing government' no longer suited modern citizens who, as 

calculating homo economici, knew very well what was good for them and acted 

accordingly.61 Such analyses stemmed partly from neoliberal ideas on politics and 

government as reflected in the policy philosophy of New Public Management and 

Public Choice Theory. Not the government and its democratic institutions, but the 

market - where citizens act as free, individual beings according to their self-

interest - should be the main organising actor in society. The government was in 

place for the purpose of process monitoring, acting as market master.62 

The 1980s and 1990s saw liberalisation of social institutions based on these 

ideas. Public tasks were delegated to private bodies in a process of privatisation, 

and the government created autonomous administrative bodies with which 

performance-based agreements were made.63 The government increasingly 

started using external experts and consultancies. Instead of substantive skills, 

competences such as process management became focal point in civil servants' 

work. 

 

 
60 Rood 2013, p. 119124; Verhaeghe 2015, p. 1335. 
61 Vuijsje & Wouters 1999, p. 2548. 
62 Mellink & Oudenampsen 2022, p. 95230. 
63 Hoogenboom 2011, pp. 388401, 393398. 
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The introduction of the Social Support Act (Wmo, 2007) 

 
The introduction of the Social Support Act was illustrative of the new role 

taken on by the government with the introduction of the participation 

society. This act merged several laws (such as the Welfare Act, the 

Disability Provision Act, parts of the General Act on Exceptional Medical 

Expenses). Self-reliance is the focal point in the Wmo: the idea is that 

citizens should be able to help themselves as much and as long as 

possible in society - whether or not assisted by their own network of 

family and friends. The government tries to facilitate this as much as 

possible, for instance by paying for informal care. Only when a person is 

deemed truly not self-sufficient, collective facilities such as assistance or 

shelter can be appealed to. 

 

 
The new administrative rationality was accompanied by a technocratisation of 

social debate. Not ideals but pragmatic solutions became dominant. Monitoring 

complex processes and meeting targets became a goal in itself. Administrators 

and politicians increasingly based themselves on scientifically based reports and 

advice to justify government action and rule out policy alternatives.64 

 
2000-present: The socialisation of government and the 

participatory society 

After the turn of the century, the perception emerged that the relationship 

between the market, government and society was out of kilter. After the 

economic boom of the 1990s came to a standstill and the outbreak of the credit 

crisis (2008) and the euro crisis (2010), criticism of free-market principles within 

the government grew.65  Society, not the market, should take centre stage again. 

This did not mean that the government should resume its former, authoritative, 

'guiding' role. Instead, the government should have a facilitating role in achieving 

the 'participation society'. 

 

 
The ideal of the participation society was based on the direction and support 

power of citizens and their social connections. The idea that society had become 

more horizontal due to increased prosperity and the greater availability of 

knowledge and skills was the central focus to considerations around the 

participation society.66 This perpetuated 

 
64 Verbrugge 2022, p. 1213. 
65 ROB 2012, p. 2526. 
66 Ibid. 
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the image of the self-reliant citizen that had emerged in the 1980s and 1990s. In 

line with this, large-scale decentralisations took place under the Rutte 

government. Although these decentralisations were justified in the political 

domain as attempts to bring the development of government policy closer to the 

citizen, they were retrospectively mainly regarded as austerity operations. 

 

 
Relevant social developments 

 

 
Digitalisation 

Globalisation 

Horizontalisation 

Secularisation 

De-pillarisation 

Individualisation 

Government intervention 
 Government liberalisation 

 Government socialisation 

 
The historical overview outlines a number of developments that have affected 

the relationship between government and citizens and the authority 

relationship between the two. This box briefly identifies the relevant 

developments: 

 
Pillarisation: A process of dividing social life into philosophical clusters, in 

which the groups have their own institutions and are consequently shielded 

from each other to a certain extent. Authority was granted to the sectarian 

elites (sovereignty in their own circle). Secularisation: a process of 

secularisation, in which religious institutions lose authority and the external 

source of authority (religious justification) is no longer self-evident. 

Individualisation: Citizens start identifying themselves more as individuals 

and, to an increasing extent, as groups in society. 

De-pillarisation: Mixing philosophical groups in public life, breakdown of 

authority of the sectarian elites. 

Government intervention: Certain social institutions are nationalised, 

such as hospitals and schools. The government moves tasks to itself.  

Globalisation: A process of global economic, political and cultural 

integration through economies of scale, capitalism and consumerism. 
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4.3 the impact on the authority relationship and the four deficits 

In order to interpret the effects of developments on the authority of 

government, four deficits that are visible within public administration are 

defined. The term 'deficit' is used to illustrate where, in the democratic 

constitutional state and the Netherlands as a community, gaps have appeared in 

the fabric that holds together the relationship between citizens and government. 

Citizens and the government are in a reciprocal relationship with each other, 

characterised by mutual expectations, rights and duties. The interpretation of 

this - by both the government and citizens - must move along with contextual 

developments. If this does not happen, gaps will appear in the social fabric. We 

identify four deficits, each with a (partly overlapping) impact on the worthiness 

of authority of government.67 

 
1. The power deficit. 

2. The cognitive deficit. 

3. The moral deficit. 

4. The social deficit. 
 
 
 

 
67 The Council was inspired by the 'voids' identified by Ad Verbrugge in his essay 

Authority at issue. Refer to: Verbrugge 2022, p. 1214. 

Computerisation: A development in information and communication 

technology, which makes government processes more complex. 

Horizontalisation: A development in which society is becoming 

increasingly less hierarchical and more flat, so that traditionally 

hierarchical administrative positions have authority less as a matter of 

course. 

Liberalisation: A process whereby the government increasingly 

outsources traditionally public tasks to the market. 

Privatisation: Privatising certain public services, such as public transport, 

which makes them efficient through market forces, and leaves them 

beyond government control. 

Technocratisation: A development in which the government 

increasingly justifies its policies by pragmatic, technical or scientific 

considerations, pushing the moral dimension of policies into the 

background. 

Digitisation: A process in which the implementation of government 

policies is increasingly ordered by the use of algorithms. 

Decentralisation: Outsourcing tasks from central government to 

decentralised authorities, such as the Wmo. 
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4.3.1 The power deficit 

Authority refers to the 'voluntary acceptance of power'. This implies that the 

government must have or must be able to acquire some degree of power in 

order to exercise authority. After all, if the government does not have or acquire 

power, citizens cannot voluntarily accept such power either. According to the 

Council, the root cause of the decline in de-facto authority lies in the erosion of 

the 'power' of public administration. This is called a power deficit by the Council. 

This deficit is twofold. 

On the one hand, the government has eroded its own control. From the 

1980s onwards, the government delegated and divested its powers and capacity 

to act in many areas. Decentralisations were in many cases accompanied by 

budget cuts, which weakened the government. Besides austerity considerations, 

this was driven by normative ideas about the end of the directing and 

authoritative government. A 'hollow state' emerged as a result. Public services 

have been outsourced on a large scale to external social or commercial 

organisations, leaving the government with increasingly less say in these 

matters.68 The government has caused to organise its own powerlessness. And if 

it has no power, there is no power of voluntary acceptance either. 

The effects of this self-organised powerlessness are compounded by the fact 

that the context in which government has to operate has changed significantly. 

Processes such as globalisation and computerisation have made developing, 

implementing and evaluating policies more complex.69 

Expectations about government power to act effectively in various areas of 

society vary. The government itself has deliberately taken a step back in recent 

decades, appealing to the regulating effect of the market and the carrying 

capacity of individuals and the social connections in which they find themselves. 

Partly based on past experience, citizens often expect more from the 

government. The government's powerlessness - in smoothing the social domain, 

compensating victims of the childcare-allowance scandal and the earthquake 

damage in Groningen or in dealing with the numerous crises (the nitrogen crisis, 

the housing crisis, the asylum crisis, et cetera) in our country - leads to 

widespread outrage. 

On the other hand, where the government does want to be in charge, it fails 

or fails sufficiently to do so through the path of authority, i.e. through the path of 

voluntarily accepted power. The power that public administration still has left 

has become 'empty' due to a lack of recourse and worthiness of authority. As a 

result, the tools available to public administration increasingly rely on coercion 

and other forms of 

 

 
68 Mellink & Oudenampsen 2022, p. 239243. 
69 't Hart 2005, p. 226238. 
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Emmalaan on Texel and the knowledge position of citizens 

 
On Texel, Emmalaan - part of the ring road around the village of Den Burg, 

where cyclists until recently had their own closed cycle lane - has been 

redesigned to create shared space. The idea was: when all traffic mixes 

together, people automatically look after their fellow road users a bit better 

and will therefore drive more calmly. The change caused great commotion 

among residents, as they perceived the new traffic situation as very unsafe. 

In the end, the alderman responsible had to resign after a vote of no 

confidence. 

 

 
non-voluntarily accepted power. However, this 'power over' is not a good 

substitute for the lost 'power with'. 

 
4.3.2 The cognitive deficit 

The disposal of government tasks has been accompanied by a loss of know-how 

and expertise in government. Since the government has come to regard itself 

primarily as a facilitator of policy (serving the market and later the participation 

society), its tasks have become less substantive and more process-oriented. 

Reinforced by developments of privatisation and outsourcing, a great distance 

has developed between those who make policy, those who implement it and 

those for whom the policy is intended.70 

At the same time, horizontalisation of society has given citizens more (access 

to sources of) knowledge and expertise, making the government's claim to truth 

less self-evident.71 Moreover, the rise of new digital media has exposed citizens 

to alternative truth claims which the government has to compete with.72 Since 

the government has come to rely more on the expertise of external consultancies 

and their reports, (scientific) knowledge is becoming increasingly politicised. This 

causes a blurring of roles between politics and science, and the authority of the 

government as well as that of science is crumbling.73 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
70 Van den Brink & Jansen 2016, p. 196. 
71 Cf ROB 2010. 
72 ROB 2019, p. 3049. 
73 Van Ommeren et al. 2022, p. 1338. 
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4.3.3 The moral deficit 

By rejecting its substantive, guiding role and embracing a facilitating, process-

oriented role, the government has partly begun to deny the normative nature of 

its own actions. The emphasis on ostensibly neutral and scientifically based 

processes and interpretative frameworks has caused questions of justice of 

government action in relation to citizens to disappear. Certain policy goals have 

been wrongly presented as morally neutral while policy alternatives have been 

dismissed as 'political'. As a result, the 'political' has acquired a negative 

connotation, as it would be an obstacle to pragmatic solutions to technical-legal 

questions. The technocratisation of the debate has made the visions, 

assumptions and motivations underlying policy choices more invisible. 

With the shift from substantive regulations to procedural directives, a 

'regulatory diarrhoea'74 arising from distrust has emerged, aimed primarily at 

managing citizens' interactions among themselves and citizens with the 

government. Safety, risk avoidance and prevention of victimisation are the key 

values here.75 The desire for the 'security utopia' has led the government to 

become primarily sanctioning, including an increase in 

 

 
74 Verhaeghe 2015, p. 99. 
75 Boutellier 2005; De Graaf 2022. 

In the report: A fault confessed is half redressed? Emmalaan on Texel 

(Musters, 2022) shows how citizens hold the municipality responsible for 

the situation that has arisen: traffic agencies, which had been engaged 

for Emmalaan were said not to have been sufficiently aware of local 

traffic conditions. With several reports in hand, the municipality pointed 

out that the situation was objectively much safer than before. However, 

the residents of Den Burg relied on their experiential knowledge, in 

addition to consulting experts and conducting their own research into the 

traffic situation. 
 

In the case study, (additional) knowledge was mainly used to strengthen 

the municipality's and citizens' own positions. Knowledge therefore did 

not lead to a convergence between the two parties - rather, it sharpened 

their contrasts. The case shows how the improved knowledge position of 

citizens puts pressure on the government's claim to truth - and 

consequently its authority. 
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surveillance and checks as a result.76 Meanwhile, there are also more and more 

examples where the courts are calling the government to order for breaking the 

law by itself. 

Earlier, in its opinion on of the constitutional state under the rule of law77 , 

the Council also mentioned the emergence of a constitutional deficit. The 

constitutional state can only fulfil its role if a society has a vibrant constitutional 

culture in which all players subscribe to the values of the constitutional state and 

follow its rules of play. However, the Council has noted signs of erosion that 

indicate the emergence of a constitutional deficit. This occurs when the 

government does not follow its own rules. Or when there is a culture of 

'institutional bias'. The deficit is present when constitutional awareness is poorly 

developed among politicians, administrators, civil servants and the media. A 

deficit that does not diminish when investments in bodies of the constitutional 

state are lagging behind. 

 

 
Differing moralities in the social domain 

 
The report The law or morality: A case study in the social domain centres on 

the story of a 67-year-old The Hague resident. He found himself without a 

home together with his young children in 2020. When the man reported to 

the The Hague municipality's Homeless Desk, he was told that he was not 

eligible for shelter under the Social Support Act (Wmo). This was because 

he was deemed self-reliant, and moreover, he would be able to find shelter 

within his own network. The man and his children were indeed able to stay 

with family temporarily, but after a few months this caused problems. 

 
The municipality maintained that this citizen of The Hague did not qualify for 

shelter under the Wmo, and a social worker ended up letting the family sleep 

in her office. After a journalist got wind of the case, a media storm ensued: 

there was much outrage about the municipality's actions and people were 

surprised that this could happen in the Netherlands. Eventually, politicians 

intervened. The responsible alderman offered (temporary) accommodation 

based on an extra-legal principle. 

 
The court (provisionally) ruled in favour of the municipality of The Hague in 

interim-provision proceedings: the family did not need to be accommodated 

according to the frameworks set by the Wmo for this purpose.  

 

 
76 Kaulingfreks 2018, pp.31, 225, 249; Verhaeghe 2015, p. 98116. 
77 ROB 2020a. 
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Whereas politics traditionally had a role in normatively defining the public 

interest and authoritatively assigning values, that role has gradually disappeared, 

partly due to the developments described above. Other issues also play a role in 

this. The increasing multiformity of society and the multitude of interpretations 

of reality have made it increasingly difficult to arrive at a shared concept of 

reality - let alone to have a normative discussion on the basis of this concept in 

order to define the public interest.78 In addition, citizens have become more 

calculating and show resistance to public standards imposed by the government. 

Politicians have increasingly become representatives of citizens' (aggregated) 

self-interests. Visions for society as a whole are lacking. The public interest as a 

source which the government can use to substantiate its own position of power 

is therefore under pressure. 

 
4.3.4 The social deficit 

Liberalisation and socialisation of government tasks has increased the distance 

between administrators and politicians (those who make policy) and citizens 

(those who are faced with policy). Whereas the connections between citizens, 

politicians and civil-society organisations were strong until the 1970s, they 

became increasingly weak from the 1980s onwards. Little or no connecting 

institutions or social structures replaced the old pillar institutions.79 More recent 

attempts to reinforce these connections with respect to the participation society 

have proved difficult. 

 
78 Applied Ethics student at Utrecht University Quint Dekker, Noa Harmsen, Flore Nicolai and Yuri 

Taks wrote a paper on the theme of authority in government, commissioned by the Council for 
Public Administration. They refer to this phenomenon as the perspective proliferation problem: 
citizens today are exposed to countless modes of reasoning and interpretations that are often at 
odds with the modes of reasoning and interpretations of those who officially are in a power 
position. 'Where once such criticism could be kept out by a state broadcaster or a ministry of 
propaganda, in the present day, both well-considered government criticism and blind-
antagonistic mere guesswork permeate every home and virtually every person,' the students say. 
Refer to: Dekker, Harmsen, Nicolai & Taks (2022, unpublished), p. 1011. 

79 TjeenkWillink 2021, p. 1184. 

This case shows how morality contained in laws and regulations and 

public morality sometimes diverge. Based on past experience, citizens 

sometimes expect more action power from the public authorities than 

they actually have: in recent decades, the government has deliberately 

chosen to appeal to the self-reliance of citizens and, in doing so, has 

effectively relinquished the power to accommodate persons in a similar 

situation to [client] and his family. 
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Government authority is still mostly vertical and top-down, whereas society has 

become increasingly horizontal in recent decades. As citizens have become 

'empowered', government increasingly runs into conflicts. Citizens are much 

more inclined and able than before to recognise and stand up for their special 

interests. Thinking in terms of the public interest is also increasingly alien to 

citizens - in this sense, the emergence of the 'social' deficit is not only a problem 

of government, but also a problem for society as a whole. All in all, this has 

created a distance between 'politics' (i.e. the political conversation conducted in 

the institutional agenda that determines policy) and 'the political' (practices 

characterised by informal political conversations between actors who are not 

regarded as legitimate participants in the public debate).80 

 

 
Social Work students at Inholland Amsterdam and distrust towards the 

government 

 
With respect to the present report, researcher Sietske Zweegman organised 

a number of focus groups with students from the Social Work programme at 

Inholland University of Applied Sciences Amsterdam. Experience with the 

government - of the students and those close to them were considered by 

these focus groups, and also of the clients who they, as social workers in 

training, are in contact with. 

 
Ten students aged between 20 and 26 years participated in the focus 

groups, eight of whom were women and two men. Five of these students 

had previously done vocational education. Six of them are bicultural and 

speak one or more other languages fluently in addition to Dutch. The 

interviews took place at the college with a researcher teacher who was 

already well known to the students. Creative work forms were used to try 

to provide space to students' personal stories about their experience with 

the government. 

 
During the sessions, students mentioned that the government is inaccessible 

to many people in the Netherlands. In addition, two students mentioned that 

there is a one-way communication because the government only comes up 

with rules and guidelines, but citizens cannot really respond. Several 

students mentioned that the government is not available to 

 
 
 

 
80 Kaulingfreks 2019, p. 83. 
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Some citizens do not feel that their interests are acknowledged, and some of 

them drop out, resulting in a protest vote or staying home at elections. 

Moreover, certain groups in our society have more democratic and bureaucratic 

capital than others.82 Some people have more opportunities and development 

possibilities and are better represented in politics and society.83 The term 'diploma 

democracy' has been used because less and less practically-educated citizens are 

able to find their way through the complex routes to political participation.84 

Besides educational level, factors such as class, ethnicity, gender, age, health and 

geography also play an important role in this. This makes the government less 

aware of the problems and concerns of a significant part of its populace. 

Politicians propagate the ideal of the self-reliant citizen who can get by in the 

improv or network society, while in practice this is less the case. Moreover, the 

bill for government failures often falls on those most in need in society. 

 
4.4 closing paragraph 

In this chapter, the Council has tried to provide an outline of the historic 

development of the authority relationship between government and citizens and 

its implications on the worthiness of authority of government viewed through 

the spectrum of the four deficits (the power deficit, the cognitive deficit, the 

 

 
81 Zweegman 2022 (unpublished), p. 1. 
82 WRR 2017. 
83 De Voogd & Cuperus 2021, p. 80. 
84 Bovens & Wille 2011. 

all people, but only to people who have been to school and understand 

the rules, language, standards and culture. In the words of one of the 

participating students: 

 
'Yes, there is a distinction between people. Some of them know what 

rights and duties they can use, but others don't know anything about it. 

As soon as you use a word like that, I don't understand a darn thing. Just 

like how you get letters from the tax or from the government. 

Such complicated words in it (...) That one complicated word makes 

people get themselves into trouble'.81
 

 
This is an example of the social deficit because it shows that in the 

absence of connecting institutions, it is difficult for students to engage 

with the government and feel that they are in touch with that 

government. The government instead is a remote institution, with its 

own rules and language. 
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moral deficit and the social deficit) that the Council has perceived in some areas 

of public administration. 

The above shows that government authority has become less self-evident 

and that its worthiness of authority is eroding and/or under pressure. However, it 

would be wrong to attribute the latter entirely to public administration, because 

broad social developments such as depillarisation, individualisation, digitisation, 

computerisation and globalisation play a role just as much. And citizens 

themselves also have a responsibility, for instance by helping determine policy 

with their vote. By focusing on the four above deficits, however, the Council 

wanted to point out those developments for which public administration could 

search its own conscience. 

By recognising that the government has indeed become less competent, 

trustworthy and engaged in some areas - even if only relatively, and viewed in 

the 'horizontal' social context in which it has to operate - recovery can start to be 

considered. The next chapter focuses on the question of what the government 

itself can do to improve the authority relationship with its citizens and regain its 

authority. 
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5 An agenda to regain authority 
 
 

 
5.1 introduction 

In the previous chapter, the Council showed that the worthiness of authority of 

public administration has not only declined in the view of citizens, however, 

there are moreover indications that the worthiness of authority of the 

government has actually eroded in some areas. With respect to this, the Council 

uses the terms: the power deficit and the cognitive, moral and social deficits. The 

power deficit was created because the government no longer wanted power (a 

political choice) and where it still wanted power, it could no longer exercise it 

based on the voluntary acceptance of citizens. This can no longer be regarded as 

the result of the cognitive, moral and social deficits. 

Although there are numerous social developments that have made the 

authority of the government less self-evident, by stating these deficits, the 

Council wanted to point out developments to which the government itself is - at 

least in part - to blame and which have put pressure on authority. 

Indeed, the Council has noted that these shortcomings have led to the 

government failing citizens as well as itself in recent decades. Citizens who, on 

the basis of past experiences, expected more from the government were 

disappointed and in some cases even victimised where the government's 

competence, trustworthiness and engagement left something to be desired. The 

government no longer wanted to be in charge itself, thereby eroding its social 

significance and leaving its potential untapped. Given the challenges we face as a 

society in the areas of climate, environment, spatial planning, housing and 

geopolitics, the government should once again become a relevant factor that can 

operate with authority. 

The Council has found that the competence of public administration is under 

pressure where it lacks skill and knowledge, trustworthiness where it lacks the 

courage to set standards and keep to agreements, and engagement where it has 

lost connection with citizens. This chapter provides possible directions to restore 

the worthiness of authority of public administration, allowing it to regain its 

authority. 

For the Council, having authority is not an end in itself. After all, in a 

democratic constitutional state, citizens ideally only grant authority to the public 

administration if that administration is worthy of such authority. De-facto 

authority is a desirable consequence of the worthiness of authority of public 

administration. The solution path for restoring the authority relationship 
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between government and citizens is therefore, as far as the Council is concerned, 

not a commitment to more voluntary acceptance of power by citizens. Instead, 

the government should focus on restoring its own authority. Because only when 

the government is worthy of authority can citizens reasonably be expected to 

grant it de-facto authority. 

In order to restore the worthiness of authority of public administration, the 

Council explores three schools of thought. These schools of thought are ordered 

according to the three characteristics of worthiness of authority, because the 

Council believes that investing in the worthiness of authority of public 

administration can contribute to regaining authority. In short, the Council 

advises: invest in the competence, trustworthiness and engagement of public 

administration. Together, the three lines of thought form an agenda for restoring 

the worthiness of authority of public administration, which the Council wants to 

complete and develop in the coming year in cooperation with public 

administration, social organisations and citizens. 

 
5.2 invest in the competence of public administration 

Developments in society have made governance more complex in recent 

decades. The divestment of government tasks has been accompanied by a loss of 

knowledge and expertise in parts of government. As the government has started 

to rely on independent administrative bodies and commercial parties to perform 

public tasks, a gap has arisen between policy and implementation. At the same 

time, the horizontalisation of society has given citizens more (access to sources 

of) knowledge and expertise, making the government's claim to truth less self-

evident. By shedding knowledge and expertise, the government has not only 

actually become more incompetent in some areas, but is generally perceived to 

be more quickly incompetent. The Council wants to redress the balance by 

investing in the government's competence, while considering three directions for 

recovery. 

 
1. Encourage long-term thinking 

In the first place, the Council has noted that political and administrative practice 

over the past decades has increasingly been dominated by the issues of the day. 

The Council observes an almost feverish focus on the short term, as a result of 

which dormant problems are only tackled when we as a society have fallen 

through the social, humanitarian or ecological lower limit, and politicians rightly 

feel compelled to qualify a situation as a 'crisis'. 

However, the crisis mentality and the harsh interventions that come with it, 

involve great social, democratic and constitutional costs, as the Council described 

earlier in relation to the covid crisis and 
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the asylum crisis.85 At the same time, the Council emphatically opposes the call 

for "benign dictators "86 who, as enlightened autocrats, should lead the way 

forward to meet the major social challenges of our time. The duty of government 

is to develop the solutions to these major problems within the frameworks 

provided by the democratic constitutional state. 

The Council believes that promoting and safeguarding long-term thinking 

within public administration is crucial to this end. Only if the government can 

stay ahead of the 'crises' of the future, it will continue to succeed in governing on 

the basis of 'power with' and consequently resist the temptation of 'power over'. 

In the coming period, the Council will therefore make an effort to develop action 

perspectives to accommodate thinking of the future within public administration. 

This could include bringing in future-oriented expertise, but also a reappraisal of 

the long-term obligations associated with fundamental (social) rights and the 

recognition of the rights of future generations. 

 
2. Acquire more knowledge and expertise 

In order to organise 'power with', the Council moreover believes it is essential  

for the government to employ a sufficient number of people with the right 

expertise and experiential expertise. By doing so, the government can regain 

competence and can eventually be found to be more competent by citizens. This 

is not just about official expertise and experience expertise, but also about 

supporting (national, regional and local) politics. 

The government has too little substantive expertise and experience in-house 

and currently still relies too much on external consultancies. This is partly due to 

the emphasis on process managers and the rotation of managers between 

departments, which reduces the focus on substantive competences and 

experience in the relevant policy area. Dependence on external agencies should 

be reduced by recruiting such expertise from outside. Moreover, less process-

oriented and more substantive expertise and experience is needed to close the 

gap between policy and implementation. The challenge is to allocate sufficient 

resources and staff in order to achieve this. In line with the previous 

 

 
85 ROB 2022; ACVZ & ROB 2022. 
86 Roman Krznaric describes these arguments in his book The Good Ancestor (2020), p. 114115. The 

Verwey-Jonker Institute conducted research into support for illiberal and anti-democratic forms 
of governance in the Netherlands (e.g. to deal with crises) and concluded that it is significant, 
despite the fact that most Dutch people subscribe to the principles of democracy and the 
constitutional state under the rule of law. Moreover, the researchers concluded that  
support for illiberal and anti-democratic forms of governance can be found among both 
highly and lowly educated and both left- and right-wing citizens (those who vote for a left-
wing or right-wing party). Refer to: Van Wonderen 2021. 
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topic, this is a matter of: cheap in the short term, expensive in the long term. 

Through its advice, the Council intends to contribute to considering ways to 

make the government more cognitively competent again. As for the cognitive 

competences of politics, the Council previously advised setting standards for the 

support of municipal councils and provincial councils.87 In its advice letter 

Supporting the Lower House of Parliament, the Council stated that decent 

support for people's representatives is a necessary condition for a strong 

democracy.88 Future advice could also comprise ways to make better use of the 

expertise and experiential expertise present in society by bringing it inside the 

government. 

 
3. Support the process of establishing the truth in the digital age 

Furthermore, it believes that the government should recognise that processes 

such as horizontalisation and digitisation have greatly improved citizens’ 

knowledge position. As a result, the government's truth claim is being challenged 

more often. The Council does not believe this is a negative development: citizens 

are more able than ever to be involved in governance and policy. 

However, the Council does guard against the trials and tribulations in the 

establishment of the truth in the digital age as mentioned in the opinion: 

Searching for truth.89 Moreover, in the context of the government's less evident 

claim to truth, the Council believes that the public administration should be 

committed to countering the blurring of boundaries between politics and 

science. Even in its collection of essays Science and government policy: a tense 

relationship, the Council concluded that this leads to the dilution of politics and 

politicisation of science, which both the authority of government and science 

suffer from.90 

In order to organise 'power with', the Council believes it crucial that citizens 

and government as well as citizens among themselves have a shared concept of 

reality. The Council would therefore like to continue contributing to stimulating 

and safeguarding the process of the establishment of the truth in the digital age. 

Its opinions could address the further specification of instruments to pass these 

tests for the establishment of the truth in the digital age, such as stimulating 

critical citizenship, building platforms for democratic exchange of views and 

organising countervailing power. As for role integrity of science and politics, the 

Council has noted that more know-how is needed, especially in politics and policy 

development, on how to deal with scientific insights. Advice 

 

 
87 ROB 2020b. 
88 ROB 2022. 
89 ROB 2018. 
90 Van Ommeren et al 2022. 
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could address how to achieve this, for instance by expanding official support, 

establishing a 'knowledge council' or using the recently developed 'science test' 

more often. 

 
5.3  invest in the trustworthiness of public administration                                         

The government has deliberately abandoned its directing and regulating role in 

recent decades. The Council has noted that the trustworthiness of authority of 

public administration is under pressure because politicians, administrators and 

civil servants have come to view and/or present their actions as amoral and 

neutral: 'There Is No Alternative'.91 Terms such as 'effectiveness' and 'efficiency' 

are often the main terms used in this respect, but obscure underlying standards 

and values. The Council observes that the government's actions (or non-actions) 

always have moral implications and are never neutral. In addition, the Council 

notes that the worthiness of authority of the government has also sometimes 

been compromised by incidents where the government's actions were immoral 

or perceived as such. It therefore believes that the government must learn to 

recognise and revalue the moral dimension of its actions to restore trust, as well 

as to counteract the (unintended) immoral consequences of those actions. Only 

in that way the government can actually regain trustworthiness and be perceived 

as more trustworthy by citizens in the long run. 

 
4. Learn to establish political and constitutional standards by considering 

what constitutes proper public administration 

Learning to reappraise the moral and normative dimensions of public 

administration requires first of all making those dimensions explicit and how they 

influence government action. The Council notes that many political-

administrative debates in recent decades have taken on a technocratic and/or 

technical legal aspect. Emphasis on ostensibly neutral and scientifically based 

processes and interpretative frameworks means that 'discourses of necessity' are 

constantly lurking when justifying government action. With the focus on 

efficiency and effectiveness, questions about what is just within public 

administration have gradually disappeared. 

For public administration, discourses of necessity can be a way of disguising 

or shelving difficult moral dilemmas (e.g. on how to deal with the covid crisis or 

the nitrogen crisis). However, this ensures that the normative assumptions and 

motivations on which policies are (implicitly) based gradually disappear and are 

no longer discussed in open political debate. This poses a risk that morality in 

society and morality contained in the law diverge too much as a result. 

Preventing this requires political debate and ideological profiling of parties. 

 
 

 
91 Cf. France Stratégie 2022, p. 79. 
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Ideally, the normative role of politics is reflected in law. Awareness of the 

normative dimension of the constitutional state is therefore equally essential. 

The constitutional state can only perform its role authoritatively if a society has a 

vibrant constitutional culture in which all players subscribe to the values of the 

constitutional law and follow its rules of play. The Council therefore recently 

developed a weighting framework in which it formulated and clarified the basic 

principles of proper public administration.92 The Council intends to make this a 

living document during the coming period. The framework should be given an 

integral place within the Council's advice and the general vision of public 

administration promoted by the Council. Moreover, the Council intends to refine 

the framework by engaging with stakeholders in the area. Further to this, as the 

Council concluded earlier in its advice A Strong Constitutional State93 , continuous 

maintenance is needed to keep the constitutional state performing well. The 

Council recommended an agenda for the constitutional state and intends to 

contribute to its elaboration in the period ahead. 

In summary, the government needs to reflect more on underlying norms and 

values of policies. To do so, the public administration must learn to set political 

and rule-of-law standards again and reflect on what constitutes good 

governance. 

 
5. Outline the (im)moral consequences of excessive tailor-made 

solutions and anti-fraud measures 

Learning to reassess the moral and normative dimensions of public 

administration moreover requires awareness of the limits of customisation and 

fraud prevention. The Council observes a constant tension between equal 

treatment of citizens on the one hand and providing tailor-made solutions on the 

other. On the one hand, we expect a government that treats equal cases equally 

without regard to the individual, and we expect abuse of the welfare state to be 

tackled; on the other hand, there is a growing call for a government with a 

human face that offers tailor-made solutions to people and leaves room for 

professionals to offer individuals what they need according to their own 

expertise and experience. 

However, when the moral substantiation of policy choices are lacking, this 

can eventually lead to arbitrariness, which can make the government's actions 

perceived as inconsistent or even hypocritical. It can lead to institutional 

discrimination, racism and other unacceptable forms of inequality. Sometimes 

even with harmful and immoral consequences for citizens who are crushed by 

systems, as in the childcare-allowance scandal. The government consequently 

sacrifices actual and perceived trustworthiness. 

 

 
92 ROB 2022b. 
93 ROB 2020a. 
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If the government wants to continue acting on the basis of 'power with', it is not 

only vital that politicians endeavour to assume their normative role more 

explicitly again, but that they also become more aware of its limits. The Council 

therefore believes that the intended and unintended immoral consequences of 

overbearing customisation and anti-fraud measures must be identified, and that 

more insight into the issues of institutional racism and discrimination must be 

provided. 

 
6. Recognise and mitigate the moral cost of digitisation 

In conclusion, digitisation has made the provision of (public) services more 

efficient and sometimes more effective. Although data steering provides many 

opportunities, the Council believes it can only be successful if the steering is not 

only efficient and effective, but also legitimate. With digitisation, there is great 

temptation to see the outcomes of algorithms as objective and neutral, whereas 

we have no idea how such an algorithm is made or how the data are reported. 

Currently, however, data collectors and users have too much power 'of' 

citizens, without sharing that power 'with' citizens. Moreover, the use of 

seemingly neutral automation systems and algorithms further erodes the moral 

dimension of (government) action. Digitisation is a field par excellence with the 

risk of so-called 'objective thinking' lurking, because people often wrongly 

assume that algorithms provide a neutral representation of reality. 

The Council is therefore committed to providing public administration with 

action perspectives which it can use to organise 'power with' in the field of 

digitisation. Ideally, this will lead to the situation where parties that steer with 

data - such as the government itself - can be democratically controlled, abuse of 

power and corruption can be countered, and the learning ability of public 

administration in the field of digitisation can be enhanced. As for countering the 

negative moral implications of digitisation, it will be necessary to first of all 

acknowledge those implications. To this end, the Council developed the Data 

Debate Thinking Framework (DateDebatDenkkader) in its advice Steering or 

being steered (Sturen of gestuurd worden.94 In it, the Council explicates various 

dimensions of steering with data (data collection, data analysis and data 

application) and the (moral) issues they raise. The Council intends to further 

develop this framework, including by applying it in practice. The Council also 

believes there should be a more comprehensive normative framework for data-

driven working in government, such as a continuation of the Code of Proper 

Digital Governance.95 

 

 
94 ROB 2022b. 
95 For example, in line with the Code of Proper Digital Public Administration (2021), also 

refer to: 
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/rapporten/2021/04/30/codegoeddigi 
languagepublicadministration. 

https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/rapporten/2021/04/30/code-goed-digitaal-openbaar-bestuur
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/rapporten/2021/04/30/code-goed-digitaal-openbaar-bestuur
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/rapporten/2021/04/30/code-goed-digitaal-openbaar-bestuur
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5.4 invest in public-administration engagement 

The Council notes that the government's authority is still mostly organised 

vertically and top-down, whereas society has become increasingly horizontal in 

recent decades. This creates friction because citizens are much more inclined and 

able to recognise and stand up for their special interests than in the past. As a 

result, in recent decades, the distance between administrators and politicians on 

the one hand and citizens on the other has increased. 

Major differences in democratic capital do exist in our society. Some groups 

are more strongly connected to public administration than others, resulting in 

unequal representation. All in all, this results in an actual and perceived lack of 

engagement with public administration. This causes a shift towards 'power over' 

and limits the possibilities of organising 'power with'. In addition, society is more 

diverse than before, without this having led to fundamental adjustments within 

public administration. The Council believes that the government can invest in its 

engagement by giving citizens - and certain groups of citizens in particular - more 

influence and control. 

 
7. Address representation of underrepresented groups 

The Council has noted that the under-representation of certain groups of citizens 

involves great moral and social costs as they 'drop out'. Several groups of citizens 

in the Netherlands feel left behind and feel that politics do not hear them. They 

feel that the government has 'power over' them, without them having any say or 

control. The Council has noted that some of these groups are able to 

communicate with the media and politicians. Others indeed remain invisible to 

policymakers. For the quality of Dutch democracy, the perspective of 

underrepresented groups will have to be included in the political process, 

because these perspectives are necessary for defining the general interest. 

However, the Council notes that the increasing complexity of administrative 

processes and multiform composition of the Dutch population make it 

increasingly difficult for administrators, politicians and civil servants to gain a 

clear view of these groups and do them sufficient justice. The Council therefore 

intends to contribute to the awareness of blind spots in public administration 

and to look for innovative ways to re-involve disengaged and invisible groups of 

citizens in politics and administration. This can contribute to the actual and 

perceived engagement of public administration. 
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With respect to this, the Council considers advice on incorporating the 

perspectives of often forgotten groups in policy development and on making 

public administration itself more diverse. The Council previously published a 

document on the (under)representation of women and young people in public 

administration.96, 97 In subsequent advice, the Council could also zoom in on other 

under-represented groups (besides women and young people). Practically 

educated people and people from the regions who also feel underrepresented by 

politics can be considered here. Advice could also include promoting an 

intersectional perspective on diversity, centred on the idea that many 

disadvantaged groups (defined by class, socioeconomic status, gender, ethnicity, 

religion, region, and so on) often have more in common than  initially apparent. 

 
Re-value the connecting role of public administration The Netherlands has 

always been a country of minorities and during the pillarisation was praised for 

the way in which all those groups - who regarding their philosophies were 

substantially different from each other - lived in peace with each other. According 

to the most common theories, this was because the authority figures at the top of 

the pillars were inclined and had the authority to defuse social tensions in the 

name of the common good. Today, however, politics seems more likely to fuel 

social polarisation. Politicians increasingly represent the aggregate, special 

interests of citizens. There are insufficient conversations about what exactly is in 

the public interest. Ideas about the common good in which the special interests 

of all citizens have a place are lacking. As a result, the special interests that are 

less well represented in politics lose out. Even for citizens themselves, 

considerations of the public interest do not seem to have priority in some cases. 

The Council believes that the normative definition of the public interest is a 

fundamental task of public administration. The government has a pre-eminently 

binding potential as the place where the special interests of citizens converge,. 

However, defining the general interest also requires courage to give priority to 

certain special interests at times rather than at others. Public administration will 

only be able to do this if it makes citizens feel that their special interests are 

recognised and weighed. After all, engagement does not mean that everyone 

always gets their way. But it does mean that as many perspectives as possible are 

considered as seriously as possible in policy-making processes. Engagement is 

therefore an indispensable condition for organising 'power with'. For this to 

happen, public administration must not only 

 
96 ROB 2019b. 
97 ROB 2019c. 
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have a view of the special interests that exist in society, these must - through the 

avenues of procedural justice - also be given a meaningful place within decision-

making processes. In the coming period, the Council intends to start with 

providing the public authorities with tools to enhance the considerations on 

bringing together special interests in the public interest. 

 
8. Tap new sources towards power 

In conclusion, the Council states that the horizontalisation of society makes it 

unlikely that in the future, we will return to the situation when citizens meekly or 

unquestioning used to follow the authority of (political or ideological) elites. The 

connections between public administration and society therefore need to be 

developed in a way that fits our times. New sources of engagement are needed, 

so to speak, on the basis of which 'power with' can be organised. 

Traditional forms of influence and control for citizens therefore seem to be 

losing relevance. They no longer seem to ensure sufficient engagement between 

government and citizens. However, alternative forms are still applied only 

sparsely. For this reason, the Council wants to contribute to further considering 

the various channels citizens have at their disposal to influence and control 

political decision-making and policy development. At the same time, the Council 

notes that the government is not able to do this alone: citizens have a 

fundamental role to play in the very area of democratic innovation. 

Opportunities that are offered should also be seized in a meaningful way. 

In its advisory report on referendums and other forms of citizen participation 

at national level, the Council already stated that the political and social debate on 

the advisory referendum must not be the end of the discussion on how we can 

involve people in politics and democracy.98 The cabinet and the parties in 

parliament must continue to look for ways to give people influence and control 

of key decisions that affect their lives. The Council intends to make an active 

contribution to this, for example by advising on other channels to power, such as 

citizen initiatives, deliberative forums and alternative forms of referendums, such 

as preferendums, whether combined or not. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
98 ROB 2018. 
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5.5 closing paragraph 

In this report, the Council for Public Administration has established that the 

authority of the government is under pressure. Besides numerous social 

developments, the diminished authority worthiness of the public administration 

itself (defined by its competence, trustworthiness and engagement) is a factor. 

The Council considers this the result of four deficits that have arisen within public 

administration in recent decades, i.e. the power deficit, the cognitive deficit, the 

moral deficit and the social deficit. 

Through this diagnosis, the Council does not imply that public administration 

has become insufficiently competent, non-trustworthy or non-engaged across 

the board. On the contrary. The Council has observed that within all ranks of 

government, people are working with the best intentions and with full 

dedication. The Council for Public Administration therefore has not set up this 

diagnosis merely to criticise. On the contrary, it notes that the government has 

huge potential to play a valuable role in our society. 

The Council does, however, wish to point out that in some areas certain 

capacities have ebbed, explaining - at least in part - the reduction in worthiness 

of authority and consequently the government's waning de-facto authority. In 

order to utilise the unused potential in the future, the Council has defined three 

lines of thought in this chapter to invest in the government's worthiness of 

authority. In the upcoming period, the Council will start talks with administrators, 

politicians, civil servants, social organisations and citizens to further enhance its 

thematic advisory agenda. 
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