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Abstract  
 
The rise of populist politics in many countries across the globe is often attributed to declining 
public trust in government institutions in general, and in their ruling elites in particular: ‘the 
elite’ is under attack. In recent years, using this anti-elite sentiment has proven to be a very 
rewarding electoral strategy in many developed nations. Much has been written on whether and 
why public trust in public institutions and their leaders has declined during the last decades. 
However, how the elite itself views the issue of declining public trust in their motives and 
actions, whether they actually see a decline in that trust, and if they perceive such a decline to 
be problematic or even dangerous in terms of the quality of governance, we do not really know. 
 
This paper presents initial empirical evidence that elucidates these issues. Based on 65 in-depth 
interviews with administrative and political elites in The Netherlands we explore: 
 
 If government elites observe changes in the public’s trust towards them and in their trust 

towards the public during the past two decades 
 How they forecast whether public trust in government elites and institutions will rise or fall 

(and why) in the next two decades 
 How and why this differs between administrative elites and political elites (and how this 

affects mutual trust) 
 
By adopting a grounded approach, we let political and administrative elites inform us on the 
state of societal trust in elites and vice versa, and which factors are decisive in affecting shifts in 
trust. This paper presents our first rather rough and initial findings. 
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“I think that the ‘hyped-up-ness’ and ‘horniness’ of politics will come to an end, I hope it 
will, and I think it will during the next elections. I hope and I expect that parliament will 
go back to what it should do, control government, pursue policy changes, if they want to 
they have to do it themselves. I think that the general public will get sick and tired of the 
hyped-up ness. Such a turnaround is highly necessary. Politics responds to citizens. So if 
they make clear…This morning I read a study that says 50 percent of the people do not 
feel represented anymore. So I’m thinking: come on colleagues, think, who are these 50 
percent? They are the people that are not voting anymore! Now at the moment you can 
only reach them by communicating like a populist, like an extremist. The question is: do 
you go along with that?”  
 
MP of Christian-Democratic Party, Case #24 

 
 
Introduction: The elite ‘under attack’ 
Numerous scandals that came to light during recent years and particularly those that seem to 
have caused the global financial crises have put the leaders of our most paramount institutions 
in the spotlight. The general public is outraged by the havoc ‘their leaders’ have caused and 
trust in the elite seems to have reached a new low; a development that started at the end of 
the 20th century and has resulted in a rise of populist movements across the political landscape 
of the Western world (Butora 2007; van Biezen 2008). 

Increasingly, we as a general public seem to wonder what these men and women that 
are supposed to selflessly govern us and manage our business affairs are actually doing and 
whether the decisions they make are serving general or rather particular individual interests. 
Weren’t the elite supposed to be more informed and more skilled than the general public, and 
therefore awarded a societal and electoral trusteeship to decide upon the complex and crucial 
issues that affect us all (cf. Frissen 2009)? Recent events have shown us that such an ideal type 
image may have little to do with what really happens in the situation rooms and board rooms 
where crucial decisions are being made. Or doesn’t it?  

The issue of declining trust in elites has received ample attention. However, how elites 
themselves perceive the issue of declining trust and whether that has affected their trust in 
those they are supposed to govern has not really been studied so far (cf. Van de Walle 2012). 
This paper presents initial findings of a comparison between Dutch politicians and public 
managers’ perceptions of public trust and the rise of populism, their trust in the public and in 
each other, based on 65 in-depth interviews. 

To demarcate the concept of elite we can refer to the classical works of Pareto (1935: 
1422), in which he distinguishes between non-elite (“a class that is ruled”) and elite (“a class 
that rules”), which in term comprises a governing and a non-governing elite. Broadly 
interpreted, the governing elite then is ‘an organized minority with the political power to make 
decisions,’ (1423-24) which includes not only elected officials and bureaucrats but also leaders 
from the military and business community. In his recent book, Frissen (2009) also refers to 
Pareto when he defines who belong to the elite. He states that elites are those that execute 
power within the public domain, who are permanent as a societal group but contingent in their 
appearance (2009:99).  

The mere existence of elites does not have to be a result of a deliberate cooperation nor 
evidence of a global conspiracy, as implied by recent populist discourse and concepts such as 
‘superclass’ (Rothkopf 2008). Elites simply are there, and political history, according to Pareto 
(1935: 1304), is a permanent spectacle of elites that take each other’s place and merge into 
one another. Sometimes, elites are a result of a deliberate connection or cooperation but more 
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often they are an unintentional result of interests and sentiments of a given minority (1444-
1447). Elites exist, and according to Frissen (2009:98), they have to exist to provide political 
and societal order and stability. 

This study focuses on an advanced democracy, whose governing elites are appointed 
either by merit (senior bureaucrats) or through democratic elections (politicians). The elites to 
be studied are government rather than the more general governing elites (Rhodes et al. 2007), 
referring to both elected (politicians) as well as non-elected individuals (senior bureaucrats) that 
possess ample public decision making powers. They, individually and together, have the most 
substantial impact on “what gets proposed for consideration by governments, what gets passed 
into law, and how law gets implemented” (Aberbach, Putnam and Rockman 1981:24). 
Differences between political and bureaucratic elites are the focal point of study (cf. Aberbach 
et al. 1981), in particular in terms of how they perceive shifts in public trust and the rise of 
populism and how these affect both elite groups in doing what they do. 
 
Studies into Elites: Different Traditions 
Beyond the current, sometimes biased and sensational attention to elites driven by media and 
societal outrage, there has been a scholarly interest for decades into the behavior, decision 
making and moral judgment of ‘those that govern us’. Three main types of (government) elite 
studies can be distinguished.  

First, there are studies with a strong focus on individual members of the elite, on 
leaders, heroes and examples. Political psychoanalysts but also investigative journalists have 
studied the moral reasoning and decision making of presidents and prime-ministers, usually by 
allowing the elite to reflect on their own ‘monologue intérieure’. Paragons of such journalistic 
endeavors include the Frost-Nixon interviews in 1977 that inspired a successful motion picture 
directed by Ron Howard (released in 2008)1, but also the recent writings on president Bush’s 
decision making with regard to the second invasion of Iraq by renowned journalist Bob 
Woodward (2006, 2008), or the inside stories of the Blair Premiership by his former spin-doctor 
Alistair Campbell (2007). Recent examples of a more political-psychological or philosophical 
nature include works on the leadership styles of US presidents by Fred Greenstein (2003, 2009), 
the ethics of the former US president by Peter Singer (2004), the traits of Australian prime-
ministers by Paul Kelly (2009) or the behaviors of former and late French president Mitterand by 
Vincent Gounod (2009). Also belonging to this tradition are the numerous autobiographies of 
leaders, usually politicians, written by former presidents and prime-ministers, often with help 
from ghost writers and (former) spin doctors, recent examples of which include Decision Points 
(Bush 2012) and A Journey (Blair 2010). Such memoirs are a big tradition; one might say 
‘industry’, in the US but much less in Europe, and specifically, the Netherlands (cf. Luyendijk 
2010).  

It goes without saying that such ‘biography’ type of studies are extremely valuable in 
unraveling the actions and decisions of public leaders and do carry much relevance for the 
study that is described here. However, they usually suffer from a lack of methodological rigor 
(or any serious measurement, comparison or validity checks at all), bias, and the issues of trust 
of elite-citizen relations are usually not part of the topics under discussion. 

Second, there is a long standing body of literature within sociology, political science and 
anthropology that focuses on the characteristics of elites as groups or systems. Recently, elite 
studies employing network analysis have seen the light within the Netherlands, focusing on 
business elites (Heemskerk 2007, Heemskerk and Fennema 2008), as well as political-societal 
elites or the “Dutch top 200” (Dekker and van Raaij, 2006, 2007, 2008), inspired by the 
legendary 200 of Mertens.2 With their focus on elite groups, networks and classes rather than 



4 
 

on individual leaders and managers, these studies remind us of the way in which sociologists 
have studied elites in relation to power and status (Domhoff and Dye 1987) and the issue of 
inequality (Bottomore 1964). Similar to most of the more classical studies into elites and elite 
behavior (e.g., Edinger and Searing 1967; Searing 1969), these examples focus more on 
commonalities in background characteristics, mobility and socialization than on attitudes and 
values. In recent years, within the field of public administration and public management elites 
have been studied with a focus on the mobility and career paths of administrative elites 
(Theakston and Fry 1989), and elite circulation and networks (del Alcazar 2002). 

Third, we can observe a number of more recent attempts by political scientists and 
political anthropologists to systematically map the concrete behaviors and attitudes of individual 
members of government elites. These studies are guided by questions such as ‘what do senior 
civil servants actually do?’ (Noordegraaf 2000), and ‘what does a regular day of a member of 
the political elite look like?’ (Rhodes 2009; Rhodes, ‘t Hart, and Noordegraaf 2007). Our study 
fits with this third tradition, as we let in-depth discussions with government elites guide our 
analysis of what makes them tick and which issues are really on their minds. 

 
Trust, Trust Research, and Government Elites 
Interestingly, even though popular media have paid ample attention to declining trust in elites 
in recent years, most academic literature on trust seems to focus on general citizen perceptions 
of government performance and public service delivery in general (e.g., OECD 2009; Van de 
Walle et al. 2008). Often, those cases focus on trust in and satisfaction with public services, civil 
servants, and bureaucracies. In fact, this is surprising as much of the public debate in Western 
countries on declining trust in traditional elites focuses on (visible, punishable and electable) 
politicians (cf. Bovens & Wille 2010; de Lange 2011). However, politicians are seldom subject to 
serious empirical research, in particular in the field of public management.    

Nevertheless, including politicians in research on trust, especially in a comparative way, 
is very relevant for the field of public management. Not only because it is very likely that public 
trust in politicians differs from public trust in civil servants, simply because their actions are 
subject to very different accountability standards and regimes and because one group is more 
visible than the other, but also because both groups themselves might have very different 
perceptions of the public and its trust in government (or lack thereof). 

After all, roles and responsibilities of political and administrative elites differ 
tremendously (within and between groups) and are subject to different trends and shifts (‘t 
Hart & Wille 2006). For instance, members of parliament or municipal councils interact with the 
general public on a regular basis, whereas ministers only interact with representatives from the 
public, in the form of parliament, lobby groups, professional associations, boards and so on. 
Senior public managers interact every now and then with such lobby groups and associations 
but seldom (directly) with parliament or citizenry. Because the senior bureaucracy is also much 
less dependent on and subject to the will of the people, they might care less about whether 
they are trusted by the public or whether public trust is in decline (or not). On the other hand, 
anecdotal evidence tells us that the senior civil service is not only hurt and annoyed by the 
constant bureaucrat bashing of politicians and the mediazation of government conduct in 
general (Bekker 2009; Jeekel 2006), but increasingly fearful of the rise of populism and ‘fact 
free politics’ and its effect on the quality of governance (Bekker 2012). How both groups really 
view this issue and how they differ, we simply do not know. Issues such as elites’ trust in 
citizens have mainly received theoretical or essayistic attention (Offe, 1999; Blome, 2011), and 
have tended to show that many elites consider citizens as ill-informed and self-centered. 
Popular fiction is full of examples of public officials displaying deep distrust or even contempt 
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towards citizens. Looking at officials’ trust in citizens in a direct and empirical way is a fairly 
recent phenomenon, though, and limited to a small group of researchers (in: Van der Walle & 
Lahat 2012: 7). 

This paper aims to provide some initial insights with regard to three simple questions: 
1. How do government elites view public trust and do they still trust the public? 
2. Do such perceptions differ between political and administrative elites? 
3. Is mutual trust between both elite groups declining or increasing and why? 

 
In-Depth Elite Interviews as the Method of Choice 
We employed qualitative methods because we wanted to know how and why particular 
perceptions matter, and how they are worded, and because such methods often lead to better 
conceptual understanding and interpretation by respondents (Silverman 2006). Aberbach & 
Rockman (2002:673) state that “Interviewing is often important if one needs to know what a 
set of people think, or how they interpret an event or series of events, or what they have done 
or are planning to do”. Therefore, we provided respondents with the opportunity to address 
issues they considered important themselves, often resulting in a common understanding and 
interpretation of the concept at hand (Alvesson 1996:465). Moreover, “elites especially – but 
other highly educated people as well – do not like being put in the straightjacket of close-ended 
questions” (Aberbach & Rockman 2002:674). Consequently, we used semi-structured 
interviews, that “consist of a set of questions carefully worded and arranged for the purpose of 
taking each respondent through the same sequence, and asking each respondent the same 
questions with essentially the same words” (Patton 1987:112).  

Elites are by definition less accessible and more conscious of their self-interest than less 
prominent respondents. This is exactly why elite interviews are relatively rare (Richards 1996). 
As a consequence, the data we collected are unique but they should be handled with care as 
well. It would be naïve to act overly trusting towards individuals that are very well equipped to 
‘spin’ facts and events, ‘play’ interviewers, and dominate and take over conversations entirely 
(Rhodes et al. 2007). In fact: They would never have become government elites had they not 
developed such skills. Nevertheless, almost all conversations were frank, critical, and often quite 
intense. Not many respondents felt the need to change, revise, let alone censor transcripts, nor 
did they ask for interview questions beforehand.  

The interview ratio was rather basic. We used an interview guide, “a listing of areas to 
be covered in the interview along with, for each area, a listing of topics or questions that 
together will suggest lines of inquiry” (Weiss 1994:48).3 Several issues were discussed in the 
interviews, including job motivations, public values and decision making, and how contextual 
factors and societal expectations changed during the last two decades (and how this affected 
both elite groups and their mutual role conception). As a follow up, we asked our respondents 
how their roles and contexts might change in the next two decades and how the rise of 
populism might become a more important contextual factor (or not). This paper reports on the 
last two topics. Even though the interviews did not directly cover the issue of public trust, it did 
surface repeatedly in the context of the issues above. 

The in-depth conversations lasted between 40 and 70 minutes, depending on time 
availability and the progress being made during the interview. We interviewed 94 respondents 
between May 2010 and August 2011. About ninety-five percent of the interviews were face-to-
face and took place within the respondents’ professional environment. Only a few were 
conducted at home, at railway restaurants, or at our university.  
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Which Respondents and Why 
Rather than selecting respondents randomly based on probability parameters, our selection in 
this qualitative context aimed at maximizing range and depth (Weiss 1994:23). We applied a 
combination of ‘at-random probability sampling’ and ‘convenience sampling’. However, we 
stress once more that we do not attempt to generalize results beyond the selected populations, 
let alone generalize them statistically. Because comparative qualitative data on elite perceptions 
of shifts in trust is almost non-existent, we need to start somewhere. Finally, although 
convenience sampling may not be the ideal base for generalization, three good reasons exist for 
using this technique here: (i) the respondents’ own assessment of generalizability; (ii) the 
interviewer’s own identification of others worth recruiting, and (iii) “the idea that a certain 
amount of universalism with regard to the phenomenon studied, exists among a certain group 
of respondents” (Weiss 1994:26).  

We invited all 150 members of the Dutch parliament in May 2010, sixteen of which 
responded positively. Such a relatively low response rate is not uncommon for politicians at the 
national level (see Aberbach et al. 1981; Van den Heuvel et al. 2002). In fact, as national 
elections were on their way at that time and we had a caretaker government, the respondents 
were able to meet on a rather short notice. Our sample consists of well-known ‘anchor people’ 
as well as ‘backbenchers’.4 In addition, we approached about sixty (deputy) ministers of the last 
nine cabinets (1982-2010), mainly through our personal networks. Thirteen responded 
positively, many of which held multiple cabinet positions throughout the last two decades, 
including a former prime-minister and three so-called ‘State Ministers’. Public managers were 
randomly selected from the online ABD database. We interviewed twenty-two ‘regular’ ABD 
members and thirteen members of the Top management group (TMG) that consists of the 70 
most senior public managers in the Netherlands. Table 1 shows who we interviewed. 

 
Table 1: Interviewed (former) government elites by type, function and party 
affiliation if known  

 
Politicians Public Managers 

 

Representative/MP: 
 
 MPs CDA (6) 

 MPs SP (3) 
 MPs VVD (3) 

 MPs CU (1) 

 MPs PvdA (1) 
 MPs PVV (1) 

 MPs TON (1) 
 

(Deputy)Minister: 
 

 One-term Minister (5) 

 Two-term Minister (4) 
 (Dep.) Prime-Minister (3) 

 Four-term Minister (1) 
 

Total:29 

 

 

 
 Director of Agency/ZBO (14) 

 Departmental Director (12) 
 (Dep.) Secretary-General (6) 

 Director-General (3) 

 Inspector-General (1) 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Total:36 
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An Issue-Focused Between-Group Comparison 
The data analysis aims to draw inferences on the group and system rather than the individual 
level. Single respondents and cases were, therefore, less important than the overall issue: 
perceptions of (shifts in) trust. Thus, even though out of necessity individual participants were 
interviewed in this study, making them the subjects of research, the objects of analysis were 
the aggregate motivations. Since the primary objective of this study is to portray patterns for 
different groups of government elites, the data analysis was issue focused rather than case 
focused, and took place at the “level of the generalized” rather than the “level of the concrete” 
(Weiss 1994:152). 

The aim of issue-focused analysis is “to describe what has been learned from all 
respondents about people in their situation” (153); in other words, to paint a general but at the 
same time contextual picture. According to Eisenhardt (1989), the advantage of such a design 
is that it allows the researcher to recognize general patterns in different settings. The 
consequence of such a research strategy was that transcribing every interview resulted in 
immense quantities of data (in total, over 800 pages of text) that needed to be systematically 
analyzed. However, as Strauss (1987) rightly argues, data analysis is not simply a question of 
retrospective comparison. Rather, analysis begins as soon as there is data collection. Indeed, as 
Miles and Huberman (1994:49) observe, “the more investigators have developed 
understandings during data collection, the surer they can be of the adequacy of the data 
collection and the less daunting will be the task of fully analyzing the data.”  
 The next step involved reading all the responses to a particular question to derive first 
impressions of overall patterns that were then juxtaposed with the empirical data. This 
inductive process, described by Weiss (1994:158) as “local integration,” is clearly not just a 
matter of counting. Thus, it not only mattered that or how much a shift in trust was important, 
it was equally crucial how strong that importance was, how the respondent worded this, and 
why it occurred.  

We should note that at this stage the actual coding of statements has not yet started. 
What we present here is a very rudimentary, initial ‘analysis’ of the answers of our respondents. 
Adopting a grounded approach, we look for patterns and contrasts in our data. In the next 
section, we present the most intriguing findings. We simply present a number of literal 
quotations that characterize beautifully a certain sentiment, and group these quotations for the 
different former elite groups in two basic categories: how mutual trust between citizens and 
elites and between politicians and civil servants has evolved ‘from past to present’ and how 
things will turn out in ‘the next two decades’. Often, statements are actually about the main 
factors that explain how things have changed, such as increasing information and transparency, 
the rise of populism and the 24-hour news cycle, civil service reform and dynamics in political-
administrative relations. In the concluding discussion we try to distill some initial patterns from 
the elite observations and what they mean for debates on trust in government.  
 
Elite reflections  
 
Members of Parliament 
 
Sixteen (former) members of Parliament from parties across the entire spectrum shed their light 
on the state of their profession, the declining respect for politicians, and their crucial but often 
problematic relationship with those they represent: the citizenry or society at large.  
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From past to present 
Interestingly, some elected politicians describe the same developments as ministers and public 
managers do (as we will see later), being as self-critical in some occasions as their counterparts 
are critical of them. A MP of a big center-right party states that: 
 

“What I see is that we as politicians are increasingly judged on our one-liners and other 

things in the newspaper. You see this at the elections right now. I have hopes you know, but 
that is my hope and the fact that I am sidelined right now shows that such hopes are not 

always justified. My hope is that in the future you can also count on government for some 
piece of mind. That you say: we have a team that has to do the job. And if we have 11 

strikers we have a problem, because we also need a good keeper. You cannot hold the 

keeper to account for the lack of goals he scores. Then he joins the strikers and you have a 
problem. At the moment, our entire system is designed for strikers. As long as you score, 

you’re great.”  

 
Others, however (and this is a majority), either value the increased transparency and 
the media that functions as an extra layer of democratic control:  
 

“Integrity and ethics have become more important. For both functions, but especially for civil 
servants. However, also for politicians, and media have played a big role in this. Whenever a 

minister reimburses a cup of coffee…So yeah, the ‘controller function’ of the media has 
become more important, and this has changed politics.” 

 
Or they acknowledge the developments as distinguished by many fellow members of the 
government elite but simply relate these to other groups rather than themselves, or pose as 
being somewhat superior or immune to these developments:  
 

“Whichever things have changed, and many things have changed, the most important is that 

everything is much more ‘public’ and ‘out in the open’ than it used to be. We used to cover 
everything up for the sake of niceness. This goes not only for politicians but also for civil 

servants, things are transparent and appear in the news. Civil servants have to walk on their 
toes less than we do, and that means they can be more straightforward in their decision 

making because they do not have to think about how things will be received all the time? I 

must say, though, there are positive as well as negative examples of increased media 
influence. The point is; it should not become too dominant. Currently, you see that populist 

parties first try out points of view and see how the public reacts and then decide on where 
they stand. I think that you have to develop your own positions first and be prepared to 

defend those positions. Sometimes you get applause and sometimes people say boo, that’s 
the consequence. Populism also affects parties that did not originate from a populist tradition; 

in the end, you see them at both the left and the right of the political spectrum.”  

 
Clearly, our respondents from Parliament are experts in framing as they are very good at 
pointing at all sorts of factors to describe or explain declining public trust without considering 
themselves as a factor of (negative) influence here, one exception aside. That this person has 
been sidelined by his own party and is no longer a member of parliament might be as 
illustrative as can be.  
 
The next two decades 
How then do MPs see things unfold in the years to come? Are they positive or negative 
about the increasing mediacrcacy and how it will further transform democracy, or do 
they see dangers as well, in terms of decreasing trust? Interestingly, when looking to 
the future, MPs are more critical towards themselves and each other concerning their 
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own role and responsibility in regaining respect for and trust in what government does. 
A prominent speaker of one of the smaller parties offers a pessimistic outlook and 
includes the administrative elite in his analysis as well: 

 
“I’m afraid we will lose more and more ground as politicians, that we will be marginalized. We 
got lucky with the banking crisis because now we’re no longer the second lowest ranked 

profession in terms of trust (just above second-hand car salesmen), but we moved up a 
notch. But if we are less and less concerned with what is in the public interest you see that 

even the most loyal groups, such as the military, are losing their faith in politics and starting 
to feel abandoned by us. Then I get the feeling that things will end badly for politics. That’s 

one of my predictions. And because it’s less and less us who are solving issues, the civil 
service gets more and more power as a result.”  

 

Even more outspoken is a colleague from the major Christian-democratic party who 
understands why the general public often feels so abandoned by the political elite:  
 

“I think that the ‘hyped-up-ness’ and ‘horniness’ of politics will come to an end, I hope it will, 
and I think it will in the next elections. I hope and I expect that parliament will go back to 

what it should do, control government, pursue policy changes, if they want to they have to do 

it themselves. I think that the general public will get sick and tired of the hyped-up-ness. 
Such a turnaround is highly necessary. Politics responds to citizens. So if they make 

clear…This morning I read a study that says 50 percent of the people do not feel represented 
anymore. So I’m thinking: come on colleagues, think, who are these 50 percent? They are the 

people that are not voting anymore! Now at the moment you can only reach them by 
communicating like a populist, like an extremist. The question is: do you go along with that?” 

 
According to the elected politicians in our sample, whose actions are most likely to 
influence trust, the future does not look that great. However, they do not go as far as to 
not trust the public as a reaction. In fact, they feel that government’s conduct and 
(sometimes) their very own actions are to blame for the rise of populism and the lack of 
respect for politics. It is up to them to change this in the first place, and then citizens 
will follow (this in itself shows again, however, that the MPs in this study still think quite 
high of themselves and judge their influence over the public to be considerable). 
 
Ministers 
 
Thirteen (former) ministers, some of whom had been senior public managers or members of 
Parliament in previous lives, expressed their views on past, present, and future with regards to 
how society’s views of the political domain and the political are shifting, and how this affects 
trust between citizens and elites and between the administrative and political counterparts 
within the executive core. Almost all of them expressed worries and fears about rising populism 
and increasing distrust and tensions between political principals and their top administrative 
lieutenants. Such sentiments, however, need not always imply that ministers’ trust in citizens 
decreases as well. In fact, some of them seem to understand, ‘forgive’ or even agree with their 
declining trust in government and electoral volatility, just as their counterparts in Parliament do.    
 
From past to present 
A prominent former minister who still is an influential member of the Dutch governing elite5 
emphasizes the enormous increase of available information and societal complexity combined 
with the decline of professional expertise and authority when explaining how trust between the 
governors and governed has eroded: 
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“I think that both politicians and civil servants are under pressure by increasing complexities 

of policy issues. And then there’s the relativism towards political institutions. The self-
evidence of automatic acceptance of a statement from a minister has disappeared. It’s just 

one opinion among many others...Administrators also suffer from that, because they collected 
information, invested in this opinion with their expertise. It starts with negativism 

automatically because it comes from government. This is also caused by the fact that we as a 
government left very little responsibility with our citizens. ‘I don’t want to have cold feet, I 

don’t want to get ill’, so I look at government. A well-intended civil servant sees this and tries 
to protect his minister by acting on his behalf. But instead he should say: ‘we as a public have 

to accept that government cannot do it all’. On the other hand, we should not exaggerate. All 

of a sudden populism is the big danger, but there are a lot of real fears lying underneath. 
Individual people don’t know how to make ends meet anymore. So they say to government: 

do something! Create a future for me again! Please make sure I can keep living live my nice 
and quiet life. So it’s also a scream for attention.”  

 
Another prominent, a Minister of State, blames modern-day MPs directly for the decline in 
public trust towards its representatives, and even engages in defending the senior civil service: 
 

 “I find populist tendencies very damaging. In my view, many members of parliament behave too much 

‘the same as you’. But they are not; they have been elected, and bestowed with power. Come on, in 
four years I’ll be like you again, but during these four years you have put me in a position and I will take 

my responsibility. No politician, at least no MP, has that attitude anymore. They go to meetings in casual 

clothes; they participate in silly games on television. I never have, I do not want to convey that I like to 
play games on television, as if I have nothing better to do. And the media are very conducive to this 

because they give a politician his moment of fame, so he can shout along with the hype. The media are 
to blame for half of this. I find this very damaging you know. What does this mean for the senior civil 

service? They should offer more and more counterweight right? I think they are often extremely 
embarrassed by what politicians are doing. Perhaps the best people at the top are running away 

because of this behavior. Because they do not want this anymore, answering questions while their 
answers are not even read by people who just want to get into the newspapers. That pisses civil 

servants off. It costs about 1000 euros to answer such a question. And respect for each other and trust 

in each other is so important. And all this bureaucrat bashing…It’s simply not true that civil servants do 
not work hard, especially those at the top. No, civil servants are certainly not worse than politicians; 

they’re different, less vain, different ambitions.”  

 
We should keep in mind here that many of these (former) elites are in their fifties, sixties, and 
even seventies (one prominent respondent was eighty at the time of the interview), and may be 
more pessimistic about how society is developing (‘back in the day, everything was better…’). 
Perhaps their outlook on the near future is more positive? 
 
The next two decades 
Here, half a dozen ministers foresee an increase in populism and politicization of the civil 
service with declining mutual trust between political and administrative elites as a result: 
 

“Tensions will increase between the political elite trying to be more and more political, and 
the administrative elite that knows the rules of the game, the value of process, and 

international law. In that sense, politicizing the top of the civil service is very risky. Populists 
like bureaucrat bashing, like the Republicans do in Washington. And these two things 

combined can be a danger to the status quo you have now. It also means you need politicians 

at the EU level to explain that all these rules and bureaucrats in Brussels are there for a 
reason. If you go on vacation and want to plug in your equipment and it doesn’t work…All this 

standardization in Europe makes life easier. And then people complain if such rules are not 
there, but also because they are there. That is society currently. And as a politician you need 

an overview so you can talk back to populists.”  



11 
 

Alternatively, a former minister who is now the mayor of a big city defends the independence, 
impartiality, and expertise of the Dutch administrative elite, and considers this to be a 
counterpart to populist tensions: 
 

“I hope our system stays the way it is. It will be hard enough as it is in an era in which 
populism is penetrating all political parties, something I very much dislike. I sincerely hope 

that the Dutch government will maintain a certain level of independence, instead of just 
crying along with the wolves.”   

 

Another former minister (also currently the mayor of a medium-sized municipality) points at the 
societal insecurity or existentialism at large as a cause for more extremist electoral behavior but 
also sees positive trends: 
 

“What you see at the moment in society, which is really interesting, is a huge discussion on 
leadership after the crisis, and a serious discussion on sustainability, led by big companies. So 

others are taking on the challenges that government is unable to solve. Churches do not play 

a big role anymore. Small, local units are starting to become more important, small 
collaborations and connections. So where technocracy is dominating government, society is 

taking a different turn and government cannot be insensitive to this. And the enormous rise of 
populism is very much related to this, in particular the fear of the unknown, insecurities, 

searching for new small communities. Extremist parties are able to convey some of this 
pseudo-comfort, and this will ultimately affect the entire political spectrum.”  

 
Senior Public Managers  
 
From past to present 
Many senior public managers are moderately cynical and sometimes worried about how 
government functions nowadays and what this implies for public trust. More than half of the 
interviewees in this sample mention the media as a big actor in making politics more incident-
driven and less guided by the content of major policy issues.  

A secretary-general states that: 
 

“We are living in strange times, the political landscape changes a lot, and as a result we have 

different members of parliament than we used to. There is high turn-over, and media play a 

much bigger role than they used to. Campaign debates have turned into Idols competitions. I 
am a civil servant; I chose for content. I find content much more important than short-term 

‘scoring’. So I think this development is degradation.”    

 
This sentiment is reiterated by a director-general who also points at behavioral shifts of 
politicians in relation to the decrease in overall quality of governance, with a decrease in public 
trust as a result: 
 

“There are many constant, pressures between short-term and long-term goals and interests 

have always been there. Two decades ago and now. However, due to the role of the media 

nowadays you see a number of small shifts. On the one hand, the pressure to achieve results 
has grown, and if you fail the press is always there. So that creates crazy incentives for how 

ministers behave and they become more careful.  Parliament has also become more active, 
and a lot more involved in policy details. And we have to go over to parliament more often 

now, answer a lot of questions, write a lot of letters. And sometimes they change opinions 
overnight, with detrimental consequences for the continuity and quality of governance. So 
that’s a major shift; how politicians behave.”  
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A senior director in the office of the ombudsman is less pessimistic about political-administrative 
relations and suggests they still function as they should. He points at a lack of citizen 
involvement in decision making as a reason for declining public trust:  
 

“It’s hype at the moment to say that politics is more incident-driven…However, I do think that 

politicians are too prone to react to incidents. This goes for MPs as well as ministers: 

questions in parliament about yesterday evening’s talk show. This is a pity because the big 
issues get less attention. However, political-administrative relations and interaction have not 

changed dramatically in my view. Critical loyalty of civil servants towards politicians still is 
enormous. Perhaps politicians ignore our advice a little more often than they used to, but I’m 

not too sure. What you do see is that decisions have been made with the best intentions and 
the right motives but with very negative consequences for citizens. The perspective of the 

citizen is sometimes not really taken into account.”  

 
This sentiment is also anchored in a statement from a director of a large executive agency on 
politicians’ behavior: 
 

“Less opportunism would be a good thing. I think both chambers of parliament should be 

much more conscious of the effect of their choices on how things play out in society. Take tax 
legislation; all kinds of pros and cons and details are added and subtracted, not as a goal as 

such, but as a means to add political color to the bill in order to score politically at a later 
stage, during the elections. Well, in those cases implementability and feasibility, and the 

original objectives of legislation that are often quite good, are diminished.”   
 

Another strain of though focuses less on the interplay between politics, media, and elections 
but suggests that he general increase of openness and transparency in society is not necessarily 
conducive to trust. In fact, it might be detrimental, according to a senior policy analyst at the 
Department of Healthcare, Welfare, and Sports: 
 

“I think the open society we have nowadays has two effects. One is that things go out much 

faster, sneaky does not work anymore. Also, there used to be much more confidence in the 
fact that a minister had the public interest as his goal. The job has also become much more 

complex because of this openness. You can never do it right. Whether you react too soon or 
really take some time to think things through, it doesn’t matter. There’s always someone who 

distrusts the minister and thinks he did a bad job. If you worry about that too much you 

become part of the continuous ‘worry-circus’”  
 
The next two decades 
When asked how political and administrative conduct will evolve in the decades to come, public 
managers we interviewed seem most pessimistic or worrisome about the future and their future 
in particular, as expressed by the following two statements:  
 

“Well, at a certain moment I hope we will be fed up with hyped-up, media-driven 

government. However, as long as the average voter displays unease, this will be the case. 
Yes, I do worry about that a lot. You also see this affecting the civil service; we are expected 

to increase our mobility. After having occupied a position for five years, we are supposed to 
move. This poses big challenges to maintaining expertise as a government. The same goes 

for parliament by the way, that is also government, and MPs have to have expertise regarding 
their dossiers to ask useful questions. We used to have a lot of expertise here but now 

everybody has to move all the time so this becomes more difficult to maintain and that goes 
for Parliament as well.” 
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“I fear that populism will gain more ground with an even more incident-driven political culture 

as a result. The question will become: ‘how does this policy resonate with the RTL audience?” 
Well, to be honest, this worries me a lot. If a populist party enters government [the cabinet] 

it will become bloody difficult for me as a civil servant to work for such a person. Because 
then you would have to wonder whether that endangers the consistency in policies that we 

have at the department. Look, we all know that 80 percent of all policies are not decided on 
by the minister. But if the 20 percent all of a sudden moves in a radically different direction 

things become very complicated.”  

 
The two above statements seem to corroborate classical imagery of the civil service being 
conservative, resistant to changes, and prone to preserve their own position. One colleague, 
however, has a different take. He thinks the administrative elite will change along with their 
political counterparts:  
 

“Media will be even more important. Politicians will start to behave differently, visibility will 

become even more important and therefore responding to incidents will become more 
important. But I think what will also be the case, just as in the last two decades, is that civil 

servants will change along with this. The character and ethics of the civil service are not as 

stable as many people seem to think.”  

 
Others do not see this as a given but as a necessity, or rather, desirability: if the political 
context changes, they have to adapt to this. Maintaining their traditional roles as loyal political 
servants perhaps is even more important than optimizing the quality of governance to enhance 
public trust, according to two director-generals: 
 

“I think things will get tougher. Because we as civil servants have to think along with the 

minister or secretary. Where does he go to? Who does he talk to? What is he bringing to the 
table? So we have to start preparing much better and develop antennas for issues that are 

relatively new to us, and have to organize our apparatus such that it helps and serves them. 
There’s always something going on somewhere that requires an answer or a response. 

Especially in terms of calamities; as a leader you have to show immediate compassion and ‘go 
there’, even though you are just getting in the way of the professionals. It’s a continuous 

deliberation of what to do and what not to do, who to talk to and who not to talk to. You 
have to filter all of this to serve the minister as best as possible.”  

 

 
Discussion: Some preliminary thoughts 
What does this rather rough presentation of interview statements learn us about shifts in trust, 
between citizens and elites, and between elites themselves? Do these elite groups differ or not? 
And if so, how and why?  

First of all, we are struck by the fact that similarities far exceed differences between 
MPs, ministers, and senior public managers. All elite groups are rather pessimistic about the 
state of government affairs and how citizens perceive government in general, and their own 
conduct in particular. Public managers seem to be even more negative than politicians. They 
blame the latter – and their interplay with the media – for causing a decrease in the quality, 
stability, and trustworthiness in government, and as a consequence, a decline of public trust in 
the government elite. Contrary to some of the politicians in our sample, MPs in particular, they 
do not blame themselves in any way for any of these developments, which is an interesting 
finding in itself. Administrative elites are, together with ministers, also most skeptical about 
mutual trust in political-administrative relations, a sentiment that is more or less absent among 
the members of Parliament in our sample. 
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Another recurrent theme in a number of interviews is how more general societal 
changes might have affected decreasing trust in government and its ruling elites. ‘The media’ 
and the rise of populism are often mentioned, and to a lesser extent civil service reforms such 
as increasing job rotation and diminishing expertise of senior public managers, but it’s clear that 
these are not stand-alone phenomena. The rise of the mediacracy and populism are mutually 
reinforcing, and are fueled by a feeling of general unease among citizens. 

One particular interesting and somewhat counterintuitive view is that information 
overload and hyper transparency have been conducive to declining public trust. According to 
these respondents, mostly former ministers, a natural reflex of the past two decades has been 
that in order to enhance trust, government had to enhance transparency, with a decrease in 
trust as a result… 
 
 
This paper is very much still work in progress. Please do not cite or use the content 
of this paper in any way without author consent. 
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Notes 
                                                           
1 More down-to-earth examples from the Netherlands are the documentaries ‘De Keuken van Kok’ (1998) 
by Niek Koppen and ‘De Wouter Tapes’ (Tegenlicht, VPRO, 2007: www.vpro.nl/programma/tegenlicht/ 

afleveringen/33546127).  
2 In a speech on October 19th 1968, union-leader Jan Mertens stated that the Netherlands were largely 

governed by an “old boys’ network” of no more than 200 – predominantly unelected – individuals. That 
statement resulted in fierce societal debates about the extent to which the equality ideals of the Dutch 

welfare state could actually be realized. 
3 We concluded three expert interviews that were very helpful in fine-tuning the interview guide and the 
interview setting, with Joel D. Aberbach, Paul ‘t Hart, and former Western Australia premier (and now 

academic) Geoff Gallopp. 
4 MPs participated of seven out of ten parties in the Dutch parliament; the missing parties only accounted 

for about 6% of the Seats. We did manage to include EPs of all three missing parties. 
5
 Three years ago, he was nominated the most influential elite member by the annual top-200 

competition of newspaper De Volkskrant. 
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