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l u C i e n  va n  d e r  p l a at s

Consigning Public Services
 to the People 

Shifting from a Regulating to a Participating Government in The 
Netherlands

Abstract

Change is in the air in The Netherlands. The public view on what 
should be the role of the government in people’s lives is shifting 
rapidly. More and more, Dutch citizens and communities are dem-
onstrating that they can perfectly fend for themselves, without the 
interference of politicians and civil servants. People step up and col-
laborate to shape and improve their (often local) society, where 
their governmental administrations - with their regulations, policy 
plans and bureaucracy - have failed them.  For years, Dutch govern-
ment worried about how to involve people in policy development. 
Nowadays Dutch government needs to decide to what extent it wants 
to participate in the multiplicity of social civic initiatives.

In my practice as a consultant and interim manager for mostly 
governmental organizations I (along with many other consultants 
and governance professionals) have advocated this change of para-
digm for many years and I have seen willing politicians and civil serv-
ants struggle to put this into action. But today’s networking society, 
along with modern technology, in The Netherlands finally pave the 
way for government to become more of a collaborating partner (in-
stead of a righteous parent) for society to face present issues regard-
ing health care, social security, housing, employment and the envi-
ronment. Although Dutch government representatives are still ex-
perimenting with the many opportunities, hopefully this article will 
inspire them and their international peers to stay the course.
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The Dare:  
Shifting towards a Participating Government

To help understand the challenge Dutch government is facing, let 
me outline the development of Dutch society and the relationship 
between Dutch citizens and their government in the past 50 years. 

The Past: End of Pipe Participation

Ever since World War II, The Netherlands formed a pillarized soci-
ety, which was vertically divided in roughly three subgroups, bound 
by religion, culture, or political opinion1. Every pillar had its own 
elite and political party, and in every pillar lived poor and rich peo-
ple. For the Dutch government this social structure made it rela-
tively easy to reach these pillars. A top-down approach worked well. 
Civic engagement in this era could be entitled as ‘end of pipe par-
ticipation’2: the government wanted something, made policy deci-
sions and regulations and citizens would be informed afterwards.

In the nineteen-seventies, however, Dutch society started to 
change: people became much more individually driven, and the pil-
lars, along with their institutions and assemblies, lost their legitimacy 
as an interlocutor towards the government. The ‘boxes’ they repre-
sented became less clear and boundaries began to fade. People start-
ed to increasingly focus on their own personal interests, instead of 
‘the greater good’.

The Present: A Rigorous, but Righteous Parent

Today, Dutch society seems to be more than ‘just individual men 
and women’. These men and women are relatively well educated, 
and by means of Internet and mobile communication technology 
they can easily connect into communities with a quite formidable 
scope. People are still part of a number of solid institutions (family, 
work, unions and clubs), but also unite themselves in horizontal 
partnerships and communities for the cause of a shared interest or 

1 Protestant, Catholic and Social-democratic
2 Maarten Hajer used this graphic term in ‘Wij, de overheid’ , p. 84.
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goal. Many people take part in multiple, usually informal and tem-
porary structures.

The past 10, 20 years, Dutch government has tried to tap into 
the potential of these social networks and structures and to involve 
people, corporations and social partners in the process of policy-
making. Be it with a relatively tight rein: politicians and civil serv-
ants still mainly determine how and when people can participate.  
Dutch government positions itself as an omniscient and almighty 
center – a rigorous, but righteous parent – knowing what is best for 
society. 

Up till now, this has resulted in a growing gap between Dutch 
government and society. The national Ombudsman states to receive 
numerous citizen complaints on the way their local government in-
volved them in the process of policy making:  “Politicians have al-
ready decided.” “People were involved too late.” “Input is being ig-
nored.” “Government didn’t provide relevant information.” “The 
municipality does not act conscientiously.”3 Usually these complaints 
are about government giving the impression that citizens can think 
along, talk along or make decisions, when in reality politicians or 
civil servants disregard their input, without any justifications. 

The Future: A Participating Partner

The issues of present Dutch society regarding health care, social se-
curity, housing, employment and the environment have become too 
complex to be solved by government alone. Moreover, government 
itself has become fragmented as a result of privatization and out-
sourcing. The government needs to stop ensnaring people with the 
logic of systems and institutions. Systems and institutions need to be 
invigorated or reinvented, so they can take in and build on people’s 
energy.4 This calls for a different kind of collaboration5:
• The amount of connections between organizations will further 

increase, and will take place on a much more personal level;

3 See Van Helden et al. (2009).
4 See Jos van der Lans (2011).
5 See Davied van Berlo (2012).
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• The heart of collaboration will no longer lie within one organiza-
tion, but within networks that connect a multitude of organiza-
tions and people;

• Increasingly, citizens and civic partners take part in those net-
works;

• This will decrease the influence of public administrations in fa-
vor of individual citizens, civic networks and society as a whole.

The challenge Dutch government is facing means nothing less but a 
radical shift of paradigm. Dutch citizens aren’t interested in partici-
pating in government projects. They bring their own projects and 
ideas, and challenge their government to put their shoulder to the 
wheel. They start up social enterprises, build their own community 
centers and create their own social security safety nets. Governmen-
tal representatives need to assume and accept that what is necessary 
in the first instance grows in society. But people may require help or 
support and that is where government needs to chip in. 

It is no longer about participating citizens; it’s about a participating 
government.6

The Direction: 
Adieu to Systems and Regulations. Ahoy to Practical,  
Small Scale Partnerships

How does one get to a participating government? There are basi-
cally two axes that determine the direction, as visualized in the fol-
lowing diagram7.

For years Dutch Public Administration mainly remained in the 
first quadrant: the realm of standard rules, procedures and regula-
tions; of statistics, research, science and theory. Of long term policy 
plans and collective measures for the common interest. Whereas 
citizens reside mainly in an entirely different domain (the fourth 
quadrant): small scale, practical problems and experiences; arbi-

6 See ‘Loslaten in vertrouwen. Naar een nieuwe verhouding tussen overheid, markt én 
samenleving’ (2012).
7 Model by Rob Groen (coordinator of ‘Vital districts and townships’ in the municipality of 
Roosendaal (NL).

cos_v2_i2.indd   356 14.11.13   12:02



  Challenging Organisations and Society  357

Consigning Public Services to the People

trary, ad hoc and short term projects and activities. In short: day-to-
day life8.

The journey for politicians and civil servants is heading down the 
line towards the green marked area in the diagram. That is where 
people meet and connect in social networks. That is where ideas and 
initiatives are born. Representatives of government need to get in-
volved in those networks and find out how people’s activities can be 
supported by means of subsidy, tools or resources, juridical advice or 
even adapting legislation.

8 For the sake of simplicity, I admittedly am somewhat polarizing the situation. Governments 
do work further along the red dotted line. Additional to making law and guarding treasury 
(top left), government also enforces those laws and implements its policies. And people do 
have a sense of the common good and do benefit from collective measures. Having said that, 
both base camps are too often still rather far apart.

Diagram 1: Public Domain
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The Challenges: 
Preparing for a Precarious Passage

The destination of this journey seems straightforward enough.  
Nevertheless, the sea can be rough and the winds can be stormy, 
presenting a challenge for the ship and its precious load. I will ad-
dress the three concerns that I hear being raised most frequently 
during my conversations with Dutch politicians and civil servants:

The Crew: How Can Government Make Room for Society’s Vitality?

As I mentioned before, a directive and controlling approach of gov-
ernment does no longer do justice to the complexity of today’s net-
work-society in the Netherlands. Professionals in politics, govern-
ance and bureaucracy need to make a swift and radical shift in para-
digm and make room for the vitality that is present in Dutch society.

But where does that leave governance professionals like alder-
men or ministers? What should they be governing if initiatives for 
society-improvements come straight from this very same society? 
And what if political proportions shift and different people and par-
ties take their place? Can civic initiatives be embedded in such a way 
that they are independent from political (or staff) composition? Or 
shouldn’t these kinds of initiatives be embedded anyway, on account 
of their temporal character?

Civil servants need to transition from policy makers into process 
managers. They need to start drafting plans as a coproduction with 
stakeholders instead of implementing them top down from the  
government. Politicians need to shift from political influencers and 
decision makers to professional leaders, strong communicators  
handling relationships and dealing with conflicts.

What they do NOT need to do is step back. Today’s Dutch society 
requires an undiminished commitment of politics and governance. 
The presumption that consigning public services to society would 
imply a retreat of government, is a road that leads to certain  
disappointment. People will keep expecting support from their gov-
ernment, either to act as a partner or as an arbiter.
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The Passengers: How Do People Get Involved?

It is paramount for government that all be heard and involved; not 
only those who speak out or step up, but also the silent majority. For 
years, it has been a difficult mission for Dutch government to get 
citizens involved to contribute to their local communities. Nowa-
days, people seem to be more eager to be engaged9. Nevertheless, 
the increased complexity of society is rapidly changing in how peo-
ple commit themselves. The traditional means for civic participation 
become less of a norm. And the same can be said about traditional 
partnerships, clubs and unions. No longer do people wait for an in-
vitation from policy makers to participate, but they proactively start 
their own initiatives. Usually in temporary networks and platforms 
for special occasions.

But why do some people take action, while others – in seemingly 
similar circumstances – turn away dispirited, angry or disinterested? 
How do citizens find each other and how do they come into action 
as a group? Different people have different modes of motivation, 
resources and (self) confidence. Some people want to contribute 
through governance or political involvement; others rather get their 
hands dirty and build a playground in their neighborhood or keep 
the public gardens in their district tidy. Some institutions, residents 
or entrepreneurs like the government to run the show while they 
carry out a public task. Others would prefer government to meddle 
as little as possible. This demands an enormous sensitivity and flexi-
bility from government professionals.

The Cargo: How Do You Look after the Common Interest?

Last, but certainly not least, is the issue of ‘responsibility’. Consign-
ing public services and tasks to society also implies for politicians 
that they entrust the people to make their own decisions. People will 
have to be given more influence, especially concerning the tasks 
they commit themselves to. That means that government also needs 

9  See Loslaten in vertrouwen. Naar een nieuwe verhouding tussen overheid, markt én 
samenleving (2012), pp. 9–10 (in Dutch).
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to accept that people or organizations taking over certain tasks, will 
do so in unexpected (or hoped for) ways. It is even possible that they 
will fail. Even then, the government needs to let go. It can no longer 
interfere just because certain outcomes or effects do not please it. 

But, if that is the case, how do you look after the common inter-
est? How do you ensure that Public Services consigned to the people 
stay up to standard? How can you prevent basic needs in society from 
being neglected? Surely, consigning tasks cannot imply for the gov-
ernment to shuffle out of its responsibilities. It needs to keep an eye 
out for the vulnerable in society, people that do not automatically 
take on activities. On the other hand, government policy on con-
signing Public Services to society should not be dictated by excep-
tions from the top or bottom of this very society.

Last year, former Dutch minister of Housing, Spatial Planning 
and Environment, demonstrated this precarious equilibrium by bal-
ancing a hockey stick on the tip of his fingers. His message: “Give 
citizens room, only intervene when they fall. We must dare to trust 
people, but not blindly. Always keep some form of control.”

Impetuses: 
How to Cut a Fine Feather 

Although the challenges may be serious and the stakes may be high, 
governments also find themselves surrounded by a sea of resources 
and opportunities. There are numerous people, developments and 
technologies that (can) come to their aid: the wisdom and willingness 
of the crowd, new theories on how to make headway in the process of 
self-organizing change within these crowds, advanced technologies to 
allow instant communication and information sharing and innovative 
political and grassroots experiments that lead the way.

The Wisdom and Willingness of the Crowd

Society harbors an enormous potential for civic value10. The Ameri-
can writer, consultant and teacher Clay Shirky calls it Cognitive Sur-

10 See Clay Shirky (2010).
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plus: the ability of the world’s population to volunteer and to con-
tribute to and collaborate on large, sometimes global, projects11. 
According to Shirky, Cognitive Surplus exists by the grace of two 
things: human generosity (to spend their free time sharing their tal-
ents) and digital technology (to connect those talents in combined 
efforts and projects). 

“Worldwide, there are a trillion hours a year of participatory value up for 
grabs”, says Shirky. “We can use it to crack each other up, and we’re going 
to do that. But we can also celebrate and support and reward the people trying 
to use cognitive surplus to create civic value. And to the degree we’re going to 
do that, to the degree we’re able to do that, we’ll be able to change society.” 

This is most certainly true for The Netherlands. Many Dutch citi-
zens have already committed themselves to a goal or interest that 
supersedes their own: neighbors, a union, the environment or other 
ideals. They have plans and ideas to make their town or community 
a better or more beautiful place to live in. Without expecting any 
compensation they organize mutual help and care, improving each 
other’s quality of life. They seek collaboration and know how to in-
spire and enthuse each other.

An Example: 

Due to the need to economize, the municipality of Rotterdam closed 
down more than twenty district libraries throughout the city, includ-
ing the library in district West. District residents considered their  
library – and its function as a social meeting place – to be too impor-
tant to be lost. So they took the initiative to start a civic library, run 
by more than one hundred volunteers, with over three thousand 
donated books in a disused building temporary made available by a 
housing cooperative. Although the initiative started out as an ex-
perimental and temporary project, considering the attraction of this 
civic enterprise, efforts are being made to find a more permanent 
solution.

11 See Clay Shirky (2010).
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When it comes to government tapping into civic power, The 
United Kingdom proves to be an inspiring experimental playground. 
The Big Society was the flagship policy idea of the 2010 UK Con-
servative Party general election manifesto. It now forms part of the 
legislative program of the Conservative – Liberal Democrat Coali-
tion Agreement. The stated aim is to create a climate that empowers 
local people and communities, building a “big society” that will take 
power away from politicians and give it to people12:

“Government alone does not make great places to live, people do. People 
who look out for their neighbours, who take pride in their street and get in-
volved – from the retired teacher who volunteers in the village shop once a 
month, to the social entrepreneur who runs the nursery.”13

A relatively new movement, also in the UK, is ‘the civic economy’. 
Research agency 00:/ in association with NESTA & Design Council 
CABE define this movement as follows:

“… people, ventures and behaviors that fuse innovative ways of doing 
from the traditionally distinct spheres of civil society, the market and the state. 
Founded upon social values and goals, and using deeply collaborative ap-
proaches to development, production, knowledge sharing and financing, the 
civic economy generates goods, services and common infrastructures in ways 
that neither the state nor the market economy alone have been able to accom-
plish. A civic economy is emerging, one which is fundamentally both open 
and social. It’s an economy which is fusing the culture of web 2.0 with civic 
purpose.”14

Modern Day Theories: Supporting the Change that Is already Going on

Currently, the Dutch government uses a so called ‘participation lad-
der’ in order to determine the room for citizens to participate in the 
process of making policy. Depending on the impact on society, peo-
ple are allowed a certain level of involvement, varying from ‘being 
informed’, ‘being consulted’, ‘co-producing’ or even ‘co-deciding’.

12 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Big_Society
13 See A plain English Guide to the Localism Act (2011).
14 Compendium for the civic economy, 00:/ in association with NESTA & Design Council 
CABE
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In practice, this model doesn’t leave much room for the enormous 
potential I described in the previous paragraph. Therefore, recently, 
the Dutch Council of Public Governance introduced a radically new 
model for participation. From now on, the civic initiatives should be 
leading in Dutch society, and Dutch government should determine 
what role it wishes to (or needs to) play, varying from ‘regulating’ 
(legislation and sanctioning), ‘directing’ (staying in control, but col-
laborating with other parties), ‘stimulating’ (getting parties engaged, 
but leaving the realization and fulfillment to others), ‘facilitating’ 
(supporting initiatives other than its own that are significant for so-
ciety) or even ‘releasing’ (trusting and depending on the knowledge 
and experience present in society).

There is no single ideal or best role for government to play. De-
pending on the situation or issue, the government should make ex-
plicit the role it wishes to play. There are issues like order and secu-
rity that will always need to be dealt with through regulation. But 
there are also many issues that can be left (more) to the care of soci-
ety members, like social coherence, managing public services, like 
libraries, community centers or even social care. The more govern-
ment chooses to play a modest part, the more room society gets to 
take ownership.

Diagram 2: Participation Ladder: 
to what extent are citizens allowed 
by the government to participate 
in policy making?

Diagram 3: Participation Stairs: to what extent does 
government need to participate in solving society’s 
issues?
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John Bennington15 explained this shift by introducing the con-
cept of public value. He states that governments should have more 
awareness for ‘what adds value to the public sphere’, additional to 
(or as a counterbalance to) ‘what the public values’ (a more neo-
liberal perspective on public choice, according to Bennington). 
Bennington foresees a shift for democratic governments towards 
‘networked community governance’, where no longer the interest of 
the state, but of society plays a key role. He illustrates this shift in the 
following table:

Traditional 
public adminis-
tration

New public 
management

Networked 
community 
governance

Context Stable Competitive Continuously 
changing

Population Homogeneous Atomized Diverse
Needs/prob-
lems

Straight-
forward,  
defined by  
professionals

Wants,  
expressed 
through the 
market

Complex,  
volatile and 
prone to risk

Strategy State- and pro-
ducer-centered

Market- and 
customer-cen-
tered

Shaped by civil 
society

Governance 
through

Hierarchies Market Networks and 
partnerships

Regulation by Voice Exit Loyalty
Actors Public Servants Purchasers and 

providers, cli-
ents and con-
tractors

Civic leaders

Theory Public goods Public choice Public value

Table 1: Public value and networked community governance

15 See Bennington (2011).
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A shift that asks for politicians and public servants to share policy 
initiatives (definition of goals and priorities, the generation of policy 
ideas and options, the assessment of alternatives, the design of pro-
grams, the forms of organization and implementation) with infor-
mal networks of users, neighborhood associations, community 
groups and minority ethnic organizations, as well as with more for-
mal partners from the public, private and voluntary sectors.

Consultants like me can contribute to this shift by helping politi-
cians and public servants to (dare to) reach out to stakeholders: to 
help analyze the playing field and identify stakeholders’ needs, in-
terests and ideas. So they can choose their networking strategy. Con-
sultants like me can help by creating create the space and conditions 
for this public dialogue and facilitating the interaction process. This 
will allow all people involved, including politicians and public serv-
ants, to focus their attention on the subjects and issues at hand.

A few years earlier Dutch change management professor Thijs 
Homan presented a renewed approach to view the field of organiza-
tional change that sheds an interesting light on this needed shift of 
paradigm. Change, according to professor Homan, is in fact a ‘self-
organizing process which cannot be planned or forced, and where 
outcomes cannot be predicted in advance’.16 Rather than a manager 
or a management team initiating change, organizations are self-
changing. Hence, in some cases formal change programs even im-
pede change rather than facilitate it. 

Although Homan focuses mainly on organizational change, in 
my opinion, this view also applies to the process of change within 
society. Where Homan uses the terms ‘organization’, ‘management’ 
and ‘change programs’, he could just as well be speaking of ‘society’, 
‘government’ and ‘policy programs’17. 

Homan has developed a model of change, which I applied to the 
domain of governance, which, in my opinion, is intrinsically similar.

16 See Homan (2005).
17 Although (to my knowing) Homan does not explicitly extend his theory towards the 
domain of governance, I take the liberty in this article to do so. This extension reflects my 
personal ideas and not necessarily those of professor Homan.
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Diagram 4: Homan’s model of Change applied to the domain of Governance

Homan’s model contains two axes: 

Planned versus spontaneous change: Most corporate and govern-
mental change programs are initiated (planned) by a small group of 
people (usually managers or governance professionals) setting out 
to change a large group of people (coworkers, society members). 
On the other end of the axis spontaneous changes (initiatives) in 
the organization (or society) are ever present. People are taking 
these initiatives continuously. They help each other out, organize 
mutual care and improve each other’s lives.
Polyvocal versus monovocal change: In a monovocal change process 
only one vision is dominant and the entire process is controlled by 
one dominant set of objectives. A change process is called polyvocal 
when multiple viewpoints can be expressed. 
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In the bottom right quadrant, you will find all the ‘chats’ people 
have in an informal setting; over lunch, at the kitchen table or in the 
local pub. Homan compares these interactions with small petri dish-
es. An organization or society can be considered as a collection of 
these petri dishes. Every dish is filled with three or four people, with 
strong ties and similar ideas.

Through a complex process of interaction these ‘local’ interac-
tions can eventually evolve in broader shared ideas, thoughts and 
feelings about reality (what is really going on, what do people really 
think about certain issues): The clouds of signification. Vice versa, peo-
ple are influenced again by these clouds.

In his model Homan illustrates two approaches to change man-
agement. On the left side ‘change’ is approached as a manageable 
process, in which ‘they’ have the desire to change ‘themselves’. How-
ever, on the right side of the model, ‘change’ arises spontaneously, 
despite all management efforts on the left. 

According to Homan there is no linear relation between change 
programs on the one side and changes within the organization on 
the other side. Likewise, there probably is no linear relation, be-
tween policy programs on the one side and changes within society 
on the other side. Homan claims that clouds of signification are 
not manageable in the classic way, through motivation, influence, 
and seduction. I do believe that governmental efforts focused on 
facilitating and stimulating civic initiatives can eventually impact 
those clouds, although it remains unpredictable (and therefore 
unmanageable) to some level what this impact will turn out to  
be.

The trick is to facilitate and stimulate the interaction between the 
individual petri dishes. When people meet other people with differ-
ent ideas about what is going on, new sets of signification are much 
more likely to arise. These sets of signification go beyond the ideas 
and thoughts that have grown in the small petri dishes. Ultimately, a 
fifty-fifty situation can arise, where new and old clouds of significa-
tion flourish side by side. In such a situation, an apparently insignifi-
cant incident is enough to turn the existing cloud of significance. 
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Consequently new clouds of significance will arise, in which new 
constructions of reality are present. 

An organization or government needs to anticipate when new 
clouds of significance arise; prevailing positive ideas and initiatives 
need to be rewarded and supported, and so do the people who start-
ed them. What policy makers can learn from this model of Homan 
is that, just like the Dutch Council of Governance proclaims, govern-
ance is not: ‘How do I make sure people are doing things they do 
not want to do’, but: ‘How do I support the initiatives that are al-
ready going on in society?’ That way, small-scale impulses can natu-
rally grow into larger scale (broadly endorsed) enterprises, with 
more impact.

Digital Media and the Internet

How do you tap into all those small-scale initiatives? How do you 
mobilize them? How do you connect them and create moments and 
possibilities for interaction? That is where current day’s technology 
comes in.

Following world news today, it is hard to ignore the impact of 
digital media as a springboard for citizen-powered change. From 
Egypt to Libya, North African and Middle Eastern governments fell. 
In the UK over 28,000 readers of The Guardian18 closely investigat-
ed the expenses of members of parliament, and in Estonia a grass-
roots initiative managed to mobilize 50,000 volunteers to clean up 
10,000 tons of illegal waste in only one day19.

Social media and Web 2.0 technologies turn everyday citizens 
into digital citizens. With convenient, accessible technology tools, 
digital citizens have instantaneous channels to speak, connect and 
act. Hundreds of millions of people are constantly sharing their ex-
periences, ideas and views on the Internet. The web allows them not 
just to publish, but to exchange and connect, to collaborate and 
play. 

18 http://www.guardian.co.uk/politics/2009/dec/16/mps-expenses-what-we-learned
19 http://www.letsdoitworld.org/about
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According to professor Manuel Castells20, movements like Occu-
py Wall Street, but also the Arab uprisings, began on the Internet 
social networks and spread by contagion in a world of wireless com-
munication, mobile media and the viral exchange of images and 
content. He strongly believes that “Internet networks have become the 
material support of a new type of political participation, a participation that 
is based on horizontal networks, on political autonomy, leaderless organiza-
tion, and groundless solidarity.”21

And, indeed, digital media offers countless possibilities for mobi-
lizing the power of the crowd. Dutch government is becoming in-
creasingly creative in utilizing and experimenting with these possi-
bilities. 

For example: At the website www.wijbouweneenwijk.nl (we are 
building a community) the municipality of Smallingerland in The 
Netherlands asks anyone; residents, Dutchmen, global citizens, stu-
dents, specialists, anyone that has an idea, to help design and set up 
a new residential area. The municipality started tabula rasa. No ur-
ban plan and no prerequisites but the area (approximately seven-
teen hectares) and the demand that this should become a residen-
tial area built for the future. The design should become as revolu-
tionary and visionary as possible. People were invited to share their 
ideas on an online community, as well as in real life gatherings and 
workshops. This way the municipality sought to involve people with 
the design of the new community. Also people that did not wish to 
participate actively could follow online how the final plans would 
come about. A daring venture in the governmental domain in which 
up until today a lot of people are interested and respect. 

The Destination: Government as a Partner, Instead of a Parent

In this article I have made a case for Dutch government (and possi-
bly all democratic governments over the world) to reinvent itself and 
change its public role radically. Dutch democracy should no longer 

20 See Castells (2012).
21 See Castells (2012).
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be about participating citizens, but about a participating govern-
ment. 

Dutch political professionals need to stop acting as policy makers 
and start acting as process managers and networkers, in order to cre-
ate space for the vitality that is ubiquitous in their society. People will 
become engaged in solving societal issues when government assumes 
their small scale individual ideas and initiatives as a starting point, in-
stead of imposing their own large scale, collective policy plans.

Yet, Dutch government needs to guard the balance between 
‘what the public values’ and ‘what adds value to the public sphere’. 
Where things go right, government professionals need to let go, but 
when people fall through the cracks or when public security and 
order are at stake, they need to act.

If Dutch government succeeds in doing that, The Netherlands 
are looking at a future wherein collaboration no longer has bounda-
ries. Where everyone can contribute to the work of the government. 
Indeed, in the future everyone IS the government. The public do-
main belongs to everyone, and every single person has a piece of the 
puzzle. In this future, Dutch citizens can once again take ownership 
of important issues that transcend their personal individual interest. 
People will unite to solve issues like livability, housing, social care, 
nurturing and insurances. In this future, government will act as a 
partner instead of a parent, and support society to take this owner-
ship.
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