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1. Introduction
Imagine an undeveloped, unmaintained lot, right in the middle of a city. The lot was 
supposed to be developed into attractive real estate, but for some reason, this still has 
not happened, all these years later. The municipality refuses to waste such a space 
and decides to create a temporary ‘pop-up’ park at the location. Normally, when the 
municipality designs a park, the planning department develops a sketch, and presents 
this sketch to the local residents. This time, it went differently. 

The planner who was involved in the plans, saw potential to do something new, an 
opportunity to experiment. Her colleagues, the project manager, land scape architect 
and neighborhood manager were also open to the idea. Together with the neighborhood 
council, they set up a group to discuss the idea, inviting residents to the drawing board, 
without having a developed plan in advance. Around the same time, the planner came 
into contact with people from the local community garden, who were looking for a 
place to expand. She connected them to the park. There turned out to more ideas 
for the park: a beach volleyball court, a playground, a restaurant. The entrepreneurs 
located in the old school building next to the potential park got involved, as did the 
treatment center for addiction at the other side of the lot. In four meetings, all sorts 
of ideas and connections emerged, centered around the idea of the park. When the 
municipality went to trim trees nearby, the logs were used by the neighborhood council 
and a group of local amateur gardeners to build the playground. The beach volley 
group found some sand and used it not only to create their volleyball court, but also to 
develop the community garden. The local gardeners eventually worked closely together 
with the staff of the treatment center. 

The idea of the temporary park sparked a process of co-creation. This process did 
not appear out of nowhere. It all started with a planner who sought and recognized 
opportunities, got people involved and connected them – both inside and outside 
city hall. She was, in her own words: ‘’just tying some things together’’.1 

This story, that was told to me in an interview in the early stages of this PhD 
research, I now see as an exemplary case of bricolage. The planner in the story 
makes for an exemplary ‘public bricoleur’, who together with citizens and other 
stakeholders, brings together, combines and assembles a range of ‘materials’ 
(knowledge, rules, policies, budgets, relations, interests, values and perspectives) 
outside and inside the local bureaucracy, to help create an emerging public good. 
This image of the local civil servants as bricoleurs is the result of an interpretive 

1  This example was also used in the essay ‘’Publieke Bricoleurs: Over ambtelijk vakmanschap op het 
raakvlak van gemeente en gemeenschap’’ (Blijleven, Van Hulst & Hendriks, 2019) that was based on the 
research in this thesis. 
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study into the practices and experiences of local civil servants at the frontlines of 
public engagement. This first chapter sets the stage for this research. It investigates 
the meaning and development of public engagement, and the changing role of 
local governments that has been associated with this development.  

1.1. Public engagement and the changing role of local 
governments
The environment of Western local governments has substantively changed over 
the past decades (Van Der Wal, 2017; Dickinson, Needham, Mangan & Sullivan, 
2019). In this changed environment, governments are expected to engage the 
public more than ever. Citizens and other stakeholders are increasingly involved 
in creating, shaping, and implementing public policies and services (Nabatchi & 
Blomgren Amsler, 2014, p. 65S). Public managers, policy makers, politicians, and 
scholars alike, show an increasing interest in public engagement, and feel the 
need for (local) government and its employees to become more outward-oriented 
(Lowndes, Pratchett & Stoker, 2006; Kruyen & Van Genugten, 2020). Present 
day civil servants in local government, like the planner in the story above, are 
expected to engage the public in their daily work. In addition to their role as, for 
instance, planner, project manager, lawyer or policy advisor, they need to become 
‘facilitators’ of engagement processes and citizens’ initiatives. As one of the civil 
servants involved in this research remarked: ‘’You can’t do anything anymore 
without involving the neighborhood’’ (interview A5).  

What does it mean for civil servants, though, to involve the public, the neighborhood, 
the citizens in their work? The public engagement literature has provided a plethora 
of answers to this question, in terms of best practices and models for designing 
and facilitating engagement processes and lists of competencies and roles that 
are suitable for working in a participatory setting (e.g., Fung, 2004; Lowndes, 
Pratchett & Stoker, 2006; Escobar, 2011; Bryson, Quick, Slotterback & Crosby, 
2013; Hurenkamp & Tonkens, 2020; Dickinson et al., 2019; Sørensen & Torfing, 
2009). The question how local civil servants actually practice and experience 
public engagement, however, has received much less attention. What do they do 

when they engage the public and why do they do this? What tensions do these civil 
servants face and how do they handle these? What does it mean and take, in other 
words, to ‘tie some things together’? This thesis will explore just these questions. 

A new governance paradigm?
Several scholars have connected the increasing attention for public engagement 
to a paradigm shift in governance, from Classical Public Administration and New 
Public Management, to network governance (e.g. Considine & Lewis, 1999; Provan 
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& Kenis, 2008; Sørensen & Torfing, 2007; 2016), interactive governance (e.g. Torfing, 
Peters, Pierre & Sørensen, 2012; Edelenbos & Van Meerkerk 2016), the New Public 
Service (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2000; 2011; 2015), the New Governance (Bingham, 
Nabatchi & O’Leary, 2005) or the New Public Governance (Osborne, 2006; 2010).
Classical Public Administration (CPA) (also known as Traditional or Old Public 
Administration) refers to the hierarchical, bureaucratic model of public 
administration, which developed from the late nineteenth century and was 
dominant until the early 1980s. In this model, the goals of policy are established 
within the political system, developed in the bureaucracy and implemented by 
public service professionals. The logic of CPA values substantive knowledge and 
technical expertise (professionalism), rationalism, and formal rules and procedures 
guaranteeing objectivity (Weber, 1922; Osborne, 2006). 

During the 1980s however, the CPA and the welfare state were increasingly being 
criticized for being unaffordable and ineffective. From these criticisms, the ‘New 
Public Management’ (NPM) approach emerged. The NPM aimed to adopt private 
sector management practices, such as performance management and the use 
of markets, contracts, and competition into the public sector, to make the public 
services more efficient and effective (Hood, 1991; Osborne, 2010). 

Since the 2000s, scholars in public administration argue that we are moving – or 
should be moving – towards a third logic, which is often referred to as New Public 
Governance (NPG). The NPG recognizes the increasingly complex, fragmented, 
plural and collaborative nature of the modern policy and service system, that 
includes many different actors, values, and meanings. Following this logic, citizens 
and stakeholders are actively engaged and collaborate with government actors in 
developing and implementing policy (Osborne, 2006; 2010). In the new paradigm, 
Denhardt and Denhardt (2015) suggest, governments should not ‘’simply [be] 
responding to the demands of ‘customers’ for speedy and efficient solutions 
to individual problems’’. Instead, they argue that ‘’public service should focus 
on creating opportunities for citizenship by forging trusting relationships with 
members of the public and working with them to define public problems, develop 
alternatives, and implement solutions’’ (p. 665). 

Following the logic of the New Public Governance, public engagement is an essential 
precondition for tackling complex present-day public issues. In practice, however, 
local governments may have many different, additional motives for engaging the 
public, ranging from very idealistic to politically pragmatic (Fung & Warren, 2011). 
The literature on public engagement lists several aims and potential outcomes. 
Previous reviews of the literature show that there are three broad clusters of 
objectives. Administrators and policy makers likely hold one or several of these 
motives. First, there are many democratic benefits attributed to engagement. 
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According to deliberative and participatory democratic theory, public engagement 
contributes to the empowerment and influence of citizens, allows for more 
inclusive decision making and consensus building, and increases the legitimacy 
of policies (Michels, 2011; Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014; Bobbio, 2019; Fung & Warren, 
2011). In addition, public engagement may contribute to the development of civic 
skills, an informed public and community capacity (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014: 
Michels, 2011) and advance social justice by increasing marginalized groups’ 
influence of decisions that affect them (Bryson et al., 2013). 

A second motive for engaging the public, is that it may lead to better decisions 
and policies. Public engagement allows policy makers to obtain information and 
knowledge from citizens. Including citizens’ experiential and local knowledge in 
the policy making process is believed to contribute to a better understanding 
of public issues, more suitable problem definitions and higher quality policies 
(Bobbio, 2019; Bryson et al., 2013; Fung & Warren, 2011; Irvin & Stansbury, 2004; 
Thomas, 2010). In the same vein, public engagement, co-production in particular, 
have also been connected to effectiveness and efficiency of policies and public 
services (Fung & Warren, 2011; Voorberg, Bekkers & Tummers, 2015). 

Finally, another motive for local governments to engage the public lies in 
generating support for decisions and their implementation. Critical scholars 
believe that administrators may simply use engagement processes to avoid 
conflict and secure ‘’more ready compliance with whatever measure is being 
considered’’ (Bobbio, 2019, p. 42). In a more optimistic view, policy makers can 
use engagement processes to gain support and trust by actually addressing the 
public’s preferences and concerns (Bryson et al., 2013) or learn which policies ‘’are 
likely to be explosively unpopular and how to avoid such policy failures’’ (Irvin & 
Stansbury, 2004, p. 56). These different motives for public engagement result in 
many different types of engagement processes (Bryson et al., 2013), which will be 
discussed in the next paragraph.

Before moving on to the different forms and shapes of engagement processes, 
it should be noted that although the NPG paradigm and its emphasis on public 
engagement was introduced in response to ‘deficiencies’ in the prior governance 
logics, it does not fully replace them. The public administration literature widely 
recognizes that these logics exist alongside each other. Local governments, over 
the past decades, have come to incorporate elements of the different paradigms 
or logics (Bevir & Rhodes, 2003; Osborne, 2010; Bryson et al., 2013; Skelcher & 
Smith, 2015; Van Gestel, Kuiper & Hendrikx, 2019; Torfing, Bøgh Andersen, Greve & 
Klausen, 2020). Recent work by Torfing and colleagues (2020) explains the co-
existence of these paradigms by means of a cake as a metaphor:
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The predominant governance paradigm will not succeed in eliminating the 
other competing governance paradigms. They will all continue to co-exist, 
somewhat like layers in a layer cake. The recently added top layer and the 
most recent addition of cream and berries placed on top will obviously tend 
to be the most visible layers, but the lower layers deeper down formed by 
the older governance paradigms may continue to provide a solid foundation. 
Moreover, particular aspects of the competing and co-existing governance 
paradigms will sometimes be merged to produce hybrid forms of public 
governance with more or less ambiguous effects. … The competing and co-
existing governance paradigms will both form a layer cake with relatively 
separate public governance regimes and a marble cake with mixed and hybrid 
forms of public governance (p. 3).

When it comes to New Public Governance as the predominant paradigm, some 
scholars claim that the NPG, then, has only become dominant in rhetoric. Bobbio 
(2019), for example, states that 

Although the mantra and the revolution images could appear appropriate 
as discourses on participation have been spreading quickly over the last few 
decades […], it is doubtful whether the corresponding practice has become as 
common as often alleged: most governments still prefer to keep citizens out 
of the decision- making arenas and governance arrangements rarely include 
citizens as such (p. 42). 

Even though it may be official government discourse, the NPG can be contradicted 
by structures and practices inside the municipal organization (Torfing et al., 2020). 
In the least, it should be recognized that public engagement processes, in practice, 
often incorporate elements of different, more traditional governance logics that 
are also in place. These more traditional logics, in addition, may affect the purpose, 
design and process of engagement.  

Public engagement in all forms and shapes
Local governments across the globe put the desire for public engagement into 
practice and give shape to the changing relationships between citizen and state. 
Local governments in (Latin and North) America (Bingham et al., 2005; Smith, 2009; 
Fung, 2015), (Western) Europe (Torfing, Peters, Pierre & Sørensen, 2012; Brandsen, 
Steen & Verschuere 2018; Michels & De Graaf, 2010; 2017), Australasia (Mikami, 
2019; Parry, Alver & Thompson, 2019), and Africa (Ferreira & Allegretti, 2019) have 
experimented extensively with the engagement of citizens and other stakeholders 
in developing and implementing policies and services. These engagement processes 
come in many different forms and shapes, and under many different labels. 
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As a starting point for exploring these different forms, we take the broad, basic 
definition of direct public engagement in local government by Nabatchi and Amsler 
(2014), as a starting point. By ‘direct public engagement’, Nabatchi and Amsler 
mean a broad range of practices ‘’that allow members of the public (i.e., 
those not holding office or administrative positions in government) ... to 
personally and actively exercise voice such that their ideas, concerns, needs, 
interests, and values are incorporated into governmental decision making’’. 
More specifically, their definition focuses on ‘’processes used to create, shape, and 
implement policy’’ (2014, p. 65S). I add to this definition, the processes aimed at 
supporting citizen self-organization (Edelenbos, Van Meerkerk & Schenk, 2016; 
Nederhand, Klijn, Van Der Steen & Van Twist, 2018). 

The ‘public’, in this definition, is broader than, for example, ‘stakeholders’, which 
not necessarily includes members of the lay public (Bingham et al., 2005; Nabatchi 
& Amsler, 2014). ‘Engagement’, in turn, is a broad term that includes, but is 
not limited to formalized processes such as to be given formal notice and the 
opportunity to react to new government projects and policies in advance (Nabatchi 
& Amsler, 2014). By ‘direct’ public engagement, Nabatchi and Amsler refer to 
forms of engagement in which ‘’individuals are personally and actively engaged 
in a process, as opposed to situations where individuals are “indirectly” engaged 
through representatives, agents, or other intermediaries’’ (2014, p. 3). This thesis 
focuses on direct contact between participants and the local government, or in-
person methods of engagement.  The forms of engagement under study here, 
all involve some form of ‘public encounter’: face-to-face contact between public 
professionals and citizens (Bartels, 2013).2

In this thesis, I deliberately opt for this broad definition of public engagement 
that includes the many forms and shapes in which citizens and local government 
(officials) interact. The aim of this study is not to focus on or compare specific 
forms of engagement, rather, I aim to capture the broad development that affects 
civil servants’ work and interactions with citizens. The definition should do justice 
to the messy, everyday reality of engagement work, in which different forms of 
engagement are combined and overlap (Fung & Warren 2011; Elstub & Escobar 
2019). In the remainder of this section, I will discuss some of the key characteristics 
that can be used to describe the variation that fit within the definition of direct 
public engagement in local government, mentioned above. 

2  As this thesis primarily focuses on the role of civil servants and their interactions with citizens, digital 
and online forms of public engagement were not included in this the study. Data collection for this 
research took place before the COVID-19 crisis that seems to have strongly increased the interest in and 
dependence on online public engagement. 
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The public administration literature, unsurprisingly, offers many different typologies 
of public engagement that help to capture the phenomenon in all its diversity. In 
this thesis, I will build on these typologies to describe this variety of forms. In this 
overview, Fung’s (2006) and Nabatchi and Amsler’s (2014) extensive typologies will 
serve as the main building blocks. First, engagement processes are categorized 
along the lines of the kinds of participants and their selection (Nabatchi & 
Amsler, 2014; Fung, 2006; Voorberg et al., 2015; Nabatchi, Sancino & Sicilia, 2017; 
Elstub & Escobar, 2019). Participation can be open to all citizens or mediated by the 
organizers to target (lay) stakeholders – e.g., citizens with a particular interest in the 
topic at stake, the residents of a specific neighborhood, the users of a particular 
service or target group of a particular policy. They may also engage in selective 
recruiting or random selection (sortition), to increase diversity and inclusion (Fung, 
2006; Nabatchi et al., 2017). The number of participants, in addition, can range from 
a handful to hundreds or even thousands (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014). Participation 
can even take place at the individual level. This is often the case in the context 
of public service (delivery), participation, then often referred to as co-production 
(Nabatchi et al., 2017). In this thesis, individual level engagement occurred when 
citizens approached a civil servant active in their neighborhood – e.g., neighborhood 
manager (‘wijkmanager’), neighborhood maintenance manager (‘wijkbeheerder’) or 
neighborhood traffic engineer (‘wijkverkeerskundige’) – with a question, complaint, 
idea, or initiative, and then collaboratively developed a strategy to resolve the issue.  

Another distinction in the literature, is between the different stages of the policy 
process in which citizen engagement takes place. Citizens can participate in agenda 
setting, in designing of and decision making on policies and services. This thesis, for 
example, features a case in which residents aim to fight the municipality’s plans 
to cut back on maintaining a local pond and involve the neighborhood manager 
in their efforts to put the pond on the agenda of the municipality. It also features 
many examples in which citizens are involved in urban planning processes, co-
designing playgrounds, housing projects, green spaces, measures to improve 
traffic safety and even a refugee center.

Citizens can participate, in addition, in the implementation of policies or delivery of 
public services as co-implementers, or in the assessment or commissioning of services 
(Nabatchi et al., 2017; Elstub & Escobar, 2019; Voorberg et al., 2015). Finally, citizens 
can initiate public policies and services (Voorberg et al., 2015). Local governments have 
increasingly promoted ‘active citizenship’, through (informal) citizens’ or community 
initiatives, (Healey, 2015b; Edelenbos & Van Meerkerk, 2016; Grotenbreg & Van 
Buuren, 2018; Bakker, Denters, Oude Vrielink & Klok, 2012). These initiatives involve 
‘’collective activities by citizens aimed at providing local ‘’public goods or services’’ 
(e.g., regarding the livability and safety) in their street, neighborhood or town, in 
which citizens decide themselves both about the aims and means of their project’’ 
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(Bakker et al., 2012, p. 397). In these initiatives, citizens are often also involved in 
the design and implementation of the projects they have initiated. Although the 
initiative lies with the citizens, local government is often also involved, as a facilitator 
or meta-governor (see sections 3.4; 3.6) (Bakker et al., 2012; Nederhand, Bekkers & 
Voorberg, 2015; Mees et al., 2019). This thesis includes many examples of local civil 
servants working with initiatives, ranging from community gardens and mountain 
biking and hiking trails, to playgrounds and neighborhood taxis. 

Other scholars look at the underlying democratic tradition and subsequent modes 
of communication and decision making (Geissel, 2013; Michels & De Graaf, 2010; 
Smith, 2009; Elstub & Escobar, 2019; Fung, 2006). Many engagement processes are 
rooted in a participatory view of democracy. Citizens can express their preferences 

and make comments or ask questions regarding the policy or project at stake. 
Sometimes, they are invited to negotiate. The civil servants who participated 
in this study, for example, actively negotiated with critical residents about the 
implementation and design of a refugee center and apartment complex. Other 
engagement processes are rooted in deliberative democratic theory, such as the 
increasingly popular ‘minipublics’ (Fung, 2006; Elstub & Escobar, 2019). Some authors 
have argued, furthermore, that citizens’ initiatives can be viewed as an additional 
mode of communication and decision making. This thesis features, for example, 
citizens who initiated a community garden, a mountain bike trail and a youth hang 
out and took initiative to clean public places. By developing such initiatives, citizens 
de facto shape the public domain, not by voting, deliberating, or negotiating, but by 
‘doing’ (Van de Wijdeven, 2012; Van de Wijdeven, de Graaf & Hendriks, 2013). 

Finally, the literature distinguishes different ‘levels’ of engagement, based on the 
amount of decision-making power citizens have in the process (Arnstein, 1969; 
Fung, 2006; Elstub & Escobar, 2019). Many of these typologies build form Sherry 
Arnstein’s well known ladder of citizen participation (1969), that has eight levels of 
participation. These levels range from manipulation and therapy (‘non-participation’), 
to informing, consultation and placation (‘tokenism’), and finally to partnership, 
delegated power, and citizen control (‘citizen power’). Whereas Arnstein’s levels 
suggest that more empowerment is better - other scholars argue that the level 
should fit the situation. Fung (2006), for example, argues that ‘’there may indeed be 
contexts in which public empowerment is highly desirable, but there are certainly 
others in which a consultative role is more appropriate for members of the public 
than full “citizen control”’’ (p. 66). Based on this more nuanced understanding of 
levels of participation, Fung distinguishes ‘individual education’ as the level in which 
citizens have the least power and authority. Here, participants benefit from the 
process by learning something (e.g., they gain information about the issue at stake 
or develop citizenship skills), but they do not necessarily have any real influence. 
Processes aiming for individual education often use listening and developing and 
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expressing preferences as their primary mode of communication. Citizens have 
very little influence over authorities and policies. Rather, it is the other way around. 
In the second tier of Fung’s model, citizens may indirectly influence policies, by 
exerting ‘communicative influence’. Their expressions, stories and experiences affect 
the public, and public officials’ opinions. In the third level, participants actively 
provide authorities with advice and consultation. Whereas these first three tiers are 
very common, some local governments move beyond mere advice and consultation 
and develop co-governing partnerships, in which citizens develop plans, policies and 
strategies, together with public servants. Other local governments even develop 
engagement processes in which the participants even have direct authority over 

public decisions or resources. Generally, however, politicians and administrators 
still decide how the outcomes will be taken into account (Hoppe, 2011; Eckerd & 
Heidelberg, 2019; Michels & De Graaf, 2010). 

The different levels of participation have also been connected to the notion that 
there are different generations of participation, in which citizens have taken an 
increasingly active role over time (Lenos, Sturm & Vis, 2006). The first of these 
generations, go back well before the introduction of the NPG paradigm in the late 
1990s and early 2000s. Although public engagement has become increasingly 
popular with the rise of NPG as a governance paradigm, present day public 
engagement builds from a much longer tradition. The idea of generations will be 
discussed in more detail in section 1.3, on public engagement in the Netherlands. 

In sum, the concept of direct public engagement captures many ways in which local 
governments engage the public, including a variety of methods to select participants, 
to communicate and make decisions, in different stages of the policy process, with 
varying degrees of empowerment. The forms included in this thesis contain:

a. traditional engagement processes, such as public meetings or hearings, in 
which citizens are consulted and express their preferences;

b. newer deliberative forms in which the local government co-creates policies 
and projects with stakeholders, initiated by the local government or in 
response to questions, ideas or concerns from the community, and 

c. the facilitation of (informal) citizens’ initiatives. 

Although these forms of engagement, in theory, cover many forms of selection and 
modes of communication and cover many stages of the policy process, the cases 
in the empirical parts of this research, however, did not cover the entire palette. 
The reasons for this ware practical in nature. First, in line with the literature, most 
cases included in this research focus on initiation, agenda setting, design and 
implementation of policy. The thesis does not include cases of citizens engaging 
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in the decision-making phase. As mentioned above, cases in which citizens have 
formal decision-making power are still rather uncommon in practices. In addition, 
as the thesis focuses on projects, policies, and initiatives, rather than public service 
provision, the research does not include examples of citizens participating in the 
assessment or commissioning of services. 

Second, the research in this thesis includes cases of all forms of selection, except 
for sortition. Although experiments with sortition (also referred to as mini-publics), 
inspired by the Belgian ‘G1000’ initiative (Binnema, Michels, ‘t Hart & Van Der 
Torre, 2020; Michels & Binnema, 2019), have become increasingly popular in the 
Netherlands, sortition was not a common method in most of the municipalities 
participating in the research. Although some of the municipalities included in this 
study have experimented with this method, none of them organized any engagement 
processes using this form of participant selection during the time of the study.

In practice, different forms of engagement are also being combined. Databases of 
public engagement processes, like Participedia, for example, include many hybrid 
forms  (Elstub & Escobar, 2019; Van De Wijdeven, De Graaf & Hendriks, 2013). Studies 
have shown, for example, that engagement processes are not usually designed 
‘’according to a single, coherent and widely shared innovation philosophy’’ (Binnema 
et al., 2020, p. 2). Others have shown, in addition, that “participatory processes can 
develop into self-organizing efforts, and self-organization can be “main-streamed” 
or institutionalized into formal government-led processes’’ (Edelenbos et al., 2018, 
p. 54; King & Cruickshank, 2012). This was also reflected in the experiences of the 
civil servants participating in this research. One civil servant, for example, worked 
on an initiative from parents to restore and upgrade a local playground, which, 
after protests from other citizens living near the playground, lead to a co-creation 
process that involved both the parents and residents. Another civil servant worked 
closely with a small group of citizens who initiated a project to reduce natural gas 
and helped them to involve the entire neighborhood in their ambition.

1.2. Public engagement and the changing role of civil servants
Naturally, the development towards increased (attention for) public engagement 
reshape not just the role of government and politics, but also that of the civil service 
(Dickinson et al., 2019; Warren, 2009; Boyte, 2005; Bingham et al., 2005; Sørensen 
and Torfing, 2009; Osborne, 2010). From recent public administration literature, we 
learn that civil servants can play an important role in public engagement processes 
(Laws & Forester, 2015; Bartels, 2017; Eckerd & Heidelberg, 2019). By designing, 
managing, and participating in these processes, public servants may help to realize 
the democratic potential, and mitigate the democratic challenges of these innovative 
processes (Sørensen & Torfing, 2005; Warren, 2009; Sørensen, 2016). 
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In order to effectively work with the public, civil servants have certainly been 
challenged to adopt new roles and skills (Dickinson et al., 2019). Whereas public 
servants were traditionally viewed as designers and implementers of public services, 
guided by technical expertise, rationalism, formal rules and procedures, a different 
role is envisaged in the context of democratic innovation (Osborne, 2010). Public 
servants are increasingly expected to engage, empower, and support active citizens 
and other stakeholders, provide them with channels to participate and guide them 
through bureaucratic procedures. Increasingly, local governments contract or employ 
official facilitators to fulfill this role (Cooper & Smith, 2012; Escobar, 2013; Behrer, 
Gauthier & Simard, 2017; see also chapter 3.4). More often, however, engaging the 
public becomes part of ‘regular’ civil servants’ work (Dickinson et al., 2019).

At the outset, public engagement adds the need to set problems and look for 
solutions together. Indeed, when it comes to working on public problems with 
citizens and other stakeholders, Forester, Bartels, and others (e.g., Forester 1999; 
Innes & Booher, 1999; Bartels, 2013; 2014; 2015; Laws & Forester, 2015; Vanleene, 
Voets & Verschuere, 2018) have convincingly shown the growing importance of 
building, maintaining and using relationships and networks. Not just to implement 
policy, but also to develop it. More and more, governments realize that the ability 
to produce certain outcomes is distributed amongst a host of agents (Meijer, 2014). 
In fact, civil servants who traditionally worked “backstage”, for example as policy 
experts, increasingly work on the front lines with the public (Agger & Damgaard, 
2018; Verloo, 2019). Indeed, researchers who have studied the competencies 
and skills present-day civil servants might require (e.g., Kruyen & Van Genugten, 
2020; Needham & Mangan, 2014; Torfing et al., 2012), also emphasize an external 
orientation, collaboration, co-creation, networking, and boundary-spanning skills. 
In addition, as civil servants involved in engagement often deal with groups of 
citizens who represent a range of perspectives and interests rather than individual 
“citizen clients,” they might also need skills such as mediating, negotiating and 
consensus building (Innes & Booher, 1999; Vanleene et al., 2018; Wagenaar, 2007). 

Furthermore, engaging and collaborating with the public emphasizes the need for 
civil servants to be flexible and creative (Osborne, 2006; 2010; Pestoff, Brandsen & 
Verschuere, 2012; Van Meerkerk & Edelenbos, 2018; Kruyen & Van Genugten, 2020). 
Engaging and collaborating with citizens cannot be pre-structured, rather, it is an 
emergent process of interacting in unfolding situations (Bartels, 2017). In the broader 
literature on frontline work, we find recent studies that stress how present-day  
frontline workers more generally engage in entrepreneurial work (Durose, 2011; 
Arnold, 2015) and improvisation (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003; 2012; 
Wagenaar, 2004; Laws & Forester, 2015) (see also section 2.1). Laws and Forester 
(2015) have shown how some officials engage in innovative practices of ‘street level 
democratization’, more or less independent from the developments at the policy-
making level.  
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Finally, the increasing use of public engagement and various related concepts 
might almost make us forget other practices that have been embedded in local 
government for decades. As mentioned in 1.1., the New Public Governance does 
not fully replace earlier governance logics, such as Classical Public Administration 
and New Public Management. Different logics or paradigms exist alongside each 
other and will, in large part, still structure much of what local governments and 
civil servants in the Netherlands and elsewhere do. There is a layering of practices, 
as much, or even more, as there is replacement (Rhodes, 2016; Van der Steen, Van 
Twist & Bressers, 2018). We also see this layering in the traits, competencies and 
values of public servants, and their employers’ expectations of them. 

A recent study that traces the development in personality traits in government 
vacancies from the 1980s onward shows, that traits such as extraversion, 
agreeableness, and openness to new experiences have indeed gained importance 
over the years. At the same time, the study shows that more traditional traits, such 
as conscientiousness and emotional stability have equally increased in popularity 
in local governments’ job ads (Kruyen et al., 2020). The authors conclude that 
local governments increasingly expect their employees to be ‘’both rule-driven 
bureaucrats and calculating (NPM) or networking (NPG) managers’’ (p. 40). Other 
recent studies have inquired which governance perspectives or values local civil 
servants, themselves, identify with when doing their job. These studies show 
a similarly hybrid picture. A survey among local civil servants studying what 
competencies civil servants deem necessary their work, showed, for instance, that 
most respondents (75 percent) valued at least some of the competencies related 
to New Public Governance. At the same time, however, many respondents also 
valued competencies related to at least one other governance perspective (NPM 
or PA) (Kruyen & Van Genugten, 2019). A Q-sort study focusing more specifically 
on civil servants’ role in the context of citizen initiatives, in addition, shows that 
most civil servants perceive themselves as either ‘facilitator’ or ‘networking 
servant’. Whereas the facilitators aim to leave room for citizen self-organization 
and to create favorable conditions, the networking servants aim to be more 
actively involved and secure public values related to a more tradition governance 
paradigm (e.g., equality, democracy, transparency) (Nederhand et al., 2018). 
As a result of this hybrid nature of local governance, public servants not only 
need to obtain new skills and maintain the old, but they also need to navigate 
between different practices, finding their way in the process (Vanleene et al., 2018; 
Needham & Mangan, 2014). 

Given the observation that the development towards deepened and increased 
citizen participation reshapes the role of public servants, and that their 
involvement is crucial for realizing the democratic potential of these innovations, 
it is no surprise that we find an increased interest in their role and practices in 
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new modes of governance (Rhodes, 2002; Lowndes, 2005; Bingham et al., 2005; 
Sørensen, 2006; Smith, 2009; Van Hulst et al., 2011; Moore, 2012; Hendriks & Van 
de Wijdeven, 2013; Escobar, 2013). Studies, however, rarely provide an overview of 
the roles and practices of public servants. A systematic appraisal and comparison 
are mostly lacking in the literature on democratic transformations and innovations 
(Saward, 2000; Held, 2006; Cain, Dalton & Scarrow, 2008; Smith, 2009; Hendriks, 
2010). Chapter 3 in this thesis aims to fill this gap. In addition, despite the growing 
interest in engagement, we know relatively little about the actual, everyday work of 
civil servants in a participatory context (Rhodes, 2016; Van Eijk, Steen & Torenvlied, 
2019; Fenwick, 2012). We do not know much about how civil servants experience 
and perceive engagement processes and how these processes fit in their broader 
work context. This will be the focus of the empirical work in this thesis (chapters 
4-7). Before moving to the analytical framework and empirical findings, I will briefly 
discuss the context of this research: public engagement in local government in the 
Netherlands. 

1.3. Public engagement in the Netherlands
Within the more general context of slowly increasing public engagement and 
participatory governance in Western democracies, we should say something 
about the Dutch context. The Netherlands present a relevant setting for a study 
into public engagement in local governance. Dutch local governments have a 
large amount of autonomy and a long tradition of public engagement. Local 
engagement practices and (local and national) policies reflect international 
trends such as increased attention for citizen engagement and collaboration in 
policy and HR (e.g. Osborne, 2010; Dickinson et al., 2019; Kruyen, Keulemans, 
Borst & Helderman, 2020), area based or neighborhood governance (e.g. Van 
Gent, Musterd & Ostendorf, 2009; Rhodes, Tyler & Brennan, 2005; Agger & 
Jensen, 2015), and facilitating community initiative and citizen self-reliance (e.g. 
Van Houwelingen, Boele & Dekker, 2014; Edelenbos, Van Meerkerk & Schenk, 
2016; Healey, 2015a; Kisby, 2010). In the Netherlands, public engagement is 
generally quite peaceful, it is typically ‘’about celebrating community rather 
than challenging power’’ (De Wilde, Hurenkamp & Tonkens, 2014, p. 3369). Yet, 
as in most other parts of the world, citizen participation is not the dominant 
mode of governance. In this section, I will briefly discuss the context in which 
this thesis is set. 

Political participation, active citizenship, and self-organization in the Netherlands 
(and globally), have a long history, dating back hundreds of years (see for example: 
Prak, 2019; Blockmans, 2020; De Moor, 2008). In this discussion, I will focus on 
the more recent, post war generations of public engagement, of which many 
elements are still present in today’s participation practice. The Dutch tradition 
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of public engagement after World War 2 is generally described in terms of three 
generations (Lenos et al., 2006; Van de Wijdeven, de Graaf & Hendriks, 2013).  
Since the early 1970s local governments in the Netherlands have worked with 
consultation (‘inspraak’). This first generation of engagement was induced by 
an increasingly vocal citizenry. This development has been connected to the 
process of depillarzation3 in the Netherlands, and ‘’the broader movement for 
democratization, anti-traditionalism and resistance to authority’’ in western 
European cities in the late 1960s and 1970s, more generally (Michels, 2006, p. 328; 
Van de Wijdeven, de Graaf & Hendriks, 2013). This first generation of engagement 
introduced the opportunity to respond to government policies, which has been 
formalized in a right to consultation (‘inspraakrecht’). 

Since the late 1980s and early 1990s, a second generation of engagement has 
emerged. Through interactive policy making and co-production, citizens actively 
participate in defining public problems and developing and implementing policies 
(Lenos et al., 2006; Michels, 2006; Van De Wijdeven et al., 2013). 

Whereas these first two generations aim at influencing and shaping (formal) 
government policy, a third generation emerging in the early 2000s, focuses on 
informal citizens’ initiatives and self-reliance (‘zelfredzaamheid’) (Van Houwelingen 
et al., 2014; Ministerie van BZK, n.d.). In this third generation of public engagement, 
active citizens participate by developing initiatives, taking on everyday 
neighborhood problems by themselves. Although exact numbers are lacking, 
Dutch researchers agree there must be ‘’a lot’’, thousands, possibly even more, 
of these informal initiatives across the Netherlands (e.g., Hurenkamp et al., 2006; 
Van de Wijdeven, 2012; Verhoeven, Van de Wijdeven & Metze, 2014; Denktank 
Vereniging van Nederlandse Gemeenten, 2013). De Wilde and colleagues (2014), 
for example, estimated that are about 200,000 to 300,000 informal community 
groups in the Netherlands (De Wilde et al., 2014). In addition, about eight 
percent of the Dutch population is involved in volunteering in maintaining public 
services such as libraries and community centers (Van Houwelingen et al., 2014). 
Local governments may stimulate or participate in these projects, the initiative, 
however, lies with the active citizens. This development has been encouraged 
and supported by policies on a national level that try to evoke the idea of the 
Netherlands as a ‘participation society’ (Government of the Netherlands, 2013) 
and ‘do-ocracy’ (‘doe-democratie’) (Ministerie van BZK, 2013). At the local level, 
many municipalities, including those in this study, have also adopted policies 
to promote and facilitate citizens’ initiatives. They facilitate these initiatives, for 

3  Pillarization refers to a society being divided in and organized along the lines of a number of religious, 
ideological and/ or political ‘pillars’, with their own political parties, media and education. The Netherlands 
is considered exemplary of a pillarized society from ca. the 1900s until the process of ‘depillarization’, 
ending in the late 1960s (Lijphart, 1990). 
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example, by providing advice, and financial or material support (Bakker et al., 
2012). Several municipalities, in addition, have appointed an official to facilitate 
citizens’ initiatives and/ or guide them through the municipal bureaucracy (Van 
Den Bongaardt, 2018). 

As with the governance paradigms and engagement processes mentioned in the 
previous section, the different generations of engagement do not replace each 
other (Lenos et al., 2006; Van De Wijdeven et al., 2013; Ministerie van BZK, n.d.). 
The latest edition (2018) of the biannual ‘citizen participation monitor’ shows, for 
example, that although many local governments in the Netherlands have adopted 
policies to stimulate citizens’ initiatives, classical engagement methods such as 
public hearings (‘inspraakavonden’) (used by 97,8% of the municipalities included in 
the citizen participation monitor) are still the most common instruments to engage 
the public. According to the monitor, generating ideas and information from citizens 
was the most common motivation for municipalities to organize engagement 
processes (Van Den Bongaardt, 2018). Citizen participation in municipalities seems 
to still mostly be government-driven (Boutellier, De Meere & Gilsing, 2017). Another 
recent study by Binnenma et al. (2020) indicates that, despite its long tradition, (far 
reaching) public engagement is not the standard practice or an institutionalized 
activity in Dutch local government. The researchers conclude that ‘’local democratic 
innovation in the Netherlands has been of one of ‘trial and error’ rather than of a 
strategically led reform movement’’. Which has led to ‘’a kaleidoscope of democratic 
innovation experiments in Dutch municipalities’’ (p. 18). Another critical appraisal of 
recent developments in citizen participation warns that although there have been 
many investments in better citizen participation procedures, the constant search for 
attractive, ‘new and improved’ models may overshadow structural issues such as 
inequalities between citizens tensions between goals of participation (Hurenkamp & 
Tonkens, 2020). When it comes to citizens’ initiatives, that have been on prominently 
on the agenda in Dutch (local) politics, a recent report by the Rotterdam Court 
of Audit suggest that in practice, rules and policies and the traditional culture 
among the local civil service can get in the way of realizing the initiatives’ potential 
(Rekenkamer Rotterdam, 2020).

Current national programs for stimulating participation and local democracy 
also combine elements of different types of engagement. The Democracy in 
Action program (by the Ministry of the Interior, the Association of Netherlands 
Municipalities and associations for amongst others, council members, aldermen, 
city managers and mayors), for example, aims to stimulate co-production by 
promoting the ‘Right to Challenge’, but also aims to strengthen the position of local 
democratic representatives, as well as citizens in the large-scale transformations 
of Dutch social policy (a decentralization process that started in 2015), climate 
adaptation and the energy transition, and spatial policy (the introduction of the 
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‘Omgevingswet’ as of 2022) (Democratie in Actie, 2020). In sum, the Netherlands 
has had a long tradition of experimentation with public engagement, that has 
generated many different forms of engagement. These forms of engagement, 
however, are still largely embedded in more traditional governance structures. 

The development of public engagement in the Netherlands is also reflected in the 
role (envisioned for) Dutch civil servants. Several Dutch scholars described the 
new roles and skills of civil servants should develop in order to effectively adapt to 
present day active citizenship. They introduced, for example, the ‘civil servant 3.0’ 
(‘t Hart, 2014; Boutellier et al., 2017), the civil servants as a ‘connective professional’ 
(Noordegraaf, Van Der Steen & Van Twist, 2014; Binnema & Geuijen, 2015). Laws 
and Forester (2015), in addition, described local frontline civil servants in the 
Netherlands as ‘street level democrats’. Case studies in Dutch five municipalities 
indicate that the local governance and the civil service is and has been developing 
towards a more networking and process-oriented style. The cases, focusing on 
participatory policy making, however, also show that tensions may rise between 
the ‘process’ civil servants and the substantive specialist civil servants, and between 
the dynamic processes civil servants 3.0 are involved in, and the logic of the local 
government system (Boutellier et al., 2017).

In sum, the Netherlands present an interesting and relevant context for studying 
practice of local civil servants in public engagement. The Netherlands have had 
a long tradition of public engagement and can be considered a front-runner in 
the global trend. Combined with its relatively peaceful character – celebrating 
community, rather than challenging power - Dutch public engagement processes 
seem to set the perfect stage for productive interactions between citizens and civil 
servants. At the same time, however, the Netherlands are not immune from the 
tensions between newer and older government paradigms, and between different 
types of civil servants. As such, the Netherlands present a setting from which we 
can draw lessons that are likely to be relevant to other contexts. 

1.4. About this thesis

The research goal and main question 
As discussed in the previous sections, civil servants working for local governments 
in the Netherlands and beyond are increasingly expected to engage the public. 
They often play a vital role in making engagement processes work. Consequently, 
an abundance of public administration research has emerged, that describes and 
prescribes the new roles these civil servants should fulfill and the competences 
they should develop to contribute to realizing the participatory ideal of the New 
Public Governance. This research, however, pays only little attention to the actual 
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everyday practices and experiences of these civil servants. We know very little 
about the way public engagement fits within civil servants’ broader work context 
and how it affects the everyday work of ‘regular’ civil servants. 

The literature on public engagement paints an ideal picture of public managers 
as meta-governors or boundary spanners (e.g., Torfing et al., 2012; Sørensen & 
Torfing, 2009; Williams, 2002), or focuses on how (professional) facilitators might 
design effective engagement processes (Mansbridge et al., 2006; Escobar, 2011; 
Cooper & Smith, 2012). This thesis, however, focuses not primarily on official 
facilitators who design engagement processes or public managers who shape the 
formal conditions for these processes. This thesis, instead, focuses on the civil 
servants for whom engaging the public has become part of their everyday work. It 
looks at policy advisors who interact with citizens within engagement processes, 
and the work they do beyond these front stage interactions to help realize the 
ideas and initiatives that emerge in the engagement process. It studies project 
managers, who engage the public in the projects they develop and implement. 
And it looks into the experiences of neighborhood managers, who are the eyes 
and ears in the neighborhood and connect emerging ideas, initiatives, questions, 
and concerns with the local bureaucracy. 

In analyzing the everyday practices of these civil servants, this thesis builds on 
and extends the literature on frontline work and street level bureaucracy. This 
strand of research literature typically focuses on ‘traditional’ frontline workers, 
such as police officers and social workers. This thesis adds to this literature a new, 
broad group of civil servants who, in a context of public engagement, have come 
to operate on the frontlines. 

It rests in addition, on the literature on New Public Governance and 21st Century 

civil service. This literature does address the role of civil servants in public 
engagement more generally (see, for example, Dickinson et al., 2019; Kruyen 
& Van Genugten, 2020; Needham & Mangan, 2014), but largely focuses on the 
competences civil servants need – normatively and practically - in such a public 
engagement context, rather than what the civil servants actually do. Opposed 
to this optimistic perspective, there is a strand of critical studies that do focus 
on the actual practice of engagement processes (see for example Edelenbos, 
2005; Hoppe, 2011; Van Dam et al., 2015; Wolf, 2018). These studies, however, 
tend focus on the ‘front stage’ of engagement processes (Escobar, 2015), and the 
experiences and positions of the citizens and other external stakeholders. To them, 
civil servants often seem uncooperative. With some exceptions (e.g., Aschhoff 
& Vogel, 2019; Verloo, 2019; Van Eijk et al., 2019), however, these studies rarely 
include the experiences and perspective of the civil servants, and the tensions 
they experience. The scant research we do have, suggest that civil servants’ 
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perspectives and experiences affect the role they take in engagement processes 
and, more importantly, shapes the outcomes of these processes (Van Eijk et al., 
2019; Curry, 2012; Eckerd & Heidelberg, 2019). Looking into these perspectives 
and experiences will help develop a better understanding of the actual everyday 
practice of present-day public engagement and local governance.

This thesis aims to address this gap in the literature by looking at the engagement 
practices of a broad group of local civil servants, by analyzing how these practices 
are embedded within their broader work context and studying the tensions the civil 
servants experience. It aims to unveil the understandings, tensions and practices 
that shape engagement processes in practice. It highlights the organizational and 
relational aspects, and improvisational nature of engagement work. It focuses on 
what it means to and takes for civil servants to make public engagement work. The 
broad central question this thesis aims to answer, therefore, is: How do local civil 

servants in the Netherlands practice and experience public engagement?

In the overview of chapters below, I will present four sub questions that will be 
addressed in the empirical chapters. 

Overview of the chapters
The remainder of this thesis starts with an overview of the theoretical and 
methodological background of this thesis. Chapter 2 provides the central 
sensitizing concepts underlying the research: frontline work (2.1), practice theory 
(2.2), embedded agency (2.3) and bricolage (2.4). In addition, it provides more 
insight into the interpretive nature of the study (2.5). The specific methods that 
inspired this interpretive approach and used in this thesis, will be discussed in 
more detail in the empirical chapters. 

Chapter 2 is followed by another theoretical chapter. Where chapter 2 elaborates 
on the theoretical concepts that are central to this research’ approach, chapter 
3 looks into the concepts and theories that are central to the content of this 
thesis, that is the theory on (local) civil servants in public engagement. Chapter 
3 provides a review of the research on the roles of civil servants in public 
engagement, bringing together the literature on frontline work in the age of 
governance, democratic professionalism, professional process facilitation, 
boundary spanning and meta-governance. 
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The theoretical exploration is followed by four empirical chapters. The empirical 
part of this thesis starts broadly, with an explorative overarching question. The 
first empirical chapter (chapter 4) asks: How do frontline civil servants work with 

and for the public in the context of present-day public engagement? Based on 

interviews with 45 civil servants from six Dutch municipalities, the chapter provides 
a broad overview of civil servants’ five key engagement practices: understanding 
the situation, building rapport and trust, developing shared resolutions, aligning 
inside and outside, and supporting practically. In addition, it explores the relational 
nature of engagement work and uses the concepts of embedded agency and 
bricolage to show how the five practices come together. 

The three empirical chapters that follow, zoom in on different elements of civil 
servants’ engagement practice, or focus on different types of local civil servants. 
Chapter 5 takes a closer look at the (embedded) agency and decision making 
of the civil servants when engaging the public. We have seen, in chapter 4, that 
civil servants are active participants in these processes, who have (embedded) 
agency. This raises the question: How do civil servants use their agency and make 

decisions in public engagement processes? Based on an additional analysis of the 
interview data, this chapter shows that civil servants use their agency to support 
ideas, initiatives and concerns they believe serve the public good. Based on this 
perception, they alternate between using their agency on behalf of the community 
(as a ‘community-agent’), the individual citizens they encounter (as a ‘citizen-
agent’), and on behalf of the local government (as a ‘state-agent’). Their perception 
of the public good and their position subsequently, however, change throughout 
the process, through their interactions with citizens and other stakeholders, and 
with rules and policies. In these processes, in addition, they constantly need to 
find a balance between serving the individual citizens they encounter and serving 
the community at large.

Chapter 6, then, investigates the context in which civil servants’ agency is embedded. 
The chapter delves into the organizational context of civil servants’ engagement 
work, and the tensions that emerge from this context. Using data from focus 
groups in ten municipalities, it aims to answer: What tensions do frontline civil 

servants experience in their organization when engaging the public and how do 

they handle these? The research in this chapter confirms earlier studies that show 
that civil servants experience tensions between the situations and interactions in 
engagement processes at the street level on the one hand, and the formal rules, 
policies, procedures and politics, performance management, departmentalization 
on the other hand. To a lesser degree they experienced a tension between acting as 
an expert advisor focusing on professional and technical standards and their role as 
a facilitator. More importantly, the chapter shows that while civil servants experience 
tension, they still manage to work with the public and unpacks how they do this. 
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This chapter, hereby, provides more insight and further develops the practice of 
‘aligning’ and its variations. In addition, the chapter highlights the relational aspect 
of this practice, as many of the tensions are negotiated between colleagues. 

The final empirical chapter, chapter 7, zooms in on a subset of the broad group 
of civil servants in this study. The chapter explores What tensions do expert 

civil servants experience when they engage the public, and how do they handle 

these tensions? Chapter 6 and several other studies indicate that expertise and 
professional standards may add another layer of complexity and tension to the 
practice of public engagement. Based on observations (shadowing) of five policy 
advisors involved in participatory urban planning projects, this chapter shows the 
tensions expert civil servants experience when they engage the public. It shows, in 
addition, how they use their expertise in response to these tensions, by mediating 
between the conflicting demands they face, and persuading and challenging the 
citizens involved. 

Finally, chapter 8 brings together the findings from the different chapters. In this 
concluding chapter, I will and come back to the central question and discuss the 
implications of the findings for the theory and practice of (civil servants in) public 
engagement. 

Before moving on to the next chapter, it should be noted that chapters 3 to 7 in 
this thesis were originally written as scientific articles or book chapters. Several 
chapters have been published previously, in academic books or journals.4 The 
original articles and chapters were co-authored by Frank Hendriks and / or Merlijn 
van Hulst - with the author of this thesis always as leading author. The articles 
have been adapted to fit within the framework of this thesis, to reduce overlap 
and improve the readability. Some of the theoretical frameworks of these papers, 
for example, have been moved to and clustered in chapter 2 of this thesis. This 
thesis, then, should be read as a ‘hybrid’ of stand-alone essays, brought together 
in book form.

4  A longer version of chapter 3, co-authored by Frank Hendriks and Merlijn van Hulst was published 
as a chapter in the Handbook of Democratic Innovations and Governance (2019), edited by Stephen Elstub 
and Oliver Escobar. An adapted version of chapter 4, co-authored by Merlijn van Hulst, was published 
in the American Review of Public Administration. (Blijleven, W. & Van Hulst, M. (2021). How Do Frontline 
Civil Servants Engage the Public? Practices, Embedded Agency, and Bricolage. American Review of Public 
Administration). An adapted version of chapter 6, co-authored by Merlijn van Hulst, was in published in Local 
Government Studies (Blijleven, W. & Van Hulst, M. (2020). Encounters with the organisation: how local civil 
servants experience and handle tensions in public engagement, Local Government Studies). The empirical 
chapters 4 and 6 in this thesis cover the methodological and empirical sections of these articles. (parts of) 
the theoretical sections from the articles have been incorporated in chapters 1 and 2 of this thesis. 
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2. Theoretical and methodological background
To address the question how local civil servants in the Netherlands practice and 
experience public engagement, and its sub questions, I will adopt a ‘practice 
approach’. I will focus on the embedded agency of civil servants working at the 
frontlines and study these concepts from an interpretive perspective. In this 
chapter, I will introduce and explain the concepts that form the theoretical and 
methodological lens for the empirical research in this PhD thesis. Section 2.1 
addresses the concept and theories of frontline work and positions them in the 
context of present-day public engagement. Using frontline work as a sensitizing 
concept helps to conceptualize the civil servants’ relationship with the local 
bureaucracy on the one hand, and the citizen on the other. In addition, it sensitizes 
the research to the tensions the civil servants might face when engaging the 
public. Section 2.2 explains the concept of embedded agency, which will be used 
in this thesis to further analyze the position of local civil servants, and make visible 
how they are constrained and enabled in their efforts to engage the public. This 
section is followed by a discussion of the concept of bricolage, in section 2.3: a 
specific form of embedded agency that captures the particular modus operandi 
of the civil servants in this study. Finally, in sections 2.4 and 2.5, I will introduce 
practice theory and interpretive inquiry, which form the general theoretical and 
methodological background of this thesis, respectively5. 

2.1. Frontline work in the age of public engagement
The nature of frontline work
In the first place, this research is a study into frontline work. This study focuses 
on the everyday work of the civil servants who directly interact with citizens, in 
public engagement processes. Even though not all civil servants in this study 
are traditional frontline workers, the literature on frontline work provides a 
valuable perspective to study their practice and experiences. It is perceptive of the 
encounters between citizen and civil servant, the relationship between the work 
at the street level and the organizational context and focuses on the experiences 
and agency of civil servants themselves. 

 A defining feature of frontline work is that it involves direct contact with citizens 
(Lipsky, 1980; Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2000; Bartels, 2013). Frontline workers, 
such as police officers, social workers and teachers engage in ‘public encounters’ 
(Bartels, 2013). Typically, these encounters are involuntary and unequal in nature (e.g., 

5  Elements of this chapter also feature in the theoretical and methodological sections of the articles 
that are based on the research in this thesis. This chapter extends and brings together these elements in 
a coherent theoretical and methodological framework. 
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being stopped by the police, engaging in counselling after losing your job in order to 
receive welfare benefits, going to school; getting assistance from social work). 

A second important feature of frontline work is that it involves ‘discretion’ (see for 
example Tummers & Bekkers, 2014; Tummers, Bekkers, Vink & Musheno, 2015). 
Discretion refers to the inevitable judgment and justifications for actions involved 
in applying and adapting rules to specific cases (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2000; 
2012; Wagenaar, 2004). Frontline workers are typically charged with implementing 
public policies that have been developed higher up in the hierarchy. Although 
frontline workers operate relatively low in the organizational hierarchy, they always 
have room to make decisions. This decision-making room, or discretionary space, 
lies in having to apply general rules to specific cases, that are usually too complex 
to be reduced to a generic format (Lipsky, 1980; Wagenaar, 2004). Lipsky showed, 
in addition, that in practice, tensions arise between the policies and the demands 
at the street level. Frontline workers are often confronted with contradicting 
demands, a large workload and limited time, resources, and information. They 
experience work pressure and uncertainty. In response, Lipsky’s frontline workers 
used their discretionary space to cope with these tensions and make their work 
manageable. These coping behaviors, for example, included creating mental 
shortcuts such as stereotypes to categorize clients, rationing their services and 
asserting priorities (Lipsky, 1980; Tummers et al., 2015). In Lipsky’s narrative of 
street level bureaucracy, frontline workers process clients (in order to cope with 
their workload) rather than engaging them. More importantly, though, Lipsky’s 
study of street-level bureaucracy (1980) showed that through their discretionary 
decision making, and the coping routines they develop, frontline workers, largely 
shape how policies play out in practice. This study formed a starting point for the 
body of research on frontline work. 

Since Lipsky’s seminal work, however, much has changed in the context of frontline 
work and our understanding of frontline work itself has changed accordingly. I will 
point out four developments that are particularly relevant for the context of public 
engagement, in which this thesis is set. 

From state agent to citizen agent; from discretion to agency
First, there has been much discussion of the nature and use of frontline discretion. 
In the traditional understanding of discretion, applied by Lipsky, frontline workers 
“adapt law to the circumstances of cases in a manner consistent with policy and 
hierarchical authority” (Maynard-Moody & Musheno 2003, p. 4). These workers 
are considered rule abiding ‘state agents’ (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2000; 
2003) who act on rules, policies and bureaucratic knowledge, and mainly use their 
discretion to make their work easier, safer and more rewarding (Lipsky 1980; 
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Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2000). This ‘state agent’ narrative, however, has 
been critiqued for not doing justice to frontline workers’ own experiences and 
accounts and having a too narrow understanding of discretion (Maynard-Moody 
& Musheno, 2000; 2003).

Already in the late 1990s, however, scholars have pointed out that increasingly 
demanding citizens and the rise of network governance have significantly 
increased the complexity and range of decisions frontline workers make (Vinzant 
& Crothers, 1996; Considine & Lewis, 1999). In this context, frontline workers do 
not simply apply general rules to specific cases. Vinzant and Crothers (1996), for 
example, argue that frontline work should be understood in terms of leadership. 
They state that ‘’discretion is not merely an autonomous act taken by an individual 
bureaucrat; rather, it is an act of organizational, political and social leadership 
and ought to be accounted for as such’’ (p. 473). From this perspective, rules and 
policies form an important part of their work context, but they do not determine 
how public servants in the frontlines do their job. In line with this, Wagenaar (2004) 
explains the role of rules in administrative practice: 

Rules do play an important role in structuring the situation, but more as 
an inherent part of the evolving situation at hand than as formal codified 
guidelines. The rules that are relevant to the situation […] do not act as 
blueprints or templates for action. […]  Instead, setting constraints and 
suggesting possibilities, the rules are simultaneously part of the problem as it 
presents itself … and part of the solution (p. 650).

In addition to rules, then, frontline work requires practical judgment (Wagenaar, 2004) 
or pragmatic improvisation (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2000; 2003; 2015). Instead of 
rules and policies, Maynard-Moody and Musheno (2003; 2012) argue, frontline workers’ 
relationships with their colleagues and citizen-clients, their local knowledge and their 
moral or cultural judgment of the citizens-client’s situation are leading in how frontline 
workers do their job (2000, 2003). Maynard-Moody and Musheno (2000; 2003) have 
called this narrative, that reflects the experiences of the teachers, cops, and counsellors 
they followed, the ‘citizen agent’ narrative6. Frontline workers need to improvise 
and engage in pragmatic improvisation to negotiate the rules and procedures, their 
personal and cultural beliefs, and complexity and emotions of situations at the street 
level (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2012; Bartels, 2018). From this perspective, frontline 
workers are portrayed as idealists, but more so as pragmatists (Maynard-Moody, 2000; 
2003; Wagenaar, 2004). According to Maynard-Moody and Musheno (2003), frontline 
workers temper their efforts to do the right thing with a clear understanding of what 

6  The development from theorizing frontline workers as state-agents to also viewing them as citizen-
agents was not explicitly connected to the notion of public engagement in the original study by Maynard-
Moody and Musheno (2000; 2003).
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is possible for individual citizen-clients in the context of their everyday lives. Their 
decisions are based on practical knowledge and judgements about people and are 
improvisational in the face of unpredictability (p. 23). 

Or, as Wagenaar (2004) summarizes this point: as ‘’everyday administrative 
situations are characterized by novelty, deep uncertainty, and the requirement 
to act on the situation’’ frontline workers need to ‘’find some kind of resolution 
that is both feasible and acceptable’’ (p. 649).

Other recent contributions to the debate on frontline agency also show that 
present-day frontline workers influence the policies they formally implement 
(Gofen, 2013; Arnold, 2015; Lavee, Cohen & Nouman, 2018; Lavee & Cohen, 2019). 
Arnold (2015), for example, showed how frontline workers in wetland management 
in the US entrenched a science policy innovation into their regulatory practice. 
Frontline workers in the agencies (e.g., biologists and attorneys) developed and 
pushed their states to adopt a particular (version of) a tool. Lavee and Cohen 
(2019), in addition, found that frontline workers also engage in entrepreneurial 
work in situations of acute crisis, combined with a lack of fitting knowledge and 
demand for political activism. These frontline workers - social workers involved in 
urban renewal in Israel - actively tried to influence policies and encourage policy 
makers into making changes, by building coalitions and obtaining and sharing 
professional and political knowledge with their allies. 

These authors, then, not only argue that the discretionary space for frontline 
workers has increased, but they also argue it should actually be understood in 
terms of agency (see 2.3), rather than discretion. Frontline workers do not just 
shape policies through discretionary decision making when implementing a 
policy, rather, they match rules and policies with the problems and needs of 
communities, develop projects from the ground up or actively influence policies. 

From citizen-agent to community-agent: serving individual citizen-clients 
and collaborating with active communities
In a context of increased public engagement and coproduction of public services, 
frontline workers are even explicitly required to develop locally appropriate 
projects and services. According to Bartels (2018) ‘’street level collaboration cannot 
be pre-structured but is an emergent process of interacting in unfolding situations’’ 
(p. 4). In a participatory context, frontline workers actively identify the problems 
and issues in neighborhoods and develop projects together with communities or 
partner organizations, guided only by a broad policy goal (Wagenaar, 2007; Durose, 
2009; 2011; Johansson, 2012; Laws & Forester, 2015; Bartels, 2018). Agency and 
improvisation become even more relevant. Durose (2009; 2011), for example, has 
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shown that local public health workers in the UK actively ‘’interpret policy, work 
with communities and make choices about how to implement and deliver policy 
in a locally appropriate and mutually beneficial way’’ (2011, p. 982). Specifically, by 
reaching out to marginalized groups in the community, the public health workers 
identified financial exclusion as an underlying problem of the health issues in 
the neighborhood. They then address this problem by ‘enabling’: building skills, 
capacity and confidence with (marginalized) communities, and ‘fixing’ policies: 
‘’relating government objectives and ‘rules’ with organisational opportunities 
and priorities within the community in order to produce mutually beneficial 
outcomes’’ (Durose, 2011, p. 990). Another example by Bartels (2018) shows how 
youth workers adopting a participatory approach in Amsterdam collaborate with 
local youths to define what is needed in their neighborhood. They collaboratively 
organize small-scale activities to address these needs and the broader issue of 
deprivation in the neighborhood. 

The development towards (local/ network/ New Public) governance, then, also 
has implications for frontline workers’ relationships with citizens. Traditionally, 
frontline workers implemented policies by providing services to individual citizen-
clients, who are dependent on them for the provision of these services. In a 
participatory context, however, frontline workers (ideally) engage in co-production 
and actively work together with their clients. The frontline workers are given more 
autonomy and agency over their work, but they share this agency with the citizens 
they serve and cooperate with. Building from the literature on co-production, Van 
Eijk and colleagues (2019) provide a helpful summary of this changing relationship: 
The professional– client relation changes from a top-down, one-directional 
relationship (building users’ trust in professionals and enforcing compliance), to 
a collaborative relationship based on user empowerment and interdependence 
(Ewert & Evers, 2012). Coproduction obliges the professional to share power, 
tasks, and responsibilities with the “lay” citizen-user (Sharp, 1980, p. 105). It is 
professionals’ new task to stimulate and motivate potential coproducers to pick-
up responsibilities within service delivery (Alford & O’Flynn, 2012) (p. 735).

This changing relationship does not always come easy for frontline workers. 
Several studies have pointed out that frontline workers and civil servants may have 
a hard time letting go of routines, expertise, and control (Bartels, 2018; Edelenbos, 
2005). Moreover, effective collaboration requires active investment in developing 
trust on both the side of the citizen as well as the frontline worker (Ostrom, 1996; 
Bartels, 2018; Vanleene, Voets & Verschuere, 2019).

In addition, rather than serving individual citizen-clients, frontline workers now 
often work with communities (Durose, 2009, 2011; Laws & Forester, 2015; Bartels, 
2018; Vanleene, Voets & Verschuere, 2019). A study of community development 
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workers by Vanleene and colleagues (2019), for example, shows that these 
frontline workers need to serve several stakeholders simultaneously. They serve 
the municipality that is their main funder and a variety of partner organizations. 
When it comes to the citizens, they not only serve the co-producers with whom 
they meet regularly, they also serve the residents who ‘’cannot or will not co-
produce but can still reap community benefits from the project’’ (p. 4). The public 
value produced with and for these stakeholders, therefore, includes a component 
of personal value, as well as community value. The personal value refers to the 
benefits that are experienced by the citizens actively involved in the co-production 
process (e.g., a sense of empowerment and increasing confidence). By community 
value, the authors refer to the effects on the neighborhood (e.g., improvement of 
public spaces, increasing social cohesion).

Several recent studies provide insights into how frontline workers may effectively 
collaborate with communities. In the first place, it involves being present in the 
community and building personal relationships, mainly through listening (Bartels, 
2013; 2016; Forester, 1999). Wagenaar (2007), here, provides a helpful explanation of 
the importance of listening for collaborative sense making, and what listening takes: 

In listening, the actor asks questions that allow the other to express his or 
her perspective, his or her world as he or she experiences it. But asking good 
questions requires that we make a genuine attempt to understand the world 
of the other, to imagine how it might look for him or her. (p. 35). 

Second, it is through debate, deliberation, and dialogue that residents and 
frontline workers (and other stakeholders) collaboratively develop a problem 
definition and approach (Bartels, 2016). In these dialogues, they might move from 
concrete, physical elements of the neighborhood (e.g., potholes in the sidewalk) 
to broader, more sensitive issues in the neighborhood (Wagenaar, 2007). Through 
these practices, frontline workers engage in a collective learning process with the 
residents and learn what goes on in the neighborhood, what residents really want 
and what might be an appropriate approach (Bartels, 2016; Wagenaar, 2007). 

Summarizing the public engagement literature, we can recognize a third narrative 
of frontline agency. In this narrative, that I will call the ‘community-agent 
narrative’, the civil servant aims to serve the local community by engaging in, and 
facilitating collaborative decision-making processes, and balancing bureaucratic 
and local knowledge. What does not always become clear from the literature from 
which I draw this narrative, though, is what position the frontline workers take in 
these collaborative processes. How exactly– on behalf of whom or what – do they 
use their agency, when they engage in these debates, deliberations, dialogues, 
or collaborative learning processes? This question will be addressed in chapter 5. 
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Old and new tensions in frontline work
Before, I mentioned that frontline workers, traditionally are confronted with 
contradicting demands and tensions between the policies they implement and the 
demands at the street level. The increased expectation to engage the public, likely 
adds a whole new layer of demands and tensions and may affect the classical 
tensions frontline workers already faced. Present day civil servants at the frontlines 
of local government face tensions between the rising expectation to engage the 
public on the one hand, and the bureaucratic and managerial expectations, which 
still largely characterize municipal organizations, on the other. 

The literatures on frontline work and engagement processes provide four key 
tensions that can be expected to play an important role in the engagement 
work of local civil servants. The first two tensions already came to the fore 
in early studies of frontline workers (Lipsky, 1980), and have been echoed in 
later studies of frontline workers and engagement processes. First, there is the 
classic tension between citizens’ expectations and the formal policies, rules, and 
procedures, which carry and symbolize bureaucratic values such as impartiality, 
neutrality and accountability (Tuurnas, 2015). Nowadays, civil servants in the 
frontline are increasingly expected to be responsive and flexible towards local 
needs and initiatives and develop solutions together with local stakeholders in 
open-ended processes (Durose, 2011; Dickinson et al., 2019). They are required 
to be outward-oriented, collaborative, and creative to bring together a range of 
different stakeholders (e.g., Dickinson et al., 2019; Rhodes, 2016; Kruyen & Van 
Genugten, 2020; Vanleene et al., 2018). This classic tension may thus be enhanced 
because of the increasing expectations (Nederhand et al., 2018; Aschhoff & Vogel, 
2018; Mees et al., 2019; Van Eijk et al., 2019; Ianiello, Iacuzzi, Fedele & Brusati, 
2019). In connection to this, participatory processes may come into conflict with 
formal politics. Even though local governments facilitate participatory processes, 
politicians and administrators often decide how these processes are designed 
and whether how the outcomes will be implemented (Hoppe, 2011; Verloo, 2019; 
Eckerd & Heidelberg, 2019).

Secondly, citizens and other stakeholders expect frontline organizations to 
invest time, money, and other resources in helping them, but these resources 
typically are scarce (Lipsky, 1980; Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2000; Rice, 2012). 
This tension most probably increases because of performance management, 
with its strong focus on efficiency (Lipsky, 1980). Several recent studies confirm 
this (Hjörne, Juhila & Van Nijnatten, 2010; De Graaf, Huberts & Smulders, 2016). 
Moreover, public engagement requires at least some degree of openness and a 
responsiveness to ideas and initiatives that emerge in the process. It is difficult to 
be facilitative and responsive if resources are scarce or if they have been allocated 
based on pre-set goals and projects (Tuurnas, 2015; Nederhand et al., 2018; 
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Aschhoff & Vogel, 2019; Jaspers & Steen, 2019; compare Hood 1991). In addition, 
a study by Van Eijk and colleagues (2018) found that when organizations invest 
their resources in developing co-production and supporting structures, this also 
increases civil servants’ willingness to engage in co-production projects. 

In the literature on public engagement processes, we encountered two more key 
tensions. The third tension stems from the need for integrated and collaborative 
approaches in public engagement. As the needs and initiatives of local communities 
often cut across the responsibilities of individual civil servants and departments, 
public engagement requires collaboration, not only outside, but also within the 
local bureaucracy (Bartels, 2016; Tuurnas, 2015). Collaboration, however, may be 
hampered by departmentalization and organizational ‘silos’ in local government 
organizations with strong sectorial barriers (Nederhand et al., 2018; Aschhoff & 
Vogel, 2019; Mees et al., 2019). Mees et al. (2019), for example, found that active 
citizens often lack one clear point of contact within the municipal organization, and 
risk being sent back and forth through the organization. Nederhand et al. (2018), 
in addition, found that civil servants in local government often experience the 
departmental barriers as challenging, although some boundary spanners see the 
barriers as easy to overcome, if the officials on the other side of the boundary did 
not display ‘’result-oriented or inward-oriented behavior or attitude’’ (ibid., p. 11).

The fourth tension we identified, is between different forms knowledge and the 
roles associated with them (King, Feltey & O’Neill Suzel, 1998; Edelenbos, 2005; 
Ianiello et al., 2019). Generally, ‘expert’ knowledge is valued as a cornerstone of 
bureaucracy. In a participatory context, however, it needs to be complemented 
and combined with contextual, ‘local’ knowledge (Van Tol Smit, De Loe & Plummer, 
2015). In line with this, civil servants need to find a balance between different roles, 
between being an expert advisor (who knows best) and a neutral facilitator (who 
merely helps) (Agger & Damgaard, 2018; Aschhoff & Vogel, 2018; 2019; Vanleene 
et al., 2018). These different role expectations are a potential source of tension as 
civil servants’ substantive and technical expertise and professional standards, and 
the views and local knowledge of the public can be seriously conflicting (Fisher, 
1993; Verhoeven & Van Bochove, 2018). This tension regarding professional 
knowledge and the expert role will be discussed in more detail in the next section.

Table 1 provides an overview of the tensions that civil servants in local government 
could expect to encounter when they engage the public. These expectations are 
placed on the civil servants by the organizations they work for, and by external 
stakeholders, but some of these expectations may also be internalized by the civil 
servants, as individual civil servants may identify with some governance logics 
more than others (compare Aschhoff & Vogel, 2018; 2019; Van Der Steen et al., 
2018). To be sure, the tensions, as I describe them here, are general ones that can 
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be expected and that take a particular form in practice. My aim, in this PhD thesis, 
is to further specify the form they might take in a range of engagement processes 
in local government. This will be the focus of chapter 6. 

Tension Bureaucratic and managerial 
expectations

Expectations when engaging the 
public

1 Act according to formal rules, policies, 
procedures and politics 

Be flexible, responsive to citizens

2 Focus on effectiveness and efficiency 
according to pre-set standards

Work with open-ended processes 

3 Work from a central discipline (united in 
department)

Collaborate with multiple disciplines 
(integrated approach, across 
departments)

4 Adopt an expert role and work from 
professional expertise

Adopt a facilitative role and work from 
local knowledge 

Table 1. Tensions in public engagement

Now, how might frontline civil servants deal with these tensions? The literature on 
frontline work provides several suggestions. Lipsky (1980) long ago showed how 
frontline workers engage in practices like rationing services and categorizing clients 
to deal with classic tensions. A review of the literature on frontline coping (Tummers 
et al., 2015) showed that frontline workers generally handle conflicting demands 
by moving away from their clients (e.g., routinizing, or rationing services), moving 
against clients (rigid rule following) or moving towards their clients (e.g., bending 
or breaking the rules or using personal re-sources). In a participatory context, 
Verhoeven and Bochove (2018) recently showed that frontline workers in care and 
welfare services cooperating with volunteers, deal with tensions by moving away 
from frail volunteers and moving toward professional, vigorous volunteers. 

We encounter other ways of dealing with tensions in studies of public engagement 
processes (Aschhoff & Vogel, 2018; Jaspers & Steen, 2019; Van Gestel et al., 2019; 
Sørensen & Bentzen, 2020; Grotenbreg & Altamirano, 2019), and in more recent 
work on dealing with value tensions in public policy (e.g., Thacher & Rein, 2004; 
Stewart, 2006; De Graaf et al., 2016), that may help to understand how civil servants 
manage the tensions between the bureaucratic and managerial expectations and 
newly added expectations related to engaging the public. These publications 
show that organizations and the officials working for them may, first, choose 
to adhere to values that are consistent with a dominant discourse (’bias’). They 
sometimes slowly move their focus from one value to another (’incrementalism’), 
or they resolve value conflicts by selecting the preferred value on a case-to-
case basis (‘casuistry’) (Stewart, 2006; Aschhoff & Vogel, 2018; Jaspers & Steen, 
2019). Frontline workers may also leave the decision between values to a higher 
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administrative or legislative authority (’escalation’) (De Graaf, Huberts & Smulders, 
2016; Jaspers & Steen, 2019). In a participatory context, characterized by flexibility 
and open-endedness, frontline workers may follow basic formal rules and develop 
informal rules to deal with tensions (‘regulation’) (Aschhoff & Vogel, 2018). 

Many of these strategies offer ways to choose between conflicting expectations 
and values connected to them. These studies also show that organizations and 
individuals might aim to combine different values. They cope with tensions by 
dividing attention over different values over time (‘cycling’), installing different 
institutions or officials to represent different values (‘firewalls’) (Thacher & Rein, 
2004) or combining the different values in multiple, co-existing policies and 
practices (‘hybridization’) (Stewart, 2006; Grotenbreg & Altamirano, 2019; Jaspers 
& Steen 2019). Research on professionals and public-sector reform also indicates 
that public professionals may creatively mediate expectations from (NPG) reforms 
and other bureaucratic and managerial expectations from their organization (Van 
Gestel, Kuipers & Hendrikx, 2019; Nederhand et al., 2018; Gleeson & Knights, 
2006). Sørensen and Bentzen (2020), for example, suggest that creating ‘’informal 
arenas that allow them to enhance their capacity to combine different roles and 
role fragments through training and experimentation’’ (p. 147) may be the most 
effective way for public administrators to deal with conflicting role expectations. 

New frontline workers on the block: expert civil servants on the frontlines
Finally, the increasing attention for public engagement also has implications for which 

public servants operate at the frontlines. Citizens and service users are increasingly 
invited to participate in the design of policies and services. As a result, not just those 
public servants who implement policies, but also those who develop policies now 
engage in direct contact with citizens (Forester, 1999; Laws & Forester, 2015; Agger 
& Damgaard, 2018). Lipsky’s distinction between public managers and frontline 
workers is no longer feasible (Agger & Damgaard, 2018). Agger and Damgaard (2018), 
argue that the public servants whom ‘’at the time of Lipsky’s writing, were working 
in the back office, today work at the frontline in close collaboration and in face-to-
face situations with citizens and private stakeholders’’ (p. 93). This includes both the 
generalist public managers as well as specialist public servants such as engineers, 
architects, biologists, historians, lawyers. This development, however, has received 
only limited attention in the frontline work literature. It has been implicitly reflected 
in some studies of frontline work, in which the frontline workers in case are, for 
example, policy advisors and planners (Verloo, 2019; Laws & Forester, 2015). 
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The literature on public engagement, tough, does provide relevant insights into 
the role of specialist on the frontlines. This literature tells us that expert knowledge 
still plays an important role in public engagement, and that civil servants are a 
key provider of this knowledge (Laws & Forester, 2015; see also chapter 3). To 
effectively facilitate, public administrators need to ‘’take into account state-of-
the-art expertise aligned with political sentiments among influential politicians, 
or which fail to consider costs and resources’’ (Sørensen & Bentzen, 2020, p. 158). 
The way the civil servants use their knowledge, however, is different than in a more 
traditional government context. Ideally, civil servants combine their expert and 
bureaucratic knowledge with local, experiential knowledge of citizens and other 
stakeholders (Edelenbos et al., 2011; Van Tol Smit et al., 2013; Verloo 2019). They 
try to listen and learn, translate their expertise in ways that make sense to the 
public and use it to develop a shared problem definition (Edelenbos et al., 2011; 
Tonkens, Hoijtink & Gulikers, 2013; Verloo, 2019; Brydon & Vining, 2016; Laws & 
Forester, 2015). They need to use their knowledge and skills in ‘seductive’, rather 
than authoritative way, to engage and challenge citizens (Forester, 1999; Laws & 
Forester, 2015). More specifically, they can use their expertise to provide the public 
with alternative, technically feasible options, provide arguments to recommend 
options - while remaining open to counter arguments - and use their skills to 
translate ideas into a feasible design (Forester, 1999; Verloo, 2019). This ideal 
is rarely new. Particularly in the field of planning, scholars have ‘argued against 
the model of planner-as-technical-expert making decisions for neighbourhood 
residents, as if the latter had no knowledge of or agency in regard to their own 
situations’ ever since the 1960s and 1970s (Yanow, 2004, p. 13). 

On the other hand, we have seen in the section before, expert knowledge can also 
be a source of tension in public engagement. Studies on public engagement point 
at tensions and challenges specifically related to expert knowledge. Expert civil 
servants are expected to ensure that projects live up to professional standards. 
These standards often come with ‘’unpopular, but technically ‘best practices’’’’ 
(Agger & Damgaard, 2018, p. 98). At the same time, however, they are expected to 
share their power with citizens and hold a neutral stance towards the outcomes 
of the process (Forester, 1999; Agger & Damgaard, 2018; Aschhoff & Vogel, 2018; 
2019; Vanleene et al., 2018). Moore (2012) called this the dilemma of ‘following 
from the front’: ‘’the facilitator necessarily occupies a leadership position in the 
deliberating group, yet must follow the group as it unfolds its own discourse on 
the issue at hand’’ (p. 146). In addition, civil servants need to combine their expert 
knowledge with local, experiential knowledge of citizens and other stakeholders 
(Edelenbos et al.,2011; Van Tol Smit et al., 2013; Verloo, 2019). Civil servants’ 
professional standards and technical best practices and the preferences and local 
knowledge of the lay public, however, can easily come into conflict (Fisher, 1993; 
Edelenbos et al., 2011; Verhoeven & Van Bochove, 2018). 
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Not much is known about how expert civil servants adapt to their new role, or how 
they navigate the different role expectations and potential tension between them. 
The evidence we do have points in different directions. Critical studies report that 
citizens and stakeholders (Aschhoff &Vogel, 2019; Wolf, 2018; Edelenbos, 2005; 
Michels & De Graaf, 2010) as well as professional facilitators (Christensen, 2019) 
often experience that (expert) civil servants prioritize expert over local knowledge. 
Civil servants hold on to a dominant substantial, rather than facilitative, process 
role. Other research points in a different direction. Agger and Damgaard (2018), 
for example, notice a tendency among civil servants to downplay their knowledge 
and contributions as they know these might be disqualified because of distrust 
or cause distrust. Van Tol Smit and colleagues (2013), in addition, find that in 
interactive governance, the legitimacy and value participants assign to certain types 
of knowledge was largely determined by familiarity and relationships: ‘Personal 
considerations – notably the length of time people had been engaged with the 
groups or known to members of the groups – were an important determinant of 
the credibility assigned to knowledge regardless of whether or not it was ‘’expert’’ or 
‘’local’’’ (439). Relationships and trust thus affect the acceptance of expert knowledge, 
and this trust can grow over time. It is both a requirement for interactive governance 
and an outcome of the process (Moyson, Van De Walle & Groeneveld, 2016).

In sum, expertise is an indispensable yet complicating ingredient of interactive 
governance. Research that explicitly addresses how expert civil servants on the 
frontlines experience and handle tensions in public engagement, however, is 
scarce. In addition, it remains unclear how this particular group of civil servants 
experiences and handles the other tensions typical of present-day frontline work 
in a participatory setting (see table 1). Chapter 7 of this thesis delves deeper into 
these questions.

The nature of frontline work in public engagement
Summarized, section 2.1. has presented four important developments in the work 
of frontline civil servants, and in the conceptualization of this work in the literature, 
that are particularly relevant in the context of present-day public engagement. 
These four developments are summarized in table 2, below. These developments 
do not imply that the nature of all frontline work has changed significantly. It does 
imply that there is an interesting interaction possible between the frontline work 
and public engagement literature, that potentially helps to better understand the 
agency of many present-day frontline workers, their interactions with citizens, 
and the tensions they face. The frontline work literature and its central themes, 
in addition, provide a valuable lens to study the work of local civil servants who, 
because of public engagement processes, have come to work in direct contact 
with the citizen.  
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Classical frontline work Frontline work in public 
engagement

Agency7 Demarcated bureaucratic 
discretion; frontline worker as state-
agent or citizen-agent

Embedded agency in collaborative 
decision-making process; frontline 
worker as community-agent

Relationship with 
the citizen

Serving (or processing) individual 
citizen-clients

Cooperating with citizens and 
communities

Tensions frontline 
workers face

Tensions between policy and 
situation at the street level

Additional tensions between bureaucratic 
and managerial expectations and 
expectation to engage the public

The frontline 
worker

Public servants implementing policy 
at the street level

Other public servants (e.g., policy 
advisors and project managers) also 
increasingly operate on the frontlines 

Table 2. Classical frontline work and frontline work in public engagement 

2.2. Embedded agency
To understand the practices and decisions of present-day frontline civil servants 
in their broader context, I will further elaborate the concept of embedded agency. 
Building on Giddens, Sewell, and the more literature on institutional logics, 
Maynard-Moody and Musheno (2012; 2019) have argued that front line workers’ 
behavior should be understood in terms of embedded agency and pragmatic 
improvisation, rather than (narrowly defined) discretionary decision making. 
Embedded agency means that people “are both enabled and constrained by 
their organizational, social and broader institutional context” (Thornton & Ocasio, 
2008,103; Wagenaar, 2004; Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2012).  

As mentioned in section 2.1, the concept of embedded agency has recently gained 
popularity in research on frontline public servants. ‘Discretion’ was always an 
important theme in the theory of street level bureaucracy and front-line work. 
Maynard-Moody and Musheno found, however, that frontline workers rarely 
referred to policies, rules or procedures when doing their work. Rather, they 
based their actions on (normative) judgments about citizen-clients and situations, 
and engaged in pragmatic improvising, in response to mismatches between 
‘prescribed practice and everyday living people and problems’ (Maynard-Moody & 
Musheno, 2012, p. S19; 2003). Wagenaar (2019), comes to the similar conclusion, 
that rules can be prescribed, but they cannot, determine behavior. Rules and 
other institutionalized practices, however, do play a role in frontline practices. 

7  The development in the theorizing of frontline agency (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2000; Wagenaar, 
2004), cannot be attributed to the increasing importance of public engagement. It has been pointed out, 
however, that frontline civil servants’ agency increases due to the increased importance and practice of 
public engagement (Bartels, 2016), it is therefore considered an important theme/ development.     
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Agency does not exist without structure. It is shaped by tradition, rules and norms 
and formed by frontline workers’ experience, roles, and professional training, and 
affected by peer pressure, resources, tools and technologies (Maynard-Moody & 
Musheno, 2012, 2019; Wagenaar, 2019). 

These structures not only constrain agency, they also enable it. Frontline workers 
draw on these structures when they engage in pragmatic improvisation. Although 
rules, for example, might not serve as ‘blueprints or templates for action’ in new 
and uncertain situations (or ever), they do provide suggestions for what is possible 
and feasible (Wagenaar, 2004, p. 650). The frontline workers can play by the rules 
or they can play the rules, using rules and policies to help citizen clients or serve 
their own interest, and justify their decisions (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2019). 
In a similar vein, the knowledge, and norms the civil servants have developed 
through professional training as a planner, designer, historian etc. allow them to 
see possibilities for facilitating ideas and initiatives, but their professional opinion 
may also lead them to focus on some elements, while ignoring or disapproving 
others. Peer pressure in their relationships with colleagues may constrain their 
work, but frontline civil servants may also make use of relationships with their 
colleagues in managing their work. Citizens negative experiences with local 
government in the past may hamper civil servants’ attempts to engage the 
public, whereas connecting and building trust with citizens and developing local 
knowledge creates opportunities for cooperation. 

To understand how the civil servants in this study use their embedded agency in the 
context of public engagement, I will introduce a final theoretical concept: bricolage. 

2.3. Bricolage
The concept of ‘bricolage’ refers to a particular form of embedded agency and 
improvisation that fits very well with the practice of the civil servants under 
study (Levi-Strauss, 1966; Yanow & Tsoukas, 2009; Fuglsang & Sørensen, 2011; 
Bechky & Okhuysen, 2011; Garud & Karnoe, 2003). The concept of bricolage 
was developed by Levi-Strauss in the 1960s, and has since been used in the 
organization and management literature to understand innovation, improvisation 
and entrepreneurship (e.g., Baker & Nelson, 2005; Garud & Karnoe, 2003; Yanow 
& Tsoukas, 2009; Fuglsang, 2010), and to analyze how different institutional 
logics and organizational forms might be bridged (e.g., Perkman & Spicer 2014; 
Koppenjan & De Jong, 2018). 

The process of bricolage consists of two key elements: the repertoire and the 
process of assemblage. Over time, the bricoleur builds a repertoire or ‘stock’ 
of material and immaterial resources. These resources are collected during 
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‘unplanned encounters and built up with no clear intention and purpose’, rather 
than being collected instrumentally, in light of particular project (Duijmedjan 
& Ruling, 2010, p. 140). Through the process of bricolage, different resources 
are connected, combined, and assembled into an emerging arrangement, 
that is relevant to the situation at hand. This often happens through a process 
of experimentation, trial and error in which resources, sometimes, gain a new 
meaning or function in the arrangement, different from their original purpose 
(Levi-Strauss, 1966; Duijmedjan & Ruling, 2010). In sum, the “bricoleur” works with 
whatever is at hand and recombines materials to create something new (Levi-
Strauss, 1966).

This process of bricolage should be understood as ‘in the moment’, open-ended 
and unplanned. The bricoleur does not have a clearly defined end in sight, the 
project she is engaged is determined by what is available and how it can be 
assembled (Innes & Booher, 1999). This process, however, is not random or 
arbitrary: it requires skill and is informed and constrained by values and knowledge 
…. Bricolage draws from an ‘’already existent set made up of tools and materials’’ 
(Levi-Strauss, 1966, p. 35), and the bricoleur’s experience with these tools and 
materials. It requires a ‘’conception of the total means available’’ (Levi-Strauss, 
1966, p. 21), an intimate knowledge of this repertoire and, more importantly, an 
understanding of how the different means can be related and brought together. 
It involves creativity and an ability to see opportunities (Weick, 1993; Duijmedjan 
& Ruling, 2010). Therefore, the concept of bricolage has been used to ‘’denote 
resourcefulness and adaptability within an existing context’’ (Di Domenico Haugh 
& Tracey, 2010, p. 685). In addition, the process of bricolage is informed and 
constrained by (organizational) values and resources (Perkmann & Spicer, 2014).
Innes and Booher (1999) first connected the concept of bricolage to the context of 
public engagement in planning. They describe bricolage as a collaborative process: 
participants bring to the dialogue the experiences, ideas, methods, and scenarios 
that they can imagine and then jointly piece them together to create a strategy 
on which all can agree. The process itself is simply and foremost one of learning, 
which transforms participants’ previously held convictions and helps them to 
develop new shared meanings, purposes, and innovative approaches to otherwise 
intractable issues (p. 9).

In this participatory context, the ‘materials’ that are brought together might 
include, for example, different ideas, experiences, concepts, and different types of 
knowledge, but also laws, funding and political resources (Innes & Booher, 1999). 
Recent studies in the context of co-production and facilitation, in addition, suggest 
that bricolage might be a means to combine elements of different institutional 
logics, to incorporate elements of a participatory logic into more traditional 
governance arrangements. Van der Steen and colleagues (2018), for example, use 
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Q-methodology to develop profiles of civil servants, that ‘mediate, construct, or 
“bricolage” values from different governance perspectives’ (p. 390). Væggemose, 
Vedel Ankersen, Aagaard and Burau (2018) use the concept to describe how a 
co-production arrangement might incorporate elements of both a public service 
and civil society logic, by combining different types of knowledge, including expert 
and local. Grotenbreg (2019), in addition, shows how a government organization 
facilitating external initiatives aimed to reduce uncertainty by setting strict 
conditions for support, calling this an example of bricolage. Although these studies 
only briefly touch upon the notion of bricolage, they suggest that the concept 
may provide a fruitful avenue to understand not only participatory processes 
themselves, but also how civil servants combine different institutional logics into 
their daily practice. 

2.4. Practice Theory
In the literature, several approaches have been adopted to capture frontline 
work. Researchers have, for example, used a narrative approach (Maynard-Moody 
& Musheno, 2000; 2003; Laws & Forester, 2015), a case study or ethnographic 
approach (Durose, 2009; Arnold, 2015; Raaphorst & Loyens, 2018; Vanleene et al., 
2019), or a quantitative approach (Tummers & Bekkers, 2014; Nisar & Maroulis, 
2017). In this thesis, I will adopt a practice theory approach to capture the work of 
civil servants in the frontlines of public engagement. Practice theory is particularly 
suitable for the purpose of capturing the situational, but socially and institutionally 
embedded everyday work and interactions that I am interested in here (Wagenaar, 
2004; Bartels, 2018). It allows me to examine ‘’what stakeholders actually say, do 
and feel as part of their mundane, concrete engagements with one another and 
the situations they face’’ (Bartels, 2018, p. 358). 

Practice theory has been developed over the last 20 years in public administration 
and related disciplines, like organization studies and sociology (e.g., Schatzki, Knorr 
Cetina & Van Savigny, 2001; Wagenaar & Cook, 2003; Wagenaar, 2004; Feldman & 
Orlikowski, 2011; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2011; Cook & Wagenaar 2011; Freeman 
et al., 2012; see also Bevir & Rhodes, 2006). It encompasses theories of the work 
practices of individual agents (Schön, 1983; Forester, 1999; Wagenaar, 2004; Yanow 
& Tsoukas, 2009), as well as those of teams and organizations (Schatzki, 2006; 
Feldman et al., 2016). A practice approach is particularly suitable for capturing 
the everyday enactment of public engagement and understand these situational 
practices in a wider organizational, social, and institutional context (Wagenaar, 
2004; Wagenaar & Cook, 2012). 
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To begin, practices researchers are interested in what agents do (Feldman & 
Orlikowski, 2011). Activities are their concrete starting point. Think, for instance, 
of the activity of listening to citizens (Forester, 1989). This and other activities are 
conducted with the help of certain “tools” (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2011), resources 
that help to get the work done. In their activities, civil servants use tools like their 
bodies, chairs, computers, documents, mobile phones, pens, meeting rooms, 
and so on. In addition, practitioners make use of their skills, like their ability 
to read and interpret legal documents. Secondly, practice theorists see that 
experienced agents share certain understandings: knowledge, norms, values and 
feelings surrounding the work and elements in it. Understandings, of course, are 
resources civil servants work with. Understandings, in the most abstract sense, 
also encompass certain ends that an organization, occupation or someone in a 
particular role tries to reach or contribute to (Schatzki, 2006; compare Paanakker, 
2019; Van Dorp & ‘t Hart, 2018). 

Thirdly, where activities are influenced by certain understandings (and vice versa; 
i.e., they form in a recursive dynamic – Wagenaar, 2004) and embedded in a 
certain organizational, social, and institutional context that favors certain ends, 
they cluster into a recognizable set of practices. We see a play between the need 
to act in concrete situations and to do so in line with understandings that form 
their broader social and institutional context. The context itself is finally formed, 
reproduced, and modified through practices (Giddens, 1979; Cook & Wagenaar, 
2012). In other words, frontline civil servants have ‘embedded agency’. 

2.5. An interpretive approach
Having discussed the key theoretical concepts, I will clarify briefly the basic 
philosophical and methodological assumptions underlying this thesis. The set 
of basic assumptions underlying this study are known as interpretivism (Yanow, 
2000; Rhodes & Bevir, 2003; 2006; Wagenaar, 2011). This approach has become 
increasingly accepted in public administration and related disciplines (Dodge, 
Ospina & Foldy, 2005; Yanow & Haverland, 2012). Interpretive researchers are 
interested in meaning and sense making processes in specific situational contexts 
(Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2006). The aim is to develop an understanding of the 
‘key concepts and meanings-in-use among situational actors—those that are 
significant to them in their own lived experience’ (Haverland & Yanow, 2012, p. 
404). The research, therefore, focuses on the specific context and ‘lifeworld’ of 
the people under study: ‘’the bedrock of beliefs against which the very ordinary, 
mundane moving through one’s everyday world, interacting with others, takes 
place and through which one shapes and reaffirms one’s sense of oneself and the 
elements of one’s social world’’ (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2006, p. 12).
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This interpretive stance is closely entwined with the sensitizing theoretical concepts 
discussed in the previous sections: frontline work, practice and embedded agency. 
First, interpretive researchers view people as agents (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 
2012; Yanow, 2014). These agents ‘’actively and collaboratively construct […] their 
polities, societies, and cultures—along with the institutions, organizations, practices, 
physical artifacts, and language and concepts that populate these’’ (Schwartz-
Shea & Yanow, 2012, p. 46). This notion of agency together with the emphasis 
on meaning, has also inspired bottom-up approaches of policy (implementation) 
in public administration, including the concept of street-level bureaucracy. The 
concept challenged the dominant top-down, instrumental models of policy making 
and implementation (Yanow, 2014). The notion of street-level bureaucracy (Lipsky, 
1980) and later studies of frontline work (Maynad-Moody & Musheno, 2000; 2003; 
Considine & Lewis, 1999) show how frontline workers have agency and shape 
policies through their everyday practice. The interpretive approach, in addition, 
focuses on the situated nature of meaning, but also interprets these meanings in a 
broader context. Schwartz-Shea and Yanow (2012) argue that ‘those same political 
and cultural contexts’ that agents construct also ‘frame these agents’ possibilities 
for thought, discourse, and action’ (p. 46). Meanings are not just individually, 
but socially constructed. Agents draw on shared traditions, language and other 
cultural elements to give meaning to everyday events’ (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 
2006). In other words: they have embedded agency. 

This interpretive position has implications for the methods used in this thesis and 
my role as a researcher. Just like we expect the civil servants to do in a participatory 
context, interpretive researchers ‘’accord the status of expertise to local knowledge 
possessed by situational actors, not just to the technical expertise of researchers’’ 
(Yanow & Shwartz-Shea, 2006, p. 22). This means that this research has a strong 
empirical focus and takes the experiences and local knowledge of the civil 
servants as its focal point. The fact that this research focuses on local knowledge 
and situated practices, does not mean, however, that it is limited to a single site. 
The research was conducted in different municipalities and follows the stories of 
several civil servants. Studying multiple instances of the ‘same’ phenomenon – 
civil servants involved in public engagement - can expand the understanding of 
this phenomenon and its range of meanings (Yanow, 2014; Nicolini, 2009). This 
thesis does not focus on zooming in on the differences between individual civil 
servants to develop typologies (others have done that: e.g., Van Hulst, De Graaf 
& Van den Brink, 2012; Van Meerkerk & Edelenbos, 2018, pp. 93-112).  Rather, it 
analyzes what they share across domains and settings. To be more precise, I try 
to understand what it takes, what is involved, in engagement work. As Barley and 
Kunda state (2001, p. 80), ‘’[T]he insights derived from [such] close studies of work 
in limited arenas alert researchers to patterns of variation and possible sources of 
comparison that are prerequisite for rigorous, grounded theorizing.’’
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In terms of methodology, the research employs qualitative methods and aims 
for ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973). Thick description is rich in detail, in order to 
embed meaning in context (Geertz, 1973; Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2006). In this 
study, for example, I chose to conduct semi-structured interviews (chapters 4 and 5) 
and focus groups (chapter 6) to allow the civil servants reflect on their experiences 
in their own words. In these interviews and focus groups, the participants were 
pushed to give concrete and detailed descriptions of situations and processes, to 
gain a better understanding of both the situational and wider context. Shadowing 
(see chapter 7), in allowed for even more contextualized observations. The specific 
data collection methods used in this study will be discussed in more detail in the 
methods sections of the empirical chapters (4-7).

The empirical observations and descriptions, then, where interpreted by me, the 
researcher. Even though interpretive researchers aim to understand the meanings 
and concepts in use of - in this case - the local civil servants, researchers are also 
sense-makers themselves (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012). From an interpretive 
point of view ‘all knowledge is interpretive, and interpretation (of acts, language, 
and objects) is the only method appropriate to the human, social world when 
the research question concerns matters of human meaning’ (Yanow & Schwartz-
Shea, 2006, p. 23). Objectivity, from this perspective is not possible. Data are co-
constructed by researcher and participants and the researcher always brings some 
of his or her perspective, values, and background knowledge into the interpretation 
(Thornberg, 2012; Charmaz, 2008). In my case, more specifically, empathizing 
with the civil servants I studied sometimes made it difficult to write about critical 
incidents. Listening to their stories and experiences made me see and appreciate 
civil servants’ the motivations and efforts. Following them in their work, in addition, 
made me see the resistance and tensions they face and understand the dilemma’s 
they may face. Moreover, I was grateful for them to open up to me about their 
motivations, telling me openheartedly about their struggles, and letting me in on 
their work. This made it difficult for me to write about the instances in which their 
actions may raise criticism. Civil servants, for instance, sometimes complained about 
difficult citizens amongst each other after a meeting or explained how they tried to 
persuade citizens in a particular direction. Even if I could very well understand these 
actions, I was aware that they situations may raise critique or evoke a stereotype 
that, in my opinion, did not do justice to their work. My approach to these instances 
was to report them, with as much context as possible, accompanied by the 
respondents’ own explanations for their actions. I believe there is much value in 
trying to understand these actions, rather than merely criticize them. 

In collecting, analyzing and reporting the data, I have adopted several measures 
to meet the quality criteria for interpretive and qualitative inquiry (see for an 
overview: Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2006, p. 98). The most important measures 
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I used, included systematic comparisons to increase coherence, measures to 
ensure transparency and authenticity, ensuring credibility through member 
checks, and measures to ensure transferability. I will discuss these measures in 
more detail below. 

First, the data are analyzed systematically and informed by scientific literature. 

This systematic process of interpretation can best be described as an abductive 
process, in which the researcher constantly moves back and forth between what 
happens in the field and possible explanations for this, either from the literature 
or other observations and sites (Peirce, 1958; Charmaz, 2006; Schwartz-Shea & 
Yanow, 2012). In this abductive approach, theories and concepts come into play 
as sensitizing concepts. Thornberg (2012) provides an explanation of this use of 
theory that fits perfectly with the approach I adopted in this research: 

The researcher tries to be open and sensitive to the data, without rejecting 
pre-existing theoretical concepts and constructions. Theories are used, not to 
mechanically derive a hypothesis to test (as in deduction), but as a source of 
inspiration, seeing, and interpretation in order to detect patterns (Alvesson & 
Skoldberg, 2008) (Thornberg, 2012, p. 247). 

More specifically, I engaged in abductive reasoning through an intensive coding 
process and constant comparison between data sources and theory (Charmaz, 
2006) (see sections 4.2; 5.3; 6.4; 7.3). 

Second, I aim for transparency regarding the process through which I came to my 
interpretations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Brower, Abolafia & Carr, 2000). In the methods 
sections of the empirical chapters I will present a detailed account of the data collection 
process. In these methods sections, I also clarify the steps I took in the analysis of 
these data and provided coding schemes in the text or appendix. In addition, I have 
included as much of the raw data as possible -in what is mainly an article-based thesis 
- by presenting quotes and field notes in the text or appendix (see appendix B, C, D 
and E). The aim is to show, not tell (Golden-Biddle & Locke, 1993). 

Third, I added member checks to the research process to increase the research’ 
credibility and relevance (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Lincoln, 
1995). Through a member check, the researcher presents her interpretations to 
the research participants, and discusses whether these accurately reflect their 
experiences and feelings. I organized a member check after conducting and 
analyzing interviews (chapters 4 and 5), I presented my main findings, using a 
PowerPoint presentation to the research participants in each of the six participating 
municipalities. In addition, I presented the finding in four other municipalities that 
had not participated before, to check whether the findings might be transferrable 
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to other settings. The general response was that the activities and practices that 
emerged from the study were recognizable, exhaustive, and often unsurprising 
to the civil servants. The theoretical concept of bricolage was new to them. I 
learned that the concept rang well with them because it acknowledges the need 
for intuition, improvisation and a tailor-made approach (‘maatwerk’, in Dutch) in 
an often-unpredictable participatory setting. One of the respondents even used 
the concept herself, when I followed her in a later stage of the research. Another 
civil servant, however, criticized the desirability of bricolage as a key characteristic 
of his work: they are striving towards a more pro-active role, in which civil servants 
can also change policies to aid local communities, instead of being constrained by 
the resources at hand. Indeed, the findings indeed showed some examples of this 
pro-active behavior, of civil servants expanding the boundaries of their projects 
to accommodate citizens’ needs or changing policy (see for example: Box 7) but 
this was not the general practice. The responses to the presentation, in addition, 
pointed us in the direction of the relational dimensions of engagement work inside 
the municipal organization. In four of the discussions, civil servants remarked that 
the things they did ‘outside’ (e.g., listening, building trust, keeping contact), were 
as important inside city hall. 

Finally, I adopted some measures to increase the findings’ transferability. The 
interpretive nature of this thesis not only informed the choice methods and use of 
theory, it also has implications for interpreting the findings and conclusions that 
emerge from it. This research draws on qualitative data and focuses on context 
specific meanings within the context of a broader theme and development (public 
engagement). The findings in this thesis, therefore, cannot and should not be 
generalized to any context. By systematically comparing within and between 
empirical situations, and between cases and the literature, the research does 
provide insights that can be relevant for and ‘travel’ to other cases (Yanow, 2014, 
see also Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2000; Forester, 1999; Laws & Forester, 
2015 for theorizing based on stories from different frontline settings). The study 
provides an analytical understanding of how interactive governance unfolds in 
practice, through the work of civil servants, that is also relevant to (civil servants 
in) other cities, countries, or fields (see also Gioia, Corley and Hamilton, 2012). By 
contextualizing the findings and presenting thick descriptions when possible, the 
research allows readers to assess the relevance of the findings to other settings 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012). Other researchers hopefully 
will use this research to further investigate – compare, critique, build upon, fine-
tune, etc. – what was found.
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3. What do we know? Five roles for public servants

3.1. Five strands of research
Throughout the broader literature on public engagement, we have come across 
five different roles for public servants. In the literature, we encounter, for instance, 
the civic entrepreneur and the street level democrat engaged in collaborative 
governance, emerging from the literature on front-line work. In addition, there 
is literature on the democratic professional, taking a similarly action-oriented 
approach, rooted, however, in ideas on deliberative democracy. Whereas for these 
officials, participation is only part of their daily job, we are also witnessing the 
emergence of professional facilitators, reflecting the increasing professionalization 
and institutionalization of citizen participation. When looking at the literature on 
network governance, in addition, we encounter public managers in the role of 
the boundary spanner. Finally, whereas the boundary spanner may help realizing 
the potentials deliberative democracy, the same public managers may connect 
their networks to the realm of representative government in the role of the  
meta-governor.

Although the included strands of literature differ in various ways, they all present 
a role for public servants in the context of democratic innovation, normatively or 
empirically. For each role, we will briefly describe the literature it emerged from, the 
type of practitioner that takes this role, and the key practices these officials engage in. 

3.2. Street-level democrats and civic entrepreneurs in the 
frontlines 
Front-line workers are charged with daily implementation of policy and interact 
directly with citizens in the process. They are, for example, police officers, 
community workers, teachers, residential consultants, youth workers, contact 
officials and social counsellors (Lipsky, 1980; Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003). 
The literature on front-line work builds from Lipsky’s classical work on ‘street level 
bureaucracy’ (1980), that shows how front-line workers contribute significantly 
to public policy making by exercising discretion in their everyday work. This 
discretionary space, and therefore the importance of these front-line workers, 
has increased with the shift from government to governance (Maynard-Moody 
and Musheno, 2000, 2003; Durose, 2009, 2011; Tops & Hartman, 2009;). Front-
line workers are increasingly expected to improvise, explore and experiment in 
response to local needs, rather than to follow procedures and rules (Goss, 2001; 
Durose, 2011; Laws & Forester, 2015). In addition, front-line workers in local 
government are increasingly expected to involve their clients and communities in 
decision making, in particular, about local services and policy interventions they 
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deliver, and engage in collaborative governance (Durose, 2009, 2011; Van Hulst 
et al., 2012). These developments have reshaped the role of the front-line worker 
from street level bureaucrat into ‘civic entrepreneur’ (Durose, 2009) or ‘street level 
democrat’ (Laws & Forester, 2015). 

Whereas Lipsky’s bureaucrats used their discretionary space to protect themselves 
from work pressure, more recent studies show how discretion may be used on 
behalf of clients or communities, for example, by ‘bending the rules’ (Maynard-
Moody & Musheno, 2000; Durose, 2011). Instead of undermining democratic 
decision making, the discretionary space of front-line workers can thus be used 
to ‘reinforce or reclaim political legitimacy’ within the situation (Tops & Hartman, 
2009). They generate legitimacy and relevance for the target community, through 
‘forms of inclusion and representation that are at hand or that they invent’ (Laws 
& Forester, 2015, p. 354). 

Durose (2009; 2011) calls her front-line workers ‘civic entrepreneurs’, as they 
interpret policies and may even bend the rules on behalf of the communities 
they serve. She describes three practices that these civic entrepreneurs apply in 
order to engage the community. The front-line workers ‘reach out’ to marginalized 
and excluded groups to increase awareness of the resources and services that 
are available to them. In addition, they may use ‘enabling’ strategies to help 
these groups build skills, capacity and confidence. Finally, the front-line workers 
engage in ‘fixing’, bringing together ‘the objectives of government policies with 
the organizational opportunities available to, and the priorities and concerns 
articulated by the community’ (Durose, 2011, p. 989). Laws and Forester (2015), 
too, emphasize community engagement and a degree of opportunism. They 
encountered three more practices: appreciating value through listening and 
diagnosis (cf. Forester, 1999), assessing fact via leveraging knowledge and 
expertise, and generating action via dispute resolution and negotiating. The key 
purpose of the first two practices is to use both local knowledge and professional 
expertise, in ways that are relevant to the particular situation and citizens within 
that situation. This is necessary in order to come to a shared problem definition 
and ‘design actions that draw on the features of the case’ (1999, p. 348). This 
can be achieved through listening carefully and diagnosing the problem in its 
context. Hereby, they engage the community, challenge where needed, develop, 
and draw on the insights, knowledge, and practical judgment of stakeholders. 
Expert knowledge can be added in a relevant and accountable way and comes 
into play successfully ‘rather than being contested, frustrated, discarded, or 
marginalised’ or being experienced as threatening to participants (1999, p. 349). 
Laws and Forester’s front-line workers then not only read the situation, but ‘test’ 
their readings with the citizens involved and develop solutions in cooperation with 
them (2015, p. 353–54; Schön, 1983). 
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Like the democratic professional, as we will see in the following sections, these 
front-line workers determine the public good with, rather than for citizens and 
co-produce the solutions with members of the communities involved. Finally, 
such co-produced action is generated via dispute resolution and negotiating. This 
requires front-line workers to show leadership (Vinzant & Crothers, 1996), the kind 
that ‘may need to sponsor authorship and agency among the groups that share a 
stake in a problem or a place’ (Laws and Forester, 2015, p. 161). Examples of such 
leadership include a public servant developing and supporting community think 
tanks, and a coach working at a community center that helps to see opportunities 
and concrete possibilities to make a difference (2015, p. 179). 

Box 1. Community development workers as civic entrepreneurs

Durose (2009) shows how health improvement and community development workers, charged 
with promoting public health at the neighborhood level, align UK national policy with local needs. 
By engaging with the community as part of their everyday work, and more formal consultation, 
these front- line workers identify financial exclusion as a significant underlying problem of health 
issues in their particular neighborhood. Together with local partner organizations, they develop a 
project aimed at reaching out to potentially vulnerable groups and ‘signposting them to community 
resources and service providers’ (2009, p. 43). 

3.3. Democratic professionalism
The concept of ‘democratic professionalism’ was introduced by Dzur (2002, 2004, 
2008) in response to the ‘deliberative turn’ in political discourse in the US. Dzur, 
a proponent of deliberative democracy, argues that professionals can play an 
important role in putting the dis- course of deliberation into practice. Professionals 
should ‘enhance and enable broader public engagement and deliberation about 
major social issues, by sharing previously professionalized tasks and encouraging 
lay participation’ – in other words, they should practice ‘democratic professionalism’ 
(2008, p. 130). The idea of professionals incorporating deliberation in their daily 
work, here also resembles Foresters (1999) earlier work on planners as 'deliberative 
practitioners'. Lay participation and task sharing provide citizens and clients with 
‘voice’ and ‘choice’ (Tonkens et al., 2013). This voice, in line with what Laws and 
Forester find (2015), is of ‘diagnostic relevance’ (Dzur, 2008, p. 26). Participation 
and deliberation help understand of public problems in ways that are relevant to 
the people involved (Dzur, 2004, p. 10). Through task sharing and by connecting 
deliberation to the daily work of professionals, the results of these deliberations 
are translated directly into practical applications and real influence, providing the 
participants with choice. In this way, democratic professionalism may contribute 
to ‘direct professional accountability towards citizens’, moving accountability ‘from 
output measurement towards democratic practice’ (Tonkens et al., 2013, p. 2). 
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Empirically, Dzur finds three developments in professional fields that reflect 
democratic professionalism in practice: reforms in restorative justice, public 
journalism, and bioethics (Dzur, 2002, 2008; Olson & Dzur, 2004). In these 
reforms, citizens participate in deliberative democratic innovations that are 
closely connected to the daily work practice of the professionals involved. In the 
case of restorative justice, community members are involved in victim-offender 
mediation, community boards or family group conferences. They participate in 
determining newspapers’ contents by engaging in public debates about current 
affairs, in the case of public journalism and they engage in, or are represented 
in ethical debates at hospitals, in the case of bioethics. Others have applied the 
concept of democratic professionalism to teaching (e.g., Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2011), 
nursing (e.g., Thompson, 2014) and social work (Tonkens et al., 2013). Tonkens 
and Verhoeven (2011) also advocate the use of the concept to public servants 
involved in citizen participation. This is no impossible combination, as Dzur (2008, 
p. 249) emphasizes, it is the ‘’features that potentially impact the public culture of 
democracy’’ that allow these practitioners to be democratic professionals, rather 
than the core features of professionalism stressed by sociologists. 

What practices does democratic professionalism entail? Firstly, sharing tasks 
means taking a step back and facilitating or engaging in public debates regarding 
issues in the professional field. The democratic professional performs public 
leadership in shared problem solving, without taking over (Dzur, 2008). In this 
process of sharing a task through public debate, the element of deliberation 
provides a ‘’more substantive, reflective and critical form of politics removed 
from mere vote counting’ and ‘the shallowness official discourse’’ (Dzur, 2008, pp. 
26–29). Such a reasonable public dialogue, however, requires some additional 
(democratic) norms. At the system level and in the design of dialogues, the 
democratic professional should ensure inclusion and equality. At the level of the 
individual, the democratic professional should see to norms of rationality, respect, 
and integrity (ibid, pp. 16–17).

Secondly, democratic professionalism requires sharing knowledge with clients 
and participants. Professionals need to ‘’explain their views and procedures, 
acknowledge the knowledge that clients possess themselves and come to a shared 
view of problems and solutions’’ (Tonkens et al., 2013, p. 12). Citizen participation 
and deliberation, then, increases the ‘’flow of experiential knowledge through 
the system’’ (Wagenaar, 2007, p. 18). This may not be an easy task, however, as 
democratic professionals cannot function without professional authority and are 
expected to take the lead. 
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Finally, the democratic professional is to connect the informal democratic practices 
and interactions to formal democratic procedures, such as client councils (Dzur, 
2008, p.13). 

Box 2. Democratic professionalism in restorative justice

In the case of restorative justice, criminal justice professionals share tasks by developing projects 
aimed at communication and reconciliation between victim, offender, and community, such as 
victim offender mediation, community boards and family group conferences. The essence of these 
programs is that instead of appearing before a judge or jury and being punished, an offender faces 
a mediator, community panel, and the victim, to ‘’work out a mutually satisfactory agreement’’, and 
reflect on the harm that has been caused, in the process (Dzur, 2008, p. 179). The professionals 
involved, for example, collect the relevant information about the case for the community board, 
process the necessary paperwork, contact the victims and offenders, recruit volunteers to serve 
on the com- munity boards and facilitate the conversation between the different parties during the 
mediation or process or forum. In addition, they may share their knowledge – for example about 
core values as impartiality and proportionality, by providing training and guidelines for participating 
community members (Dzur, 2008).

3.4. Professional process facilitators
As participation processes are becoming increasingly institutionalized across 
Europe and the United States, we are witnessing a rise of ‘deliberation 
professionals’, ‘participation practitioners’ or ‘public engagers’ (Mansbridge et al., 
2006; Escobar, 2011; Cooper & Smith, 2012). The primary job of these actors is 
to ‘facilitate’: to structure participation processes and help groups work together 
productively, meaningfully, and equally (Bryson et al., 2013; Escobar, 2011). These 
values can be derived from deliberative theory, but they have also been identified 
as values guiding the practitioners in practice (Mansbridge et al., 2006; Cooper 
& Smith, 2012). As the facilitation literature is connected to deliberative theory, 
empirical studies tend to focus on forms of deliberative citizen participation such 
as mini-publics (see Chapter 3 in this Handbook) – for example, citizen panels, 
citizens’ juries, planning cells and deliberative polling (Moore, 2012; Cooper & 
Smith, 2012). 

Unlike the civic entrepreneurs, street-level democrats and democratic professionals, 
facilitators are process experts for whom facilitating the democratic process is the 
primary goal (Schwarz et al., 2005). Within the facilitation literature, researchers tend 
to agree that facilitators should restrict themselves to matters of group process, 
rather than content and maintain some degree of neutrality towards the outcomes 
(Mansbridge et al., 2006; Moore, 2012; Escobar, 2013). Facilitators are faced with 
a challenge as they need to both exercise and share authority. Moore (2012) calls 
it ‘following from the front’ – ‘’organised deliberative practice seems to require the 
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presence of actors who intervene to make the discourse happen, yet deliberative 
theory treats ideal deliberation in terms of the absence of coercion, repression and 
inequality’’ (Moore, 2012, p. 149). The feature of neutrality is reflected in the fact that 
the practitioners in this literature often are professional facilitators. 

Whereas this task has been outsourced in some contexts (Cooper & Smith, 2012; 
Mans- bridge et al., 2006), these official facilitators, or ‘engagers’, may as well be 
public servants employed by local government (Escobar, 2013). 

Above, we have established that it is the facilitator’s job is to design, structure and 
implement engagement strategies. Cooper and Smith (2012) find, for example, 
that designs with small groups are preferred for fostering an intimate atmosphere 
that promotes equality of voice, whereas larger groups are more democratic in 
terms of representativeness. Most other authors in the facilitation literature, 
however, seem to focus on how the facilitator structures the process within the 
chosen institutional design. For a large part, this takes place during the deliberative 
process itself ‘’live, in public, testing the engagers’ knowledge-in-action, as they 
converse with the situation at hand’’ (Escobar, 2013, p. 153). Improvisation is an 
inevitable part of facilitation, simply because every group and context are different. 

Structuring processes means shaping communication patterns (Escobar, 2013), or 
‘’man- aging discourse’ (Moore, 2012). Maintaining a positive group atmosphere 
is key to creating ‘safe spaces’ for deliberation, fostering a free ow of speech 
(Escobar, 2013; Mansbridge et al., 2006). Facilitators do this primarily through 
discursive interventions referred to as ‘process talk’, aimed at fostering inclusion 
and equality, as well as on time management and bringing the group process 
forward. Process talk aimed at equality, for example, includes involving quiet 
participants in the discussion, systematically bringing out the views and ideas of 
individuals, intervening in case of conflict and curtailing excessive contributions, 
but also building rapport with ‘di cult’ participants (Mansbridge et al., 2006; Moore, 
2012; Escobar, 2013). 

Besides discursive interventions, material interventions may be used, for 
example, to stage the setting of the meeting, writing on flipcharts, sticky notes, 
and wallpaper, or using artefacts like a talking stick (Escobar, 2011). Thirdly, like 
the democratic professional and the street lev- el bureaucrat, facilitators bring 
in expertise to create ‘a level of informational equality’ and to rule out obvious 
falsehoods. Again, the challenge is to do this without dominating the discussion 
(Moore, 2012, p. 152). 
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Finally, it should be mentioned that the facilitator, responding to the challenge 
of the institutional barriers identified by Cooper and Smith (2012), in practice 
may also need to spend a considerable amount of time ‘backstage,’ to embed the 
participatory process within the government organization, aligning agendas and 
overcoming resistance (Escobar, 2013). This way of operating, however, is the key 
activity of the next character that will be discussed, namely, the boundary spanner. 

Box 3. Professional facilitators at work

Escobar’s (2015) study on the ‘backstage’ work of public engagers demonstrates how facilitators 
strategically prepare a deliberative process. Two facilitators of a deliberative forum on environmental 
policy implementation not only prepare their ‘front stage’ facilitation strategy – a combination 
of self- facilitation and ‘policing’, to strike a balance between ownership and progress – they also 
carefully plan the material aspects and the roles of the participants in the forum. The engagers, 
for example, use a tablecloth on which participants can write, to structure the meeting in a playful 
way. In addition, they invite speakers to bring in specific knowledge or perspectives they believe are 
relevant to the discussion, ‘’so that their “impartiality” as process custodians remains unquestioned 
at the front- stage’’ (2015, p. 275). 

3.5. Boundary spanning
The idea of boundary spanning was developed in the literature on inter-organizational 
co- operation. Boundary spanners are actors positioned at the boundaries of their 
organization (Thompson, 1962). They connect with other organizations, or systems, 
and negotiate the interaction with the environment (Miles, 1980; Steadman, 1992). 
Although the role of the boundary spanner is not tied to a specific job title, formal 
position or organization, competent boundary spanners are said to share some key 
characteristics. They are entrepreneurial networkers, able to develop relationships 
and skilled in understanding and building bridges between different interests, 
organizations, or professions (Williams, 2002; Steadman, 1992). 

Unsurprisingly, the notion of ‘wicked’ problems and shifts from government to 
governance has also increased the popularity of the concept of boundary spanning 
(Williams, 2002; Sullivan & Skelcher, 2002; Torfing et al., 2012; Van Meerkerk, 
2014). Within government organizations that are involved in these networks 
and partnerships, the role of the boundary spanner is generally taken by lower-
level (strategic) public managers, project managers, specialists, city planners and 
district managers (Nederhand, Van Der Steen & Van Twist, 2018; Noble & Jones, 
2006; Torfing et al., 2012; Williams, 2002; Van Meerkerk et al., 2015; Shrum, 1990). 
Governance networks, if well managed, can been viewed as supplements to 
representative democracy, that provide the opportunity for deliberation and 
the inclusion of stakeholders (Sørensen & Torfing, 2009; Torfing et al., 2012; Van 
Meerkerk et al., 2015). Noble and Jones’ (2006) study of boundary spanners in 
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public-private partnerships suggests that public servants may be particularly suited 
to realize this potential. In the role of boundary spanner, public servants ‘’essentially 
have the public interest at heart, and are motivated more by the pursuit of the 
public good’’ (2006, p. 901), and therefore worry about democratic values such as 
openness, transparency, democracy, probity, and accountability. A survey among 
members of inter-organizational water management initiatives in the Netherlands 
demonstrates that boundary spanning activities have a strong positive effect 
on the level of inclusion, deliberation, and transparency of such initiatives (Van 
Meerkerk et al., 2015). How the boundary spanning role is being fulfilled, however, 
seems to matter a great deal. Williams (2002, p. 2012), for example, warns that the 
informal nature of boundary spanning activities, in which personal and professional 
relationships may be blurred, can result in closed and exclusive networks. 

Boundary spanners engage in two key practices. Firstly, they connect stakeholders 
or potential partners across organizational boundaries. They bring them to dialogue 
around a shared interest or ‘policy narrative’ (Williams, 2002; Torfing et al., 2012). 
Providing stakeholders with the opportunity to engage and having an eye for ‘’the 
diversity of interests,’’ (Van Meerkerk, 2014, p. 38), boundary spanners may secure 
inclusion and deliberation. Secondly, they connect the process in networks with 
processes in their own organization. They select relevant information from one side of 
the boundary, and translate this information to the other, to create a better ‘fit’ between 
the two (Van Meerkerk, 2014, p. 36; Steadman, 1992; Van Hulst et al., 2012; Tushman & 
Scanlan, 1981). Next, by connecting informal governance networks to formal decision-
making structures and policy processes, boundary spanners may increase both the 
transparency and the influence of these networks (Van Meerkerk, 2014). 

An extensive study by Williams (2002) of health promotion specialists, crime 
and community safety coordinators and coordinators of a sustainability project 
in the UK sheds light on how these tasks can be performed. Williams claims 
that boundary spanners build sustainable relationships through networking, 
communicating, and listening, understanding, empathizing, resolving conflict and 
building trust. In this somewhat heroic image, the boundary spanner resembles 
Laws and Forester’s (2015) description of the street level democrat. In addition, 
they need to manage complexity and interdependencies. This requires strategic, 
bigger picture thinking and knowledge of the systems they operate in, in terms of 
informal and formal norms, and organizational operations and politics (Williams, 
2002, 2012; Steadman, 1992). Another similarity between the boundary spanner, 
the civic entrepreneur and street level democrat is the entrepreneurial nature 
of their work. Boundary spanning requires creativity and opportunism, to form 
new alliances, collaboratively develop new solutions and act in response, opening 
‘policy windows’ (Williams, 2002). 
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Boundary spanning involves active influencing and negotiating; and stakeholders 
are brought together around a particular policy narrative (Williams, 2002; Torfing 
et al., 2012). The role of boundary spanner may call public managers ‘to push 
interactive governance arenas in a direction desired by politicians and executive 
public managers’ (Torfing et al., 2012, p. 159). This may undermine the democratic 
opportunities of these networks described above. Torfing and colleagues (2012), 
however, have found that public managers deal with this tension by bringing 
the actors involved in the networks and partnerships into contact with executive 
managers and politicians in the role of ‘hands off meta-governors’. 

Box 4. Public servants as boundary spanners

Edelenbos and Van Meerkerk (2011) show how individual public servants can perform boundary 
spanning activities in the context of interactive governance. When a group of citizens (the 
‘Federation’) took on an advisory role in the maintenance and regional development of a (former) 
recreational area in the municipality, a particularly committed public servant guided the Federation 
through the local bureaucracy and translated their (informal) ideas and proposals into procedures 
that fitted with the existing modus operandi of the – somewhat hesitant – civil service. In a later 
stage, another public servant established connections between expert public servants and members 
of the Federation, who were both concerned with developing policy proposals for the area. 

3.6. Meta-governance
The concept of meta-governance stems from the research on network governance, 
or interactive governance (Torfing et al., 2012), and describes the role that public 
managers and politicians might take in these contexts to enhance or protect the 
effectiveness and democratic legitimacy of public policy. 

In practice, meta-governors may be the same public servants as the boundary 
spanners de- scribed above, taking another role to realize another purpose (Torfing 
et al., 2012). This other role entails the ‘conscious and deliberate attempts by 
public authorities to regulate self-governing networks’ (Haveri et al., 2009). Meta-
governance is not based on direct top-down control. Rather, it involves ‘a plurality 
of indirect ways of influencing or coordinating the actions of self-governing actors’ 
(Sørensen, 2006, p. 102). Meta-governance is also known as the ‘governance of 
governance’. This role can be fulfilled by both executive, as well as lower ranking 
managers (Torfing et al., 2012). 

The meta-governance literature focuses primarily on anchoring governance 
networks in representative democracy. Meta-governance is a way for elected 
politicians or public managers to monitor and influence the policy processes taking 
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place in networks, directly connecting them with representative government 
(Sørensen & Torfing, 2009). This is needed because the fragmentation and 
informality of governance networks leads to the decline of control elected 
politicians have over governance, and a diminishing public influence on decision 
making on public issues (Sørensen, 2006). In addition, meta-governance should 
ensure some principles of representative democracy in networks, including 
accountability. The organizations participating in the networks and policy process 
should be held accountable by those groups and interests they claim to represent, 
and the network as a whole should be accountable to the citizens that are 
affected by their decisions. Finally, the network and its participants should submit 
to ‘commonly accepted democratic rules and norms,’ ensuring the inclusion of 
relevant and affected stakeholders, procedural fairness and respect among 
participants (Sørensen and Torfing, 2009, p. 244). 

In order to ensure democratic anchorage, public servants and politicians can 
engage in four practices. Firstly, there is network design, which involves influencing 
‘the scope, character, composition and institutional procedures of the networks’ 
(Sørensen & Torfing, 2009, p. 247). This involves inviting relevant and affected actors 
to participate and ensuring publicity about the network and its output (Sørensen 
&Torfing, 2009). This includes developing, enabling or restricting procedures or 
subsidy arrangements, and creating relevant supporting offices or positions. 
These activities, given their political nature, however, are mostly in the hands of 
politicians, rather than public servants (Torfing et al., 2012). The second practice 
that Sørensen and Torfing describe is network framing, or storytelling, aimed at 
determining ‘’the political goals, fiscal conditions, legal basis and discursive story-
line of the networks’’ (2009, p. 247). Public servants may realize this by clearly 
communicating the relevant political, fiscal, legal and policy frameworks and 
conditions to the network, monitoring the performances of the networks with 
regard to these conditions and use framing and storytelling in order to ensure 
goal alignment. 

Whereas public servants may engage in meta-governance from a distance, 
through network design and framing, they may also participate ‘hands-on’ in and 
with these networks. Through hands-on network management, or facilitation, 
public servants support self-governance by providing networks with necessary 
resources. These may include access to information, material resources, financial 
support, or a place to meet. Particularly valuable is the access to experts working 
for local government, to specialist knowledge of laws and procedures, money 
flows or potentially relevant contacts. Here, facilitation is thus interpreted more 
broadly than in the professional facilitation literature. Like the professional 
facilitator, the meta-governor does not try to steer the self-governing process 
normatively. Network management may involve, however, empowering weaker 
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network actors, promoting equality, ensuring transparency by circulating relevant 
information and probing whether stakeholder representatives actually enjoy the 
support of their constituencies. Through network participation, meta-governors 
aim to obtain influence on the outcome and process of self-governance. Here, 
meta-governors actively negotiate with the other network participants. On the one 
hand, they can steer towards certain policy objectives, or, on the other hand, insist 
on an open and responsive deliberation of alternative options, keeping a broad 
agenda (Sørensen, 2006; Sørensen & Torfing, 2009). Empirical studies in Finland 
and Norway, in addition, conclude, however, that ‘’governing collaboration is 
experienced as challenging... and the tools of meta- governance are still immature 
and under development’’ (Haveri et al., 2009, p. 551). 

Box 5. Public managers as network facilitators

Haveri and colleagues (2009) studied local politicians and public managers, involved in network 
governance or inter-organizational collaboration in Norway and Finland. They found that public 
managers were mainly involved in network facilitation, for example, by helping to solve conflicts 
between the parties involved, investing in project management support, or providing administrative 
resources or office facilities, sometimes for free. They show, however, that the ‘neutral’ facilitation 
meta-governance strategy can also be connected with more directive forms of meta-governance, 
since locating a network organization at city hall ‘’most likely means an opportunity to influence 
through the culture, attitudes and understandings dominating the local government administration’’ 
(2009, p. 548). 

3.7. Conclusion and discussion
In this chapter, we have set out to explore the roles and practices public servants 
engage in and develop, in the context of new modes of governance, and public 
engagement in particular. Five literatures with their specific roles and practices 
have been identified. Public servants involved in new modes of governance might 
be active as front-line workers, democratic professionals, professional facilitators, 
boundary spanners or meta-governors. In this concluding section, we will look at 
the differences between the roles and, more importantly, we will identify patterns 
that cut across them.
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Civic 
entrepreneur/
Street level 
democrat

Democratic 
professional

Professional 
facilitator

Boundary 
spanner

Meta-
governor

The 
practitioner

Front line worker Professional 
with public 
impact

Professional 
facilitator 
(external or 
employed 
by local 
government)

Public 
manager
(lower 
ranking) 

Public 
manager 
(executive and 
lower level)

Practices Reaching, enabling 
and fixing;
Listening and local 
diagnosis; 
Leveraging 

knowledge and 

expertise; 
Generating 
action via dispute 
resolution and 

negotiating

Task sharing: 
stepping back 
and facilitating 
public debate; 
Knowledge 

sharing 

Structuring 
communication 
processes 
through 

Bringing in 

knowledge 

Building 

sustainable 

relationships

Managing 

through 

influencing 
and 

negotiation

Hands-off 
(framing)
Hands-off 
storytelling 

(executive)
Hands-on 
facilitation
Hands-on 
participation
(lower ranking 
managers) 

Table 3. Five roles in public engagement

When comparing practices, the need for making connections and translations 
between institutions, organizations and/or processes outside the organizations 
is a first reoccurring theme. For the boundary spanner, this is the main activity, 
but the front-line worker also connects municipal goals with the needs of local 
communities (‘fixing’) and the democratic professional connects informal task 
sharing and dialogue with formal institutions for participation. Even professional 
facilitators need to align agendas and overcome resistance within their organization, 
for the participatory process to have an impact. For these practitioners, this means 
increasing the influence of inclusive, deliberative and participatory trajectories 
on public decision making, and thereby realizing their innovative democratic 
potential. For the meta-governor, by contrast, the connection contributes to the 
anchorage of the collaborative processes in representative democracy. This task 
of connecting and translating requires a share of entrepreneurship, improvisation, 
and opportunism. 

A second recurring practice is facilitation. For the facilitator, unsurprisingly, 
facilitating the deliberative process is his or her primary task. For the democratic 
professional, boundary spanner and meta-governor facilitating may be understood 
as enabling dialogue or cooperation in the broader sense, for example, by bringing 
together stakeholders and providing them with the necessary resources. While 
facilitation is the primary task of the professional facilitator, the other practitioners 
included here incorporate it into or add it to their other practical, daily activities 
(Tonkens et al., 2013). 
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Third, we have found that knowledge and expertise are still important resources 
or tools of public servants. They use these, however, in different ways than 
before. Democratic professionals share their knowledge with the public, enabling 
them to develop an informed opinion. The facilitator, in addition, aims to ensure 
‘informational equality’ among participants. The sharing of knowledge, also 
important for front-line work, needs to be done in a non-intimidating, non-
dominating manner, in order to truly empower participants. Furthermore, 
the professional’s expertise needs to be complemented with ‘local knowledge’ 
stemming from the specific situation and people involved. 

Transcending the individual roles, we could ask how they relate to another. Could 
we envision public servants using multiple roles in their daily work? The work of 
Torfing et al. (2012) suggests that this is possible; some public managers seem 
to alternate between boundary spanning, facilitating and other meta-governance 
roles. Is this a recurring situation, and if so, what tensions may then arise between 
the different roles? We may also wonder: (how) do public servants, engaged in 
different roles, work together? Do they align their practices? Do they come into 
conflict? A recent study on people who ‘make a difference’ in urban neighborhoods 
(Durose et al., 2016), suggests that various roles might strengthen one another, 
but how does that work in practice? These are question we will seek to answer in 
the future. 

In the end, we should keep in mind that the five roles – notwithstanding their 
peculiarities – all share one fundamental challenge. Public servants taking these 
roles need to be responsive to innovative forms of democracy beyond city hall, 
while also being tied to the responsibilities within city hall – a metaphorical 
shorthand for the formal democracy of municipal boards, councils, legitimizing 
elections, political accountability mechanisms, etc. Public servants, in any of the 
five roles discussed, are forced to be fundamentally Janus-faced, facing informal-
societal democracy as well as formal-political democracy, while being able to 
negotiate between the two. As (wo)men in the middle, these public servants 
occupy a challenging field, surely, but also a theoretically relevant and potentially 
salient position that is not always recognized in democratic theory, preoccupied as 
it traditionally has been with either politicians or citizens. 
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CHAPTER 4

4. How do frontline civil servants engage the public? 
A practice-based account 

4.1. Introduction
In this chapter, we empirically explore the understudied everyday work of civil 
servants in the context of public engagement (Van Eijk et al., 2019; Fenwick, 2012). 
To capture civil servants’ work in public engagement, we started from a practice-
theoretical approach (Wagenaar, 2004; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2011; Cook & Wagenaar, 
2011), as this strand of literature has sought to understand work practices through 
close inspection of what practitioners do (Barley & Kunda, 2001). Based on 45 in-
depth interviews with local civil servants, we ask: How do frontline civil servants 

work with and for the public in the context of present-day public engagement? The 
interviewees included both civil servants who traditionally play an important role in 
the contact between citizen and local government such as neighborhood managers, 
as well as policy advisors and project leaders who were previously working in the 
“back office” but are now “forced to leave their desks in the back office and venture 
out to meet stakeholders” (Agger & Damgaard, 2018, p. 93).

The chapter contributes to the theorization of the work of public engagement and 
frontline civil servants in several ways. First, we complement research on roles, 
skills and guidelines for developing and facilitating engagement processes (Bryson 
et al., 2013; Fung, 2015; Kruyen & Van Genugten, 2020). Our analysis shows how 
civil servants integrate citizen engagement in their everyday work. Specifically, we 
identify five practices civil servants employ: They (1) develop an understanding 
of the situation, examining which interests are at stake, what the underlying 
issues are, what possible ways there are to proceed; (2) build rapport and trust 
with relevant parties; (3) align “inside” and “outside” city hall; and (4) work towards 
resolutions that are supported by those involved. All the while, they also (5) offer 
practical support in terms of subsidies or materials, for example. What is more, our 
practice approach allowed us to see not just separate activities and practices that 
might call for particular competencies or skills, but it also helped us understand 
how practices “add up” to a whole. 

Secondly, our findings extend recent insights into the importance of the relational 
dimension of present-day frontline governance (Bartels, 2013; Stout & Love, 2017; 
Nisar & Maroulis, 2017) and at the same time contribute to our understanding 
of the embedded agency of frontline civil servants (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 
2012; Wagenaar, 2019). Our approach and data allowed us to broaden our view of 
engagement to include not just encounters between civil servants and agents outside 
the organization, but also what civil servants do in their own organizations to make 
engagement work. In addition, this chapter shows that civil servants’ agency is that 
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of the “bricoleur” (Levi-Strauss, 1966), who is able to make do. It demonstrates how 
they bring together range of interests, values, perspectives, and resources outside 
and inside the local bureaucracy. Drawing upon existing policy agendas, events 
and budgets and creative reframing, civil servants aim to make projects possible 
that serve the public good. The shape of this public good is not predetermined but 
emerges in the process of working together with citizens, colleagues and other 
stakeholders. This way, civil servants give new meaning to serving the public. 

4.2. Methodology
Research context and cases
Within the more general context of slowly increasing public engagement and 
participatory governance in Western democracies, we should say something 
about the Dutch context. In order to set the stage for the empirical study, we 
will briefly recap the discussion of this context, described in section 1.3. The 
Netherlands has had a tradition of citizen participation since the early 1970s 
and interactive policy making and coproduction since the early 1990s; they have 
more recently become a front runner in supporting citizens’ initiatives (Van de 
Wijdeven, de Graaf & Hendriks, 2013). This development has been encouraged 
and supported by policies on a national level that try to evoke the idea of the 
Netherlands as a ‘participation society’ (Government of the Netherlands, 2013). 
At the local level, many municipalities, including those included in this study, have 
also adopted policies to promote and facilitate citizen participation processes and 
citizens’ initiatives (Van Den Bongaardt, 2018). The neighborhood managers we 
interviewed in this study typically work in these teams as a liaison between the 
municipal organization and its neighborhoods and residents. All this, however, 
does not mean that in practice, even though it has increased and has (rhetorical) 
support, public engagement has become dominant. 

Our main aim, within the Dutch context, was to have a variety of cases (of practices 
used to engage the public) within which to look for a shared pattern. At the 
beginning of 2017, we started to look for Dutch local governments that shared our 
interest in frontline practices of civil servants. Over a period of several months, 
we formed a consortium with six municipalities. Together, the municipalities form 
an interesting range, varying amongst others in geographical location, number 
of inhabitants (ranging from close to 50.000 to over 200.000 inhabitants) and 
degree of urbanization (CBS, 2017). Within the six municipalities we looked for civil 
servants who, in their daily job, have regular contact with outside stakeholders 
and were willing to talk openly about their work with us. 
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By choosing mostly experienced civil servants, we aimed to generate practice 
stories we can learn from. As Forester (2006) explains: 

We are looking for experienced actors, not spectators. We are looking not for 
the football fan twenty rows up in the stadium to get to know what he or she 
thinks; we are looking for the muscular, shrewd player on the field who can 
begin to tell us how he or she moves when this or that happens, when he or 
she sees whatever cues and clues he or she finds significant in the game. So 
we are after insiders, actors who can speak about their own moves [...], not 
spectators who can speak only about what others seem actually to do from 
afar (p. 576). 

The civil servants in the study, 23 men and 22 women, work in three types of 
positions. A first group (17 respondents) consists of neighborhood managers and 
relationship managers, whose jobs are inherently outward-oriented. Although 
their exact job description and title differs from city to city, they all spend much 
time outside city hall. Their day-to-day interactions with citizens resemble those 
of classical front-line workers (Lipsky, 1980; Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003), 
yet they do not implement a partic,ular policy. Rather, they are generalists 
who respond to citizens’ initiatives, ideas and complaints and represent the 
neighborhood towards the municipality, and the other way around. Second, we 
interviewed project managers (10 respondents). Developing and implementing 
ways to engage the public in the development of these projects was generally 
part of the project management process. The aim, shape and intensity of this 
engagement varied and was partly determined by the assignment from the 
local administration, partly by the project managers and their team. Finally, our 
sample includes policy advisors (18 respondents), who are specialized in for 
example, planning, traffic, social policy or communication, who were involved in 
projects and policy development, based on their expertise. Most policy advisors 
encountered citizens and stakeholders at meetings related to the projects they 
were involved in. Some were more actively involved in developing and leading 
the engagement processes, in projects in which they had a more coordinating 
role. Finally, policy advisors responded to initiatives, ideas, and complaints from 
citizens – often brought to them by the neighborhood managers - related to their 
area of expertise. For these last two groups, citizen engagement is not their ‘core 
business’, but has become regular part of their work on projects and policies.
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Data collection
We generated our data through in-depth interviews. In-depth interviews do 

not give us direct access to the reality under study (Alvesson, 2011), nor do 
they capture all there is to practice(s). That does not mean, however, that what 
practitioners do cannot be accessed in large part through in-depth interviewing. 
Social practices are made apprehensible and understandable, primarily through 
language, because people can talk about them (Atkinson & Coffey, 2003; Sandberg 
& Pinnington, 2009). In addition, different civil servants involved with stakeholders 
may have complicated, multiple perspectives on these (same) processes. In such 
a situation, according to Johnson (2003, p. 105), “[I]n-depth interviews is likely the 
best approach, despite its known imperfection.” In general, they are the best way 
to develop detailed descriptions of events and processes as agents experience 
them (Weiss, 1994). 

Our interviews allowed us to explore, in detail, cases that civil servants deal with 
on a daily basis. In the interviews, we asked the civil servants to choose one or 
more engagement processes they had recently been involved in and walk us 
through them. We constantly asked for these civil servants’ concrete activities and 
experiences. We asked, in addition, what was difficult and surprising, and asked 
when they experienced success or disappointment. Following John Forester’s work 
(1999; 2006), we aimed for “detailed oral histories focused on ‘insiders’ concrete, 
messy stories of practice that are produced in interviews revolving around a case 
of the phenomenon of interest in the research” (Forester, 2006, p. 448), which in 
this study is engagement practices. The 45 interviews each lasted approximately 
1.5 hours, on average. The topic list is included in appendix A.

Analyzing data
The interviews were conducted in Dutch, audio-taped and transcribed verbatim. 
The transcripts were coded using NVivo software. Initial coding focused on the 
concrete activities the civil servants engaged in. Fifteen activities appeared in the 
majority of the respondents’ accounts of the cases they have been working on: 
making contact, keeping contact, listening, explaining, thinking along, connecting 
people, providing material support, organizing meetings, facilitating dialogue, doing 
research, involving colleagues, negotiating with colleagues, crafting alternatives, 
decision making and writing up. We do not claim that civil servants engage in all 
of these activities in every case they deal with, only that these activities appeared 
in many cases. With a more focused coding we zoomed in on how the different 
activities were related to each other, to understandings that fueled them, and which 
purposes they served. This led us to see how the civil servants combined activities in 
five key practices and the activities and understandings that are key to them. 
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Throughout our research we combined literature study, interviews, and analyses, 
as is often done in qualitative research (Charmaz, 2014). In that sense, we worked 
abductively (Van Maanen et al. 2007; Ashworth, McDermott & Currie, 2019). 
Important to our research was the writing of shorter and longer memos and 
the discussions between us about the data, analyses, and literature we read. 
Brainstorming and comparing ideas was used in moving between the different 
stages of the analysis. In moving from the initial activities to overarching practices 
and moving from the practices to the concepts (e.g., the notion of bricolage) that 
characterize the overall demeanor of the civil servants.  

After the first round of interviews, we evaluated the topic list and engaged in our 
first analysis. During this analysis, we cut the cases up in stages. Only later did we 
see that their practices did not fall into neat stages. They are better seen as part of 
a repertoire that agents make as they deal with their cases. During later analyses, 
we also came to see the importance of bricolage. We had read about this concept 
before we started, but now decided to go back to the literature to learn more 
about it. Bricolage can be seen as a meta-practice or a way of working that unites 
multiples of the practices we encountered; in this study, for instance, agents used 
contacts they had or unused materials that were left over from project A to create 
a solution in project B. Four months after we finished the interviews, we discussed 
our initial interpretations of the data with groups of civil servants in each of the six 
municipalities. This informant feedback (Schwartz-Shea, 2013) helped us to refine 
and improve our understanding.

4.3. Findings: five key practices
On the basis of our analysis, we present in this section five practices that the civil 
servants we talked to use in their work: understanding the situation, building 
rapport and trust, building shared resolutions, aligning processes ‘outside’ and 
‘inside’ city hall and practical support. We will now first discuss the five practices 
separately. Quotes from the interviews illustrate key activities (Appendix B) and 
key understandings (Appendix C) for each of the five practices.

Understanding the situation 
Before deciding how to approach a specific situation, civil servants invariably try to 
gain a better understanding of it. Situations, the civil servants know, do not explain 
themselves: which actors and interests are - or should be - involved, what is actually 
at stake and what are possible approaches? To answer these questions, the civil 
servants make contact with the citizens or relevant other stakeholders involved, 
preferably face to face. This allows them to see the situation for themselves and 
to listen carefully, often attempting to get at what is really at stake for the people 
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they talk to. Neighborhood manager Fred, for example, wanted to figure out why 
a group of citizens resisted an initiative for a mountain bike trail: 

First, I invited them here at the office a few times. Then they mentioned: ‘’you 
should come watch; do you even know what it looks like?’’ When I get that 
signal, I’ll be the first to dive into it, and go visit. […] so we walked around the 
forest, I asked them to point out the things they enjoy so much – to get them 
into a positive mind set – and then ask what they feel is being threatened 
and why. So I try to ask: ‘’how big are these groups? How often do they ride 
by? Do they make any noise?’’ I already know all of these things myself, but 
I want to know what they are afraid of. You are almost like a psychologist 
(Neighborhood manager Fred)8.

Another part of understanding the situation happens inside city hall. Working on a 
case typically requires some research into the relevant rules, plans and policies, the 
history of a particular site or case, the costs of a possible intervention, and/or what 
budgets are available. More often than not, this involves consulting colleagues 
with the right expertise. Figuring out which departments and colleagues are 
involved and how they feel about the situation is often part of this investigation as 
well (e.g., Appendix B, quotes F1 and E2). This enables the civil servant to imagine 
what can and should be done next. 

Box 6. Example of a case9

A group of youngsters had been creating a nuisance in their neighborhood. Over time, however, the 
teenagers developed a positive relationship with the youth workers in the neighborhood. At some 
point, they decide to start an initiative to build a clubhouse and ask the municipality for help with their 
initiative. The local maintenance manager, Fiona, looks into the land use plans to identify possible 
locations for the clubhouse and helps the teenagers apply for a permit to build the clubhouse at 
the location they choose. In order to provide material support for the clubhouse, she connects the 
youths with a contractor, who has been working for the municipality, who has a spare container they 
can use to build their clubhouse. In addition, she connects them with a social entrepreneur who is 
active in the neighborhood and helps them work with the materials donated by the contractor. At 
the same time, she mediates between the youths and the (potential) neighbors of the clubhouse, 
who worried that the problems would start over again. They agree to a movable clubhouse and 
make agreements about handling potential future problems. As this process takes quite a while, 
she makes sure to keep in contact with the teens to keep them informed of the processes within 
the municipality and takes them to a football game in the municipality’s skybox “as a reward, and to 
overcome all the waiting.”

8  The names of the civil servants quoted in the paper are pseudonyms. 
9  To get a better feel for how these practices may be combined, Box 6 illustrates in more detail how 
Neighborhood maintenance manager Fiona handled an initiative from a group of teenagers in her 
neighborhood.  
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Building rapport and trust
Engaging in face-to-face contact and listening, not only serves the purpose of 
understanding a situation. It also helps building rapport with stakeholders and 

gaining their trust. Meeting people in person allows civil servants to demonstrate 
their interest in people’s (personal) situation, to create an informal atmosphere, 
to connect with people on a more personal level, and to show that they take 
them seriously (e.g., Appendix B, quotes A8, C5). As a counterpart of listening, civil 
servants also need to explain policies and laws that are in place. One of the project 
managers told us that if he sits down at the table [with people] and gives them 
attention, [he] usually gets a lot further. People get to tell their story and you can 
put your side of the story at the table: why things just go as they go in municipal 
organizations, whether you like it or not. There is an idea behind it, and if you 
explain that idea to them, you can see them thinking: 

‘’Yeah, that is also true. They have a point.’’ You generate some understanding’’ 
(Project leader Casper). 

Multiple civil servants stressed that such explaining is not a matter of talking down 
to citizens. Nowadays, you have to have a comprehensible, preferably even an 
inspiring story. As is illustrated in the clubhouse case in Box 6, building rapport 
does not end with merely meeting people. You need to keep in contact. The civil 
servants emphasize that it is important to stay in touch with citizens and inform 
them about the proceedings regarding their question, project or process. This 
is important because political and bureaucratic processes can take a long time 
and citizens, in particular, might start to think that the municipality has forgotten 
about them (e.g., Appendix B, E6). 

Building rapport and trust is intrinsically important to most respondents, but it 
may also be a precondition for (future) cooperation. Several respondents, for 
example, talked about how they created space for emotions during meetings, to 
be able to move on towards solutions afterwards. Neighborhood maintenance 
manager, Alex, for example, reflects on a project in which: “at first, we wanted to 
let them draw and sketch a design, but we saw quite early on that that was one 
step too far. We first had to deal with the agitation in order to move on.” Through 
the interviews we learned how new developments might cause some citizens 
to fear their neighborhood will change for the worse, and that distrust of local 
government, originating from failed expectations or negative experiences years 
before, surfaced during meetings. 

Maintaining a positive relationship, therefore, is considered important. Project 
manager Bianca, for example, invested in the relationship with the residents of 
a street where she would lead a long-term construction process. She created an 
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information stall in the neighborhood to create personal contact, and a Facebook 
page that featured stories of the progress in the project and personal stories of 
the people involved. She also provided the residents with a handcart they could 
use when they break open the pavement. She explains: 

We tried all these little things – you might wonder, does it really matter? – 
but they did create an atmosphere of togetherness, and that helps at those 
moments where it gets tense or things go wrong … because as a municipality, 
you will get back to the neighborhood, new things will pop up, and as a civil 
servant, you will be generalized. So, I believe you need to leave on a positive 
note, for your colleagues.

Her efforts aimed not only at developing a productive understanding and collaboration 
during the project, but also afterwards, as she realized that past interactions affect the 
future cooperation. In a nutshell: relationships matter in the long run.

Developing shared resolutions 
Another practice civil servants employ is aimed at developing shared resolutions 
with the stakeholders involved in a specific project or issue. They know that they 
have to work together, and this has become a crucial value in itself. They think 
along with the citizens about how their ideas can be realized, their initiatives can 
be improved upon, and their complaints taken into account. For the “specialists” 
(civil servants who are specialized in a certain discipline, like planners), this involves 
providing the citizens with relevant technical and substantive knowledge or skills. 
Thinking along may also include providing the citizens with strategic advice, for 
example on where to find funding, or giving constructive criticism. If they do not 
have the relevant expertise themselves, they involve a colleague who does. In 
addition, they connect the people they engage with others who might have similar 
ideas, or bring them into contact with organizations, entrepreneurs or others who 
may be able to help them. In the example in Box 6, for instance, a civil servant 
connected youths who wanted to develop a clubhouse in their neighborhood with 
a local contractor who provided them with the materials (see also Appendix B, A2).

In the majority of cases, the respondents interact with more than one stakeholder. 
They typically engage groups, whose members may have a different perspective 
on the matter. ‘’Putting the neighborhood first’ according to one neighborhood 
manager means “not just fighting for the interests of the residents [who want 
something], but trying to get all the interests into the open” (Feedback sessions, 
30-10-2018). Respondents told us, for example, they routinely ask citizens who 
approach them with an initiative to demonstrate some form of broader support 
in the neighborhood. Stakeholders do not always reach consensus on their own. 
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Community managers and policy advisors at times mediate between citizens 
when the initiative of one group leads to the protest of another. Box 6 shows, for 
example, how a civil servant mediated between local teenagers’ initiative for a 
clubhouse and worried residents living nearby.

Project managers and planners, in addition, are regularly confronted with conflicts 
between real estate developers and residents. Planner Arthur, for example, decided 
to step in on such a dispute between a developer and the residents, as ‘’there is a 
gap - the developer is used to speaking this jargon, and they [the citizens] are not, 
so there I had to help them a little bit’’. Knowledge and expertise are important in 
thinking along about possibilities and, ideally, crafting and proposing alternatives 
that incorporate or bridge the different perspectives and interests (e.g., Appendix 
B, F3). After speaking with the residents several times, planner Arthur proposed 
a resolution that was feasible for the developer and acceptable to the residents: 
‘’What if we, instead of two-tier houses with a pointed roof … build one-layer 
bungalows, and spread the houses over the location, around some kind of garden?’’ 
This resolution allowed the developer to build marketable houses, as planned, while 
at the same time satisfying the residents’ wishes to keep their spacious green view.

Aligning inside and outside 
A fourth part of civil servants’ work involves trying to align ideas, initiatives 
and complaints from outside city hall with formal policies, laws, processes and 
resources (Wagenaar, 2004). Across the board, this means looking into and 
explaining the legal, technical, procedural and substantive conditions under which 
ideas can be allowed or supported by local government and helping citizens to 
meet these conditions. Sometimes, this merely means helping a citizen to apply 
for a permit (see Box 6), or translating citizens’ ideas into technical language, like 
planner Arthur did (above), and translating them into official documents. 

In other cases, aligning requires actively promoting an idea or initiative in the 
local bureaucracy, getting colleagues involved and seeking connections with 
existing policies and associated budgets, in order to gain the permission or tools 
to realize it. This practice sometimes also involves aligning different interests and 
values within local government. For neighborhood manager Eddy who wanted to 
support a community garden created by residents, for example, merely finding 
a budget was not enough to help realize the initiative. Eddy had to convince his 
colleagues in the real estate department that a particular lot could be used for a 
community initiative, rather than be sold or rented to a commercial party. In order 
to make things work, therefore, building rapport and trust with colleagues may 
be just as important as building trust with outside stakeholders (see Appendix B, 
B1, for another strategy). In addition, it may require crafting alternative solutions.  
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Eddy, for example, reframed the community garden as ‘an allotment’ for which a 
whole different set of rules would apply: 

I sometimes cycle by the allotments by the train tracks, and then it occurred 
to me: why don’t we say this place will be one big allotment? That’s municipal 
property. What rate would apply then? I looked it up in our files … and it turned 
out to be a whole different rate.

Civil servants like Eddy believe that often, what stakeholders want can be 
compatible with what the local bureaucracy and administration want, even though 
it may not seem so at first glance (see Table 4). The conflicting interests, however, 
may not only be represented by conflict between the respondent on one side 
and their colleague from a different department on the other. In several cases, 
the respondents were confronted with situations in which their own values or 
responsibilities were in conflict. For instance, traffic specialist Amber struggled 
with citizens who prefer visible, official interventions to deal with speeding over 
the behavioral interventions she prefers as an expert: 

We didn’t want these kinds of official signs, so you’ll have to find some form 
of middle ground between unofficial and a little official, they told us. So we 
showed them some examples we had seen in other cities, and asked them: 
what do you think of this? Do you want to design your own sign, do you want 
it to be like… Yeah, we left them many options. Anyway, it’s a good thing, you 
show your commitment, but it is also difficult. … In principle, we want as little 
advertising and that kind of signs in public places as possible, but the aim of 
this pilot was to “let go”. 

Such cases require civil servants to do a lot of explaining, thinking along with citizens 
about alternative ways to realize their wishes, or crafting alternative solutions that 
accommodate both the wishes of the citizen and the demands of local policies 
and laws. Sometimes, it requires the willingness to compromise on the side of the 
civil servant. In order to meet citizens’ wishes in a specific case, the civil servant 
might need to interpret rules and policies more broadly or adopt a solution that, 
from a professional viewpoint, might be not be optimal. Civil servants, then, must 
not only develop an understanding of what is at stake for stakeholders, but also 
critically reflect on their own position and carefully consider what is negotiable 
and what is not. Planner Arthur, for example, explained that he wanted to find 
a solution acceptable to the residents in their dispute with the developer, but he 
would not have accepted shutting down the project entirely, given the need for 
housing in the city. Neighborhood manager Eddy, in addition, emphasized that 
he would only support the community garden, as long as it would be open to all 
visitors, benefitting the neighborhood as a whole. 
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Supporting practically
Finally, the civil servants also provide practical support for both the citizen 
engagement processes, as well as ideas and initiatives emerging from these 
interactions. Civil servants organize meetings to collect input from citizens on 
particular projects, policies or developments, or encourage them to develop 
initiatives themselves and facilitate dialogue between the participants in these 
meetings. Understanding the situation, building rapport and trust, developing 
shared resolutions with citizens and other stakeholders, and aligning inside 
and outside regularly build up to supporting the initiative and ideas emerging 
from citizen engagement and stakeholder collaborations. Often, civil servants 
facilitate the initiators with material resources such as supplies, or suggest a 
location to meet, or by hosting an event. Or they support ideas and projects by 
providing (partial) funding. Appendix B provides several examples. Returning to 
neighborhood manager Eddy and ‘his’ community garden, he finally managed to 
facilitate them realizing their plans by directing the initiators of the garden to an 
additional funding opportunity: 

I had gotten some funding from the province for [a different neighborhood 
garden project]. That was not going very fast at the start – it started at about 
the same time as [the community garden initiative] – so I contacted the 
province to see if the funding could not be spent more broadly. Yes, it could. 
So that’s how I managed in the end; you have to be creative and persistent.

In sum, civil servants know the local government can provide stakeholders with 
resources to give their ideas and initiatives a push, although they sometimes have 
to be “creative and persistent” to access them. In Table 4 we present an overview of 
the five practices with their key activities, key understandings and important tools.
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Practice Key activities Key Understanding Tools 
1 Understanding the 

situation
Listening,
Researching

Situations do not present 

themselves
Local knowledge, 
bureaucratic knowledge

2 Building rapport 
and trust

Making contact,
Keeping contact,
Listening 

Relationships matter in 
the long run

Social skills

3 Developing shared 
resolutions

Thinking along,
Connecting people,
Mediating conflicts,
Crafting alternatives

We have got to work 

together and search for 
shared interests

Technical and substantive 
knowledge, 
Mediation skills

4 Aligning inside and 
outside 

Involving colleagues,
Convincing colleagues,
Explaining

What stakeholders want 

can be compatible with 
what we want 

Knowledge about a 

situation (from practice 1),
Bureuacratic knowledge, 
Negotiating skills

5 Supporting 
practically

Organizing meetings,
Facilitating dialogue,
Providing material 
support

Stakeholders lack 
resources local 
government can provide

Rooms, 
Budgets, 
Facilitation tools, 
Organizational knowledge

Table 4. Overview of practices

4.4. Conclusion and Discussion
Now that we have described, in detail, the practices of the civil servants we 
studied, we want to discuss what the work of these frontline workers entails on 
a more abstract level. First, confirming other research (Wagenaar, 2004; Bartels, 
2013; Laws & Forester, 2015), the work of civil servants in public engagement 
is interactive and relational through and through. The key understandings of 
the practices we encountered are all about the importance of connecting and 
connectivity (compare Van Meerkerk & Edelenbos, 2014). The public good, 
in other words, is not an institutional given. The meaning of the public good is 
emerging from the process of engagement. Illustrative of this development is the 
need for specialists to directly ask the public what they want, instead of relying 
on their own expertise. Moreover, understanding what is at stake, developing 
shared resolutions, and aligning inside and outside presuppose a commitment 
to understanding others and taking their perspective into account throughout the 
processes of policy making. The work, rooted in earlier interactions, is propelled 
by further interactions and oftentimes infused with emotions and (dis)trust. 
Building rapport and trust, then, is not only a normative but also often a practical 
necessity. This requires civil servants to “presume less, probe more, announce 
less and listen more” (Laws & Forester, 2015, p. 343), and start from an “attitude of 
caring involvement, inquiry, and wonder” (Forester, 1989, p. 111). 
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Second, this relational image does not only apply to encounters between civil 
servants and agents outside the organization, but also what civil servants do in their 
own organizations to make engagement work. While the focus of much research on 
the frontline workers has often been on the encounter between frontline workers 
and their clients (Lipsky, 1980), our fieldwork and analysis brought us to further 
investigate the embeddedness of civil servants’ agency in their organization and 
peer relations (Nisar & Maroulis, 2017). This has been undertheorized in some of 
the best research on frontline work (e.g., Maynard-Moody and Musheno 2003; 
Bartels, 2013). The civil servants need their colleagues to collaborate with them as 
they often do not have a direct mandate or large budgets at their disposal. They 
need the involvement of their colleagues, “their” permission or resources, because 
the ideas, initiatives and complaints from the public often do not (yet) have a place 
in policy plans and budgets.

These observations also broaden our understanding of citizen engagement by 
developing better understanding of how ‘front-stage’ encounters with citizens 
are, in part, depend on work that happens ‘backstage’, within the municipal 
organization (Escobar, 2015). They show how, in practice, different government 
roles and values can be connected and aligned (Maynard-Moody & Musheno 
2003; Rhodes, 2016; Kruyen & Van Genugten, 2020; Væggemose et al., 2018). The 
rules and policies, the interests of different local government departments and 
civil servants’ professional opinions are also vital ingredients of the emergent 
public good. 

A third general point is that the work of civil servants engaging citizens could 
indeed be better understood in terms of agency (highly interactive and partly 
improvisational) than in terms of discretion (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2012). 
The practices do not form an organizational rulebook that all practitioners follow. 
The practices and activities that are key to them are not conducted in a neat 
sequence. They might even take place simultaneously, like when a civil servant is 
listening to both understand a problem and to build a relation (compare Forester, 
1989). They are part of civil servants’ repertoire. 

Furthermore, civil servants know that an entrepreneurial and improvisational way 
of working can help them get the job done. To be more specific, their work is like 
that of the bricoleur, who is able to make do with the limited resources available. 
The concept of bricolage highlights how the civil servants draw up on existing 
resources – material, cognitive, social and institutional – when they improvise 
(Bechky & Okhuysen, 2011). Bricoleurs “bring to the dialogue the experiences, 
ideas, methods, and scenarios that they can imagine and then jointly piece them 
together to create a strategy on which all can agree” (Innes & Booher, 1999, p. 9) 
when they develop shared resolutions and align inside and outside. They attempt 
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to connect ideas from outside with people, policy agendas, events and budgets 
in city hall in order to gain the tools – budgets, materials, permission – to realize 
these ideas, to make them acceptable and feasible (Wagenaar, 2004). To be sure, 
this is hard work and civil servants are not always able to make collaborations 
successful. They may be confronted with clashing values and perspectives or be 
hampered by boundaries of the local bureaucracy. Still, these different values 
and perspectives, rules and policies not only constrain, but also enable the civil 
servants in their engagement work. 

To sum up, public engagement has become an increasingly important aspect of local 
governance in the Netherlands and many other (Western) European countries and 
the United States. Recent public administration research has pointed out the crucial 
role of (frontline) civil servants in present day public engagement, and highlighted 
the need for the ‘21st century public service workforce’ to adopt new roles and skills 
to manage these processes. Our data and analyses build on the existing literature 
and contribute to it by exploring how civil servants make sense of and fulfill their 
role in public engagement in practice. We specified five key practices. Together, 
these practices form a generic, coherent picture of the everyday work of frontline 
civil servants in public engagement. This picture expands our understanding of the 
relational and improvisational character of public engagement, and how it is part 
and parcel of civil servants’ broader work context.

We want to end this paper by indicating some of the limits of our research and 
possibilities for future research. First, our research has been limited by the context 
of Dutch local government. To be sure, with 45 interviewees working in six different 
municipalities our research evidenced substantial variety. Also, we do not claim 
that the practices we encountered are engaged in by each and every civil servant 
working on the front line of local government. We do not believe that in practice in 
the average Dutch municipality collaboratively creating the city is a dominant way 
of doing, yet cities in the Netherlands have been at least increasingly expected to 
engage in a joined search for the public good. 

Even if the shift we bring in focus is also taking place elsewhere (e.g., Denhardt & 
Denhardt, 2015; Osborne, 2010; Torfing et al., 2012; Nabatchi et al., 2014), public 
engagement takes on particular forms in particular contexts and thus civil servants 
in other contexts will deal with ideas, initiatives and complaints in similar but also 
different ways. We do believe, however, that this study provides an analytical 
understanding of how public engagement unfolds in practice, through the work 
of civil servants, that is also relevant to (civil servants in) other countries and 
domains. In future research, the study and comparison with other contexts might 
help us understand practices better and capture further (other) developments.    
Second, we studied the practices of civil servants at the frontlines: neighborhood 
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managers, policy advisors and project managers, in particular. We searched for 
their general practices and demeanor when they engage the public. It would be 
interesting to compare their practices with those of other frontline workers engaging 
the public. How do these practitioners deal with new demands and expectations? We 
found, in addition, that cooperation between civil servants is vital in making public 
engagement work. Future research may explore in more detail how civil servants in 
different roles and positions work together and divide tasks. In addition, we looked 
at the work in public engagement from the perspective of civil servants, how they 
make sense of the situations their role and the situations they encounter (Maynard-
Moody & Musheno, 2003). It would be, furthermore, interesting to see the practices 
of frontline workers from the perspective of citizens and other stakeholders, which 
will likely reveal a different, additional narrative (Aschhoff & Vogel, 2019). This might 
also help to highlight the ways in which civil servants and local governments fail to 
take “their” public into account. 

Finally, there are limits in the methodology and methods that we employed. Our 
analyses were primarily based on semi-structured interviews within an interpretive 
framework. This allowed us to zoom in on the details of the work and understand 
the work from the position of those who do it. Interviews, however, make you 
dependent on those experiences and ideas that interviewees are able and willing 
to make explicit. It would be useful to complement the interview approach with 
other strategies, like ethnographic fieldwork, that would allow an even deeper 
immersion into the world of present-day civil service. Alternatively, researchers 
might develop survey or experimental strategies to better understand the ever-
evolving practices of those who serve and engage the public.  
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5. Citizen-agents and state-agents in collaborative 
decision making: Civil servants’ embedded agency in 
public engagement

5.1. Introduction
The previous chapter has explored what (frontline) civil servants do when 
they engage the public. We have seen that, although they generally share five 
key practices, civil servants’ engagement work does not follow a prescribed, 
standardized, linear pathway. Instead, the civil servants act on a particular 
situation as they encounter is and as it unfolds through time, together with 
the stakeholders involved. The civil servants work for the public good, but the 
specific meaning of the public good emerges from the engagement process. It can 
have different meanings in different situations. We have seen, in addition, that 
civil servants are active participants in these processes, who have (embedded) 
agency. The question remains, however: how do civil servants use their agency? 
How do the civil servants, for instance, end up providing support for some ideas, 
initiatives, questions, and concerns, and not others? Why do they hold on to rules 
and policies in some projects, and treat them more loosely in others? Whereas 
chapter 4 has shown that civil servants connect ideas, people, policy agendas, 
events, and budgets to create something new, chapter 5 explores the position civil 
servants take within this collaborative process of bricolage. The chapter explores 
civil servants’ decision making and embedded agency. It looks at how their agency 
is embedded and how they use their agency in public engagement processes.

The idea that frontline workers make decisions in specific situations (in light of 
general rules and policies) is not new. Rather, it has been widely accepted in 
the public administration literature a long time ago (see section 2.1.2). Frontline 
workers traditionally implement policies at the street level. In their daily work, 
‘’rules and other abstractions confront specific circumstances and specific people, 
both citizen-clients and fellow workers’’ (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2012, p. 
S19). Many studies have investigated how frontline workers make sense of the 
situations they encounter and how they account for the decisions they make 
(e.g., Lipsky, 1980; Vinzant and Crothers, 1996; Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 
2000; 2003; 2012; Bartels, 2013, Durose, 2009; 2011; Arnold, 2015; Paanakker, 
2019; Tummers et al., 2015). The literature has added, for instance, to the ‘state-
agent’ narrative of frontline discretion, in which frontline workers follow formal 
rules and procedures and use their discretion to make their work manageable, 
a ‘citizen-agent’ narrative, according to which frontline workers make (moral) 
judgments based on their understanding of the clients’ situation and character 
and engage in pragmatic improvisation (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2000; 2003; 
2012) (see section 2.1.2). 
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As discussed in section 2.1, the nature of frontline workers’ decisions and decision-
making process in such a setting is different from that in a more traditional 
street level bureaucracy context. Frontline workers no longer merely implement 
predefined policies, but are also increasingly expected to respond to citizens’ 
ideas, initiatives, questions, and concerns. In a contemporary participatory setting, 
frontline workers are expected to develop locally appropriate approaches in 
processes that cannot be pre-structured (Wagenaar, 2007; Durose, 2009; 2011; 
Johansson, 2012; Laws & Forester, 2015; Bartels, 2018). As a result, frontline civil 
servants seem to have more agency than ever. At the same time, they increasingly 
need to ‘share’ their decision-making power with external stakeholders and the 
citizens they serve (Van Eijk et al., 2019). They need to listen to stakeholders and 
engage in debate, deliberation, and dialogue with local communities (Forester, 
1999; Wagenaar, 2007; Bartels, 2016). 

From this literature, a narrative arises that I call the ‘community-agent’ 
narrative, in which the frontline civil servant aims to serve the local community 
by engaging in, and facilitating collaborative decision-making processes, and 
balancing bureaucratic and local knowledge. Despite this elaborate attention 
for collaborative processes, little is known about how frontline workers in local 
government make decisions and use their agency in a contemporary, participatory 
setting. The literature from which I draw the community-agent narrative (e.g. 
Wagenaar, 2007; Durose, 2009, 2011; Laws & Forester, 2015; Bartels, 2016; 2018; 
Vanleene, Voets & Verschuere, 2019), does not tell us much about the position 
frontline civil servants take in these collaborative processes. When engaging in 
collaborative processes, civil servants still make decisions, though. They need to 
decide, for instance, whether they will support an idea or initiative. In addition, 
they need to deal with different members of the community who do not always 
come to a consensus.  

Studies of public engagement processes point in different directions regarding the 
position civil servants as might take and the decisions they make in these types of 
situations. They provide examples of frontline civil servants acting as agents of the 
local community or particular active citizens or other stakeholders (e.g., Laws & 
Forester, 2015; Vanleene et al., 2018), as well as examples of civil servants holding 
on to rules, procedures, and their professional expertise (e.g., Bartels, 2018; 
Edelenbos, 2005; Aschhoff & Vogel, 2019). In other words, civil servants seem 
to act more as ‘community-agents’ and ‘citizen-agents’ in some situations, and 
more as ‘state-agents’ in others. The literature does not tell us, however, how to 
account for these different findings. This chapter addresses this gap and explores 
in more depth How civil servants use their agency and make decisions in public 

engagement processes?



92

CHAPTER 5

Based on the 45 semi-structured interviews with civil servants from six 
municipalities in the Netherlands, I explore the different ways in which civil servants 
use their agency and look at how their agency is embedded in their organizational 
and situational context. Using the literature on frontline agency (see section 2.1), 
I will pay special attention to the role of rules and bureaucratic knowledge, and 
the role of local knowledge, moral judgment and the citizen in shaping frontline 
civil servants’ agency and decisions. The concepts of the citizen-agent and the 
state-agent (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2000; 2003), still proved to be relevant 
categories for understanding civil servants’ decision making in a participatory 
setting. At the same time, however, the analysis in this chapter challenges and 
expands the concepts by adding the alternative community-agent narrative to 
the analysis. In addition, it expands, nuances and refines this community-agent 
narrative, by unveiling how elements from the other narratives, such as moral 
judgment and bureaucratic rules, still play a role in a participatory context.

In general, the analysis shows that the civil servants use their agency to support 
ideas, initiatives and concerns they believe contribute to the public good. Their 
perception of the public good, however, may change throughout the process, and 
is affected by their interactions with citizens and other stakeholders, and their 
colleagues in the local bureaucracy. The civil servants, therefore, alternate between 
using their agency on behalf of the community (being a ‘community-agent’), the 
individual citizen (being a ‘citizen-agent’) and on behalf the local government 
(being a ‘state-agent’). In addition, they constantly face trade-offs between serving 
the individual citizens they encounter and serving the community at large. 

Before moving on to these findings, I will briefly explain the research method 
underlying this chapter in section 5.2. The findings will be presented in section 5.3, 
followed by a short conclusion and discussion in section 5.4.

5.2. Methods
This chapter is based on the series of 45 semi-structured interviews with local 
civil servants that also forms the basis for chapter 4. The data collection process 
and selection of respondents is described in section 4.2. As this study is based on 
interviews with local civil servants and focuses on their experience, it should be 
noted that, like Maynard-Moody and Musheno’s studies that coined the ‘citizen-
agent’ narrative (2000; 2003), these patterns reflect the frontline civil servants’ 
own understanding and perspective on their work. We should keep in mind that 
the findings may paint a more positive picture of the (civil servant’s role in the) 
engagement process, than an account based on observations or interviews with 
citizens and other stakeholders would. 
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To be able to theorize about civil servants’ decision-making process, I coded the 
different decisions the civil servants made regarding ideas, initiatives, questions 
and concerns (see Charmaz, 2006; 2014). In this process, I started from the 
outcomes of the decision-making process. The resulting categories included 
providing direct support for an idea, initiative or concern; going the extra mile to 
provide support; providing partial support or find compromise; and not supporting 
an idea, initiative or concern. Next, I used the theory on frontline agency (see 2.1) 
as an analytical framework to analyze the decision-making processes that lead 
to the different outcomes. The key concepts, the ‘state-agent’, ‘citizen-agent’, 
‘community-agent’ narratives, are summarized in table 5. In the final stage of the 
analysis, I connected the different elements to different decisions. The findings of 
this analysis are presented in the next sections. The findings present an overview 
of the general patterns of how civil servants use their agency. To illustrate these 
patterns, appendix D contains additional quotes from the interviews connected to 
each of the patterns.

State-agent narrative
 

• FLW processes citizen-client
• Bureaucratic knowledge, rules and policies are leading
• Discretionary decision making based on self-interest

Citizen-agent narrative • FLW judges and serves (deserving) citizen-client 
• Rules as a tool to justify actions and decisions 
• Moral judgment, local knowledge and pragmatic improvisation are 

leading

Community-agent narrative • FLW serves community; citizen is active participant in decision 
making process

• Bureaucratic knowledge and local knowledge need to be leveraged 
and balanced

• Embedded agency in a collaborative process

Table 5. Key concepts frontline workers’ agency and decision making from the literature

During the analysis, all three narratives appeared to be helpful categories for 
analyzing and interpreting civil servants’ agency and decision making. These three 
narratives, summarized in table 5, form the main organizing structure in the 
findings section below. 

5.3. Findings
State-agents, citizen-agents, and community-agents in public engagement 
In the majority of cases I studied, citizens were not formally mandated to make 
decisions. All public engagement processes that featured in civil servants’ stories, 
however, involved at least some element of a collaborative decision-making 
process. In these processes, the civil servants generally aimed to serve citizens 
or the community more broadly. They aimed for consensus or a compromise, 
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but they primarily judged ideas and initiatives based on their perception of the 
impact on, and value for the community as a whole. The analysis of the data shows 
that, depending on their view of what is in the community’s interest, the civil 
servants sometimes used their agency on behalf of the individual citizens they 
encountered, and used their agency on behalf of the local government, other 
times, by implementing plans and following formal policy. The civil servants took 
different positions in different processes, but also in different moments within 
the same engagement process. The sections below explore when and how the 
civil servants acted as state-agents’ ‘citizen-agents’ and ‘community agents’ in the 
context of public engagement processes.

‘State-agents’ in the context of public engagement 
Instances of the ideal typical state-agent role, in which civil servants purely implemented 
rules and policies and merely used their discretion to make this manageable, rarely 
appeared in the civil servants’ stories on public engagement. In many cases, though, 
engaging the public started with a particular municipal policy, plan, or project. In most 
of these cases, the civil servants acted as an agent for this policy, plan, or project. The 
story of project manager Bianca in Box 7 illustrates such a case.

Box 7. Dealing with neighborhood concerns in housing refugees 

Project manager Bianca was responsible for developing a refugee center in the city, and involving 
the neighborhood in the process. Bianca explained the context of the project: ‘’you are going to 
implement something for the public interest where you will never get 100 percent of the people 
wanting to cooperate. You just have to deal with people who are fundamentally against it.’’ As a 
project manager, she could never fully incorporate these peoples’ preferences. The refugee center 
is coming, and it is coming to that specific location: ‘’I look at this from a citizen’s perspective, and 
I look at it from my colleagues’ preferences … and then see if I can bring them together as well as 
possible. For me, that is also a form of participation. That we do not send residents a letter saying: 
‘’this is what is going to happen’’, but ‘’we are planning to do it in this way’’. That does not mean we 
will not do it if you don’t agree, but we do want to optimize: what is a breaking point for you? Can we 
do something about it?’’

In order to discuss and accommodate these requests and concerns, Bianca set up an advisory group 
and invited the neighborhood to join. With this group, Bianca aimed to: ‘’go deeper than just which 
step are we going to take next? That you really try to find out what moves these people and why do 
they want or not want something?’’

Bianca served the public at large, which, in this case, meant housing refugees 
in the city. The project and the municipal rules and policies she was assigned 
to implement formed a clear starting point and framework for this. To Bianca, 
though, treating individual residents justly during the process, was also important. 
She aimed to include them in the decision-making process and address as much 
of their concerns as possible. It was clear from the beginning, however, that she 
could not support all requests they might make.
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Elements of the state-agent role in the data were not limited to the more traditional 
‘top-down’ policy processes. Civil servants also took it on themselves to keep an eye 
on rules and policies when responding to ideas, initiatives, questions, and concerns 
emerging from the neighborhood. In several cases, the civil servants were not 
willing or able to provide the support that was initially asked for, because of this. 

This did not mean, however, that the civil servants rigidly followed the rules 
and stopped facilitating the idea or initiative altogether. Instead, they tried to 
understand stakeholders’ underlying needs or concerns. In these types of cases, 
the civil servants often pragmatically looked for alternative ways to realize the 
citizens’ or community’s needs, without breaking rules or policies. Neighborhood 
maintenance manager Brian, for example, was asked for help by a primary school 
principal who wanted to do a project to clean up the village the school was in. 
The school had chosen a location near a busy road, creating what Brian believed 
to be a dangerous situation. Brian came up with an alternative way to support 
the school’s project: he rented the school a bus to do their action at a nearby 
park: ‘’The school loved it. The bus trip itself was much fun for the kids, and I 
rather invest 350 euros and have the kids do their cleaning project, than tell the 
school that we’re not allowing it’’. Here, elements of the state-agent narrative are 
combined with elements of the citizen-agent or community-agent narratives. 

Project manager Casper explained this type of response as follows: 

I feel you have the obligation to see: you have these rules, and what this 
person wants to do to in that location does not fit with the rules. I can look 
at: are there any sub-articles in the rules that provide some lenience? If not, is 
there some room in the citizens’ request?  … A lot is possible if you keep asking 
and listening and think along.

The civil servants often, but not always, managed to find such a solution. The 
civil servants told a range of stories (12) in which they did not manage or decide 
to support an initiative at all. Project manager Casper finished his argument for 
thinking along and seeking solutions with: ‘’Sometimes, in the end, it turns out it is 
not possible, you have at least given it serious thought. You might not get a solution, 
but you do get some understanding.’’ In these cases, however, the civil servants 
still aimed to maintain a positive relationship with the citizens and, preferably, 
come to a joint conclusion that the initiative was not feasible. This happened, for 
example, in the story told by neighborhood managers Emily in Box 8. 
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Box 8. The joint conclusion not to pursue an initiative 

Neighborhood manager Emily got a question from three residents about a vacant lot in their 
neighborhood. The residents wanted to develop a meadow with goats and sheep and other animals. 
Emily liked the idea and appreciated their effort: ‘’they had a lovely idea, for the kids from the 
neighborhood, but also for people passing by on their walks…’’ 

She went to the place to meet with the residents and took the neighborhood maintenance manager 
(‘wijkbeheerder’) along with her. Before meeting the residents, she had already done some research, 
looking into the zoning plan, into the possibilities. It turned out that the lot did not belong to the 
municipality, and the owner was planning to develop real estate in the future. Emily proposed the 
residents could do something temporary, but the residents did not want to create a temporary 
meadow, which she understood. During their conversation, some other things came up, which the 
residents had not yet considered, like the potential nuisance for the neighbors: ‘’the idea wouldn’t 
bounce because of that, but you have to think about it. You and I might really like it, the little goats 
and rabbits, but on a hot summer day it might smell pretty bad, and will everyone still like it then?’’  
Looking back, she reflected ‘’it is really sad, but you have taken people and their question seriously, 
you talk it over with them, look into things, explain why, how and what with the zoning plan and 
things. And well… in the end you come to the joint conclusion that we can’t do it.’’

Emily looked for opportunities to support the initiative because she believed the 
initiative could have a positive impact on the community, and because she appreciated 
the efforts the residents had made. Research into the rules and procedures at play, 
however, made her see some problems. Together with the initiators, she came to 
the joint conclusion that the investments and potential negative effects outweigh 
the benefits. Emily’s story shows that not facilitating an initiative and/ or abiding the 
rules does not necessarily go against the citizens’ or community’s preferences. It can 
also be the outcome of a collaborative decision-making process. 

‘Citizen-agents’ in the context of public engagement 
In general, the data show that the civil servants tried to support active citizens and 
stakeholders, facilitate their initiatives, and resolve their questions and complaints, 
when possible. Providing support was possible when the resources were readily 
available – for instance, in the form of a budget for initiatives or a project in 
which ideas can be incorporated – when there were little or no potential negative 
impacts for (other residents of) the neighborhood and the initiative did not come 
into conflict with municipal rules and policies. Neighborhood manager Eddy, 
for example, explained he worked on a project to stimulate and subsidize local 
vegetable gardens. This made it easy for him to support these types of initiatives, 
if the gardens were in a safe and public place. Project manager Dennis, working 
on a project to bring back an old river to the city center, could easily incorporate 
citizens’ ideas to make the riverbanks wheelchair accessible and greener, as the 
ideas fit with the general aim and budget of the project. 
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Not all initiatives were as easy to support, however. When engaging the public, civil 
servants had to deal, for instance, with rules and policies, with other values, and 
with the interests of the wider community. These elements can easily come into 
conflict. Something as simple as a tree, for instance, can cause serious conflict. 
A tree on the sidewalk can have a different meaning or function to different 
stakeholders. It can be of essential importance to one resident, and a nuisance to 
another. It can be a significant element of a city’s the climate policy and a thorn in 
the side of the traffic department, when placed in the wrong spot.

Reflective of the citizen-agent narrative, such complexity did not lead civil servants 
to easily give up on the more difficult cases, or that they only support the ‘easy’ 
cases. Almost two thirds of the interview respondents (31) told one or more 
stories in which they took an entrepreneurial role towards active citizens and 
stakeholders, to create the conditions to support their idea, initiative, question, or 
complaint. Neighborhood manager Fred’s story, in Box 9, illustrates such a case.  

Box 9. Mediating for a mountain bike trail

Neighborhood manager Fred was working with a mountain biking club that planned to develop a 
trail through a city forest. Fred, who is a mountain biker himself, enjoyed working with the initiators. 
The mountain bikers faced some opposition, though, from residents who had a holiday cabin in the 
forest. These residents owned some of the ground in the forest and had united themselves to start 
a legal procedure to prevent the trail going on or near their property. Fred explained that he took a 
mediating role in the process. He tried to build rapport and take their concerns seriously: ‘’The fact 
that you pay attention to their arguments, the fact that you listen to them, walk with them, see the 
site with them’’. He tried to understand their arguments, but also to find out if these are valid: to 
understand why they did not want to have the mountain bikers around. He explained that visiting 
the site made it easier to understand the context of their concerns, but it did not change the nature 
of their objections, which he finds mostly (too) emotional and sometimes unfair. 

At the same time, Fred also tried to understand the situation form a legal perspective. Doing 
research and involving his legal colleagues, he found out that mountain biking is legal in the forest. 
In the end, Fred continued working on the trail with the mountain bikers, starting with the parts of 
the trail that did were undisputed, all the while still working with the residents to reach consensus. 
He aimed to temper the mountain bikers: ‘’You know what, the breeding season just takes that long. 
So, if you cannot do it before, you have to wait for three months. Is that really so bad? It gives you 
three months of space.’’

Fred’s story illustrates how civil servants invested their time and efforts to help 
active citizens or stakeholders whose ideas they liked, even when it was difficult. 
It shows how civil servants might use formal rules and policies to justify their 
support to particular citizens or stakeholders. The story also shows, though, 
that in a participatory context, being an agent for some citizens, can mean not 
being an agent for others. You cannot always find consensus. Fred listened to 
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the opponents’ arguments, but he deemed them too emotional and unfair. Still, 
though, he kept investing in the relationship with these opponents along the way, 
even though he did not agree with them.

In most cases in which citizens’ ideas or initiatives caused resistance among other 
members of a local community, the civil servants, unlike Fred, decided not to 
facilitate these ideas or initiatives. Consistent with the community-agent narrative, 
local support was generally treated as an indicator of community value and a 
condition for the municipality to provide support. In a few of these cases, however, 
the civil servants still used their agency to support the idea or initiative, because, 
like Fred, they believed it would be of great value to the neighborhood or even the 

municipality at large. Fred aimed to support the mountain bike initiative, because 
he believed it would have an added value to the forest, and therefore be in the 
interest of the wider community. Here, the citizen-agent narrative often interacted 
or overlapped with the community-agent narrative, that will be discussed in the 
next section. 

‘Community-agents’ in the context of public engagement
In most engagement processes, the civil servants used their agency primarily to 
serve the community. They worked with community members to develop shared 
plans or resolutions, and provided support to put them into practice. Broad 
support for an idea or initiative among community members was considered a key 
reason to support an idea, initiative, or concern. It could even be a condition for 
providing municipal support. In the least, broad support among the community 
members made it easier to facilitate, as the story below, in Box 10, will illustrate. 
The story shows how a civil servant used his agency on behalf of the community, 
by building support for their needs inside the municipal organization.  
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Box 10. Turning austerities into investments

Neighborhood manager Eric often works with a ‘neighborhood team’ of residents. In neighborhood 
X, the one of the issues the team had put on the agenda concerned a pond. The pond was scheduled 
to be removed by the municipality due to austerities. Eric explained: ‘’for us –to put it crudely – the 
pond indeed is a bit of a nonentity a that has been leaking for years and costs a lot of money to 
maintain.’’ Renovations would be costly, so the city council had decided to close it down. From the 
conversations with the residents, however, a different picture arose. To them, the pond was an icon 
of the neighborhood, a place of togetherness, and a place of peace and quiet. Eric started to see the 
meaning of the pond to the residents. The neighborhood team asked Eric for help, to figure out what 
to they could do about the situation, and whether it was sensible or feasible to do anything at all. 
Eric appreciated the neighborhood teams’ attitude: ‘’They want to [do something about it], but they 
are not sure how. We are used to living in some kind of welfare state, but now you slowly but surely, 
you see people moving from only protesting … to thinking: there is no point in protesting, we need 
to do something about it.’’ 

Eric explained to me that his next step was to find out whether it would be feasible to maintain the 
pond, by looking at (potential) support for the idea inside and outside city hall: 

‘’I am pragmatic, that is why I do this job, I think. I went inside and just started to peel off the layers: 
it concerns maintenance… it is also concerns planning, because you need make some kind of design 
if we really want to do something with it. I also involved someone in charge of sewerage. Also, it 
turned out that if you look at it from a historical point of view, the pond has originated from a brook 
– that is long gone – but it has historical value. That is how I try to get the full picture. I divide it into 
opportunities and barriers and find a balance between those – or I try to spin it so that we get more 
opportunities than barriers, and slowly let go of the idea of austerity.’’

He also aimed to check whether the idea to maintain the pond could count on more support in 
the neighborhood, whether the neighborhood team was really invested in working on it. The 
neighborhood team held an online survey in the neighborhood: ‘’how do you feel about the pond 
being removed… if you state it like that, you know for sure people will answer that they do not want 
that. Quite suggestive, of course… well, that is how they got started and felt legitimized to take it on 
as a project.’’

Eric felt the support and involvement of the local community would also make it easier to generate 
support among his colleagues. He explained: ‘’This neighborhood team joined a contest, they 
look for external sponsors …  They try every single fund. When you see that, and show it to your 
colleagues, you feel the atmosphere is slowly turning towards: we got to do something about this, we 
can’t just remove it’’. Eric, then, came to the conclusion that it would be worth the try to protect, even 
though it might be hard work. He even raised his ambitions for the project beyond merely keeping 
the pond: ‘’Really, my ideal is to make it even nicer and bigger, and really make it into an icon for the 
neighborhood.’’ Smiling, he added: ‘’They definitely have not taken into account this thing also needs 
to be refurbished, which costs about 50.000 euros... but I’ll keep that to myself for now.’’
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Eric, based on his bureaucratic knowledge, believed getting rid of the pond would 
serve the public good. Through his interactions with the neighborhood team, 
though, he learned the pond was important to the local community. The municipal 
plans to cut back on the maintenance clearly constrained him in realizing its 
potential of becoming an iconic place in the neighborhood. The community’s 
support for and investments in the pond, however, strengthened his belief that 
the pond had value for the community, and strengthened his belief that he could 
convince his colleagues and change the municipal plans. This is important, as Eric 
and the neighborhood team agreed that it would not be in the interest of the 
community to invest their time and energy in maintaining the pond, if in the end, 
these colleagues would not be convinced, and their efforts would be in vain.  

Eric’s story illustrates that civil servants often started off with some conception 
what it means to serve the community or public good. In Eric’s case, this initial 
conception was rooted in his bureaucratic knowledge (the plan to cut the 
maintenance budget). Civil servants’ initial understanding of the situation, 
however, could also lie with their local knowledge and input from the community, 
like Emily’s initial belief that the meadow would serve the community. 

Eric’s story also illustrates how civil servants’ perception of what is good for 
the community can change throughout a process, and can be affected by their 
interactions with citizens and other stakeholders, their colleagues inside the local 
bureaucracy, and what they come to learn about the rules and policies in place. 
Civil servants’ bureaucratic knowledge, in particular, shaped their understanding 
of the feasibility of ideas, initiatives, questions, and concerns. Rules and policies 
both enabled and constrained them in pursuing what they believed was in the 
community’s interest. Eric adopted the role of community-agent and went against 
the municipal policy, but only because he believed it was feasible to do so.
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State-agent narrative
 

• supporting concern/ idea/ initiative you believe to be good for 
the community that meets requirements for e.g., a subsidy 
arrangement 

• incorporating concern/ idea/ initiative in project, that fits in 
project aim and within the budget

• implementing projects, rules, policies and seek a compromise to 
address citizens’ needs or concerns

• deciding not to support an initiative, idea, or concern and/ or 
jointly concluding not to pursue the initiative or idea

Citizen-agent narrative • supporting concern/ idea/ initiative you believe to be good 
for the community, that meets requirements for e.g., a subsidy 
arrangement 

• incorporating concern/ idea/ initiative in project, that fits in 
project aim and within the budget.

• actively obtaining support inside city hall for concern/ idea/ 
initiative, through aligning

• actively obtaining support for concern/ idea/ initiative outside, 
through mediation

• implementing projects, rules, policies and seek a compromise to 
address individual citizens’ needs or concerns

Community-agent narrative • developing idea/ initiative/ project together with the 
community

• supporting concern/ idea/ initiative you believe to be good for 
the community, that meets requirements for e.g., a subsidy 
arrangement 

• actively obtaining support inside city hall for community 

concern/ idea/ initiative, through aligning

• actively obtaining support for concern/ idea/ initiative outside, 
through mediation

• deciding not to support an initiative, idea, or concern and/ or 
jointly concluding not to pursue the initiative or idea

Table 6. Civil servants’ agency and decisions in public engagement

Table 6 summarizes the different ways the civil servants used their agency.  
Appendix D illustrates the elements in this table with more quotes from the 
interviews. The table and the quotes in the appendix underline that in the 
analysis, there were few ‘pure’ instances of the state-agent, citizen-agent or 
even community-agent narrative. In most cases, the civil servants often aimed 
to combine and balance elements of the three narratives. Which elements they 
emphasized depended on the situation – the starting point of the process, the 
position of the stakeholders – and on what they thought was necessary to serve 
the community at large and/ or treat the individual citizen(s) justly. 
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5.4. Conclusion and discussion 
This chapter explored how civil servants use their agency in public engagement 
processes. Based on the analysis, I will draw four main conclusions on this part.

First, civil servants use their agency on behalf of what they believe is in the 
community’s interest. This means that they, in practice, act as much or more as 
community-agents or citizen–agents than as state-agents (Maynard-Moody & 
Musheno, 2000; 2003). In addition, the findings show that elements of the three 
narratives in practice can come into conflict, but they do not necessarily do so. 
Elements of the three narratives can also be alternated and combined, they can 
coincide and support each other. The civil servants in this study rarely acted 
exclusively as a community-agent, citizen-agent or state-agent. When they acted 
as community-agent or state-agent, treating the individual citizens fairly was an 
important consideration, still. When serving active citizens or communities, rules 
and bureaucratic knowledge also played a role. Whether they decided to serve 
the citizen, state or community, the collaborative process always shaped their 
decision-making process. 

In addition, these collaborative processes always involved some form of normative 
or moral judgment. Although the civil servants tried to refrain from acting on the 
basis of their own opinion or preference, their perspective on the community 
interest inevitably involved judgment. The practice stories show that there can be 
different conceptions of what it means to serve the community (see also chapter 7 
on how civil servants’ professional background may play a role here). In addition, the 
civil servants judged the active citizens’ intentions (do they do it for the community? 
are they willing to invest?) and abilities (are they able to realize the initiative?). 

Second, although the civil servants’ conception of what is good for the community 
seemed to play a determining role in their decision making, this conception was 
not set in stone. Civil servants’ interactions with the community and with the local 
bureaucracy affected their perceptions of what it means to serve the community in 
a particular case. Their position as a community-agent, citizen-agent or state-agent 
could not be boiled down to a simple distinction between traditional or top-down 
and modern or bottom-up public engagement. Rather, the position civil servants 
took, seemed to be situational and evolved throughout the engagement process. 

Third, pragmatism plays an important part in civil servants’ decision making, as 
Maynard-Moody & Musheno (2012) suggest. The civil servants primarily acted on 
what they believed is the public good, and what it means to treat citizens fairly, 
but did so with a keen eye on what is feasible, all things considered. The findings 
show, in addition, that civil servants do not solely focused on the cases that are 
easy to process. Instead, they often went the extra mile to support the more 
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complex ideas and initiatives. They only did this, though, when they believed these 
efforts would yield results. Support among community members and colleagues, 
rules and policies all affected the feasibility of the ideas and initiatives emerging 
from the neighborhood. The civil servants did not want to put their efforts into 
initiatives that, in the end, would not make a positive impact or even be realized at 
all. Preferably, they came to this conclusion together with the other stakeholders, 
as they still valued fair treatment of the individual citizens they encountered. 

This brings us to the fourth and final point. In public engagement processes, 
civil servants worked with and for local communities. In these processes, they 
encountered and often worked with individual members of this community. 
The findings have shown that the interests of the larger community and the 
individual stakeholders can come into conflict. Using your agency for some 
citizens, sometimes means using it against others. Civil servants like Fred and 
Bianca came across situations in which serving the community or public at large 
came into conflict with serving the needs of individual citizens they encountered. 
In collaborative decision-making processes, then, the civil servants used their 
agency to serve the community, while at the same time attending to the needs of 
the individual citizens they encounter. This issue has, to date, not received much 
attention in the literature. 

Comparing these conclusions to the literature, this research confirms the idea 
that frontline decision making, in a present-day participatory setting, can be 
understood as a collaborative process, that ideally involves listening, deliberation 
and dialogue and mutual learning (Forester, 1999; Bartels, 2013; 2016; Wagenaar, 
2007). Its main contribution lies in extending our knowledge of the position and 
agency of the civil servants in this collaborative process. Whereas elements of the 
citizen-agent narrative and the community-agent narrative described here, can 
be recognized in the literature on public engagement (compare, for example, 
Vanleene et al.’s, (2019) ‘friend’ role, Durose’s civic entrepreneur (2009; 2011) or 
the facilitator role described in chapter 3), this research shows how elements 
of the more traditional state-agent narrative, when attuned to a present-day 
collaborative context,  also play a role in public engagement processes, beyond 
safeguarding and implementing municipal policies and goals. Rules and policies 
can also be used by civil servants in collaborative processes to serve the community. 
In addition, the findings demonstrate that these roles are not mutually exclusive 
and can often be combined. As a second key contribution, then, the research adds 
to our understanding of the community-agent narrative, of what it actually means 
for present-day frontline workers to serve a community, rather than individual 
clients (Durose, 2009; 2011; Wagenaar, 2007; Laws & Forester, 2015; Bartels, 2013; 
2016; 2018). The research has shown that whether civil servants believe a project, 
idea, initiative will serve the community at large, plays a vital role in their decision 
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making. This belief is shaped by the process of engagement, in which the civil 
servant is an active participant. Furthermore, this chapter has shown how civil 
servants might actually combine serving the community and serving individual 
citizen-clients at once. 

Finally, this chapter has shown that civil servants’ agency, in public engagement 
processes, is embedded in their interactions with both the local bureaucracy and 
their situated interactions with citizens, that they use their agency on behalf of 
both, depending on the situation. It has also shown that elements of the different 
narratives and contexts may come into conflict. The next chapter explores in more 
depth the tensions between the logic of the local bureaucracy and the participatory 
dynamics at the street level, and how these tensions are experienced and handled 
by the local civil servants.
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6. Encounters with the organization:  
How civil servants experience and handle tensions 
in public engagement

6.1. Introduction
In the previous chapter, we have seen that civil servants in public engagement 
processes often take on the role of community or citizen-agent, which in this 
context, for instance means supporting citizens’ ideas, initiatives, and concerns, 
or incorporating them in projects and policies. In these same processes, they also 
act as agents of the local bureaucracy. They, for instance, make sure the ideas and 
initiatives they support are in line with rules, procedures and policy goals and fit 
within the budget. These observations resonate with the idea that, although local 
governments have moved towards a governance paradigm that is characterized 
by collaboration and public engagement, the older, more traditional governance 
paradigms have not disappeared (see section 1.1). Instead, the new governance 
paradigm co-exists with elements of Classical Public Administration and New Public 
Management (Osborne, 2010; Skelcher & Smith, 2015; Torfing et al., 2020). These 
different paradigms come with different expectations of civil servant. Present day 
civil servants in the frontlines, therefore, are likely to face new tensions. 

From the literature, we know that civil servants at the local level face several 
challenges when they engage the public. Important challenges in setting up and 
sustaining engagement processes include a lack of trust in government and its 
officials, a lack of diversity in and representativeness of participants, and the 
limited sustainability of citizen initiatives (Curry, 2012; Jaspers & Steen, 2019; 
Aschhoff & Vogel, 2018; Michels & De Graaf, 2010, 2017). In more facilitative and 
collaborative roles, civil servants working with stakeholders in local government 
not only “encounter the public” (Bartels, 2013). After and while engaging citizens 
and other stakeholders, civil servants also need to conduct work inside their 
organization to realize citizens’ and stakeholders’ needs (Escobar, 2015). While local 
governments increasingly express their desire for increased citizen engagement, 
their organizations are often not equipped for it (Nederhand, Bekkers & Voorberg, 
2016; Tuurnas, 2015; Mees, Uittenbroek, Hegger & Driessen, 2019). Civil servants 
in local government appear to be confronted with tensions between the rising 
expectation to engage the public the one hand, and the bureaucratic and 
managerial expectations, which still largely characterize municipal organizations, 
on the other (Bartels, 2016). The previous chapter also hinted that the state-agent 
and the community and citizen-agent roles may come into conflict. Chapter four 
of this thesis, in addition, already pointed out that, for good reason, aligning and 
negotiating with colleagues are key practices in making public engagement work. 
Based on the literature, we can expect local civil servants to face tensions between 
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following formal rules, policies, procedures and being flexible and responsive 
towards citizens; between focusing on effectiveness and efficiency and working 
with open-ended processes. They may work in a departmentalized organization, 
while aiming for an integrated approach; and have to play both an expert and 
facilitating role (see section 2.1 and table 1). Despite the increased attention to the 
tensions in citizen engagement, it remains unclear what form these tensions take, 
and what practices frontline civil servants carry out inside their organization to 
overcome them. We lack accounts of ‘the backstage policy work carried out by the 
engagers’ (Escobar, 2015, p. 270) that is needed to make public engagement work. 
In this chapter, therefore, we ask what tensions frontline civil servants experience 

in their organization when engaging the public and how they handle these? 

To answer this question, we draw on data from focus groups in ten municipalities 
in the Netherlands (with 73 participants in total). This chapter makes two main 
contributions to the literature on engagement processes in local government. 
First, we found that even though bureaucratic and managerial structures and 
values can be challenging, these matters do not usually withhold civil servants 
from engaging the public. Interestingly, next to the traditional use of discretion 
– for example, taking the time and resources to help active citizens - we found 
that the civil servants negotiate with colleagues to develop shared resolutions, 
and try to realize citizens’ initiatives and needs by aligning people, structures, and 
resources. In response to local needs and initiatives, they combine and connect 
elements of the local bureaucracy and engagement processes, developing a 
hybrid practice (Stewart, 2006) on the street level.

Secondly, rather than with structures and values in the abstract, tensions play out 
during interactions between our civil servants and typically are resolved within them. 
These civil servants do not just span the boundaries of their organizations, they also 
have to span boundaries within them (Van Meerkerk & Edelenbos, 2018). A real 
challenge, then, lies in negotiating and finding shared resolutions with colleagues 
who might have a different perspective on what it means to serve the public. This 
chapter shows how the relational character of present-day frontline work is not 
limited to encounters with citizens and other stakeholders (Bartels, 2013; Laws & 
Forester, 2015), but also characterizes their encounters inside the organization. 

In the remainder of this chapter, we first paint the methodological background 
of this part of the research, followed by the findings and an overall analysis and 
reflection in the concluding section.  
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6.2. Methodology
Research context and data collection
Dutch local governments, though operating within the boundaries set by central 
legislation, have a high degree of autonomy and are governed by a council and 
administration of aldermen and mayor. Like local government in many Western 
countries, Dutch local governments have been experimenting with citizen 
engagement and encouraging active citizenship over the past three decades 
(Bakker et al., 2012; Michels & De Graaf, 2017). In fact, most local governments 
in the Netherlands have adopted policies to promote and facilitate public 
engagement processes and citizens’ initiatives (Van Den Bongaardt, 2018). In the 
municipal organization, a group of civil servants in different roles engages the 
public. Neighborhood managers, for instance, are employed to connect internal 
processes and developments in neighborhoods and to work with communities 
to improve the livability. Other civil servants who did not traditionally work with 
citizens, such as project leaders and policy advisors, nowadays also frequently 
engage citizens and stakeholders in their policies and processes or respond to 
their initiatives. 

In order to understand what tensions civil servants experience and how they deal 
with them, we conducted focus groups. Focus groups were organized to explore 
a specific set of issues in which the researcher actively encourages and attends 
to the group interaction (Barbour & Kitzinger, 1999). We chose to conduct focus 
groups (instead of, for example, individual interviews) because of their inherently 
social nature, and their ability to produce data at the group and interaction level 
(Crang & Cook, 2007). This allowed us to see, for example, which tensions really 
struck a nerve. 

Focus groups typically provide insights into group norms and the respondents’ natural 
vocabulary within their organization (Morgan, 1996; Cyr, 2016); our groups showed us 
how civil servants spoke with their organizational peers. We learned, for example, how 
civil servants talked about citizen engagement in terms of responsiveness and serving 
the public, and, therefore, as a natural part of their work. We heard how they often 
distinguished themselves from colleagues who, in their opinion, were not serving the 
citizens as they should by avoiding public engagement. 

As we were looking for recurrent, generic tensions and ways of dealing with them, 
we aimed to work with a broad range of municipalities. We were able to organize 
focus group sessions in ten different municipal organizations. The precondition 
for including organizations was that they (regularly) organize engagement 
processes and were interesting in learning more about these processes. This 
was meant to ensure access to enough knowledgeable participants for our 
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research. The ten municipalities included in this study form a broad set: varying 
in geographical location, number of inhabitants (ranging from close to 50,000 to 
over 350,000 inhabitants) and degree of urbanization (CBS, 2017). In total, 73 civil 
servants attended the focus group sessions (41 women, 32 men). We selected 
the participants together with our gatekeepers at each municipality – often 
policy advisor and sometimes a manager, involved the organizations’ in public 
engagement programs or policies. We selected participants who were involved 
in public engagement on a regular basis, and preferably had obtained at least 
some years of experience working with the public. To capture the full range of 
civil servants engaging the public, we included participants in a broad range of 
positions (e.g., neighborhood managers, policy advisors, project managers) and 
policy specialties (e.g., social policy, planning, safety, sustainability). A potential 
risk of selecting municipalities and respondents that likely hold a positive attitude 
towards public engagement, is that the data may paint a picture that is brighter 
than elsewhere in the organization or the country. By explicitly asking the 
respondents for the barriers they experienced in their organization, we aimed to 
mitigate this potential bias.

During the focus groups, the participants were split into two groups. One group 
was asked to list and discuss the barriers that they encountered inside their 
organization when they worked with citizens and partners from outside city hall. A 
second group was asked to list and discuss what helps them in their organizations 
when working with the ‘outside world’ and overcoming challenges in that area. 
Next, the groups switched and discussed the items the other group had listed and 
added items to the list if they felt this was necessary. During these discussions, the 
researchers each joined a group, but intervened as little as possible. The process 
of choosing which items to discuss and write down was left to the participants 
entirely. We facilitated discussion by asking follow-up questions to have 
participant elaborate examples and experiences, and when necessary, made sure 
all participants got the chance to respond. After these two rounds of dialogue, 
the participants sat together with the researchers to discuss their responses 
and to provide examples for the items on their lists and how they handled those 
situations. Finally, we showed the lists developed by the previous groups, and had 
the participants briefly respond to the items generated in other municipalities. 
The focus groups lasted for around 90 minutes. 

Data analysis
The focus groups were recorded and transcribed verbatim. The transcripts 
were analyzed qualitatively, through a three-stage coding process (Charmaz, 
2006). Following an abductive research logic (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012; 
Ashworth, McDermoth & Currie, 2019), emerging themes were compared to the 
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existing literature in an iterative process consisting of three stages. This literature, 
focusing on tensions and coping strategies, is summarized in the final section of 
2.1. During the first stage of initial coding, we read the transcripts line by line and 
coded them, staying as close as possible to the labels and descriptions given to 
them by the participants (Charmaz, 2006). Then, we compared the initial codes 
and their content, looking for differences and similarities. The second stage of 
more focused coding resulted in grouping together the initial (often ‘in vivo’) codes 
that cover similar content and recoded them with labels that best fit their content. 
What stood out in these first two stages of the analysis is that the civil servants 
listed ‘colleagues’ as one of their key sources of tension. Here, they referred 
to difficulties in getting colleagues involved, and commented on some of their 
colleagues’ attitudes. 

In the third stage of the analysis, the content of the categories was compared 
to the literature. We connected the themes to the broader theoretical categories 
(Thornberg, 2012) derived from the literature – the four tensions identified in 
Table 1 – repeated below.

Tension Bureaucratic and managerial 
expectations

Expectations when engaging the 
public

1 Act according to formal rules, policies, 
procedures and politics 

Be flexible, responsive to citizens

2 Focus on effectiveness and efficiency 
according to pre-set standards
 

Work with open-ended processes 

3 Work from a central discipline (united in 
department)

Collaborate with multiple disciplines 
(integrated approach, across 
departments)

4 Adopt an expert role and work from 
professional expertise

Adopt a facilitative role and work from 
local knowledge 

Table 1. Tensions in public engagement

During this stage, we found that some initial themes, such as ‘departmentalization’, 
directly reflected one of the tensions we read about in the literature. Other 
initial themes could be grouped together as subcategories of the broader 
theoretical categories (e.g., ‘rules and policies’, ‘politics’ and ‘formal procedures’ as 
subcategories of formal rules, policies, procedures and politics). 

The theoretical tension between the expert and facilitator roles regarding 
professional knowledge and standards was not explicitly listed by the focus group 
participants. This theme, however, did cover a substantial part of the initial code 
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referring to ‘colleagues.’ Taking a closer look at the content of this code, we saw 
that many of the references to ‘colleagues’ entailed colleagues favoring their 
expert knowledge over citizens’ perspectives. The other text fragments referring to 
colleagues as a barrier, largely reflected another underlying tension regarding the 
role of policies and procedures (i.e., colleagues not wanting to defer from them). 
Finally, we analyzed the data concerning ‘what helps’ according to the public 
servants in a similar vein. We developed an initial set of inductive codes using 
NVivo software and compared these to the strategies from the literature in a 
second round of deductive coding. This coding process helped us to identify of 
two street level subcategories of ‘hybridization’. 

6.3. Findings
Key tensions
In the analysis of the focus group data, we recognised the four key tensions in the 
literature: (1) following formal rules, policies, procedures, and politics vs. being 
flexible and responsive towards citizens; (2) doing performance management 
focusing on effectiveness and efficiency vs. working with open-ended processes; 
(3) departmentalization vs. an integrated approach and (4) civil servants’ playing 
expert vs. facilitating roles. First, the tension between rules, policies, procedures, 
and politics, and being flexible and responsive towards citizens, surfaced in the 
focus groups. Even if processes were to have become more open ended, civil 
servants seldom work in a policy void. Two policy advisors working in Municipality 
A reflected on this matter:10

Advisor Anna: It’s difficult, because if you give them [participating citizens] a 
blank canvas, you need to be able to actually offer them that. If these people 
want a nice park in that place, while you know that they will build houses 
there… they’ll all draw a little park and then you’ll have to tell them: yeah… we 
can’t do that. 

Advisor Andrea: Those are the political conditions and rules of the game. You 
might not have made the design yet, but you do know there has to be a certain 
amount of parking lots and all those things… the ingredients. 

The attention that stakeholders’ needs, and initiatives get, will always be limited 
by rules and procedures, such as parking norms, social housing policies, zoning 
laws or safety regulations. Rules, policies and procedures are an inherent part 
of the work context and often reflect important public values, such as mobility, 

10  We have replaced the names of the municipalities with letters and the names of the focus group 
participants with fictitious names.
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good living conditions, safety or health. The civil servants we spoke with, however, 
emphasized that rules and procedures and the limits they create are not often, by 
themselves, their biggest problem. Civil servants know that their local government 
organization serves different values (and interests) simultaneously, and that 
policies, rules and procedures reflect values that clash with the values embedded 
in stakeholders’ needs and initiatives. In addition, these needs and initiatives 
might be in line with the purposes of one policy, but conflict with other ones. Civil 
servants, here, were also confronted with tensions within the organization. More 
problematic, however, are moments in which politics get priority over local needs 
and initiatives. As one civil servant explained: ‘’Even if it fits with all the policy goals 
and programs… the alderman [still] says: ‘We’re not doing it, we’d get too much 
trouble’’’ (Civil servant, Municipality G).

Concerning the tension between performance management and open-ended 
processes, the civil servants in the focus groups experience that, even though the 
politicians and managers generally embrace the idea of public engagement, this 
is not always reflected in their work practices. Performance management is often 
based on the formal goals connected to the different municipal departments, and 
the associated budgets and schedules. These budgets and schedules, in turn, rarely 
include time and money for ideas and initiatives emerging from citizen engagement. 
A neighborhood manager in Municipality I summarized this tension as follows: 

This administration says you need to mobilize the power of the people, have a 
policy for [dealing with] initiatives, participation in all sorts and shapes…. That’s 
what they say at the administrative level. The directors are also stating that, 
but the closer you get to the shop floor, the more you get stuck in annual plans 
and budgets (…) And then you see that the initiatives from the neighborhoods 
seldom fit the boxes that we have created for them (…). In the end, the higher 
managers ask the middle managers: “Did you meet your targets? Did you keep 
you keep your budget?” 

Engaging the public typically creates more work, on top of the work one has been 
allotted. 

We also heard from the focus group participants that civil servants might refrain 
from engagement, as they fear they cannot meet the expectations. When 
discussing this, the public servants emphasised the importance of managerial 
and political back up, when working in a participatory mode. If there is formal 
approval, civil servants feel it is legitimate to spend time on the extra work that 
comes from engaging the public. The tension between pre-set standards and 
responding to emerging ideas, initiatives, questions and concerns also surface 
when civil servants interact with colleagues from other departments. Civil servants 
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who participated in the focus groups felt that some of their colleagues from other 
departments do not prioritise the engagement processes. Their colleagues claim 
to be too busy to get involved. Although the participants in the focus groups also 
experience time pressure themselves, they thought it is always possible to ‘make 
time’. Several civil servants in our focus groups suspected their colleagues of 
using their schedule as an excuse. In sum, the second key tension was clearly felt – 
because of it, engagement processes might not become part of the policy process 
to start with or not get the attention needed from the organization at large.

The third tension is that between working from a central discipline (united in a 
department) and collaborating with multiple disciplines. As mentioned before, the 
civil servants must deal with several, sometimes contradictory values. Bridging 
these different values, however, can be particularly challenging because of 
departmentalization. As we saw in our investigation, municipal organizations, in 
their division of budgets and positions, are structured largely along the lines of the 
professional disciplines or policy areas (e.g., social policy, economic policy, spatial 
planning and maintenance departments). Civil servants in different departments 
serve different policy goals and therefore have different values and interests. The 
small green spaces in a city, for example, are potential community gardens in 
the eyes of the neighborhood manager, and potential sources of income for the 
real estate department. Focus group participants also pointed out that due to the 
departmentalization, they are often unaware of what their colleagues in different 
departments are working on, and opportunities for efficient cooperation might be 
missed. According to the civil servants, departmentalization not only complicates 
cooperation, it may also result in issues with or disputes over ‘ownership’. As 
long as an external initiative has not been connected to a particular policy or 
department, it remains unclear who is responsible. 

The final tension we encountered in the literature was that between working 
from an expert role using mainly professional knowledge versus working from a 
more facilitative role using mainly (stakeholders’) local knowledge. This tension 
the civil servants in the focus groups hardly experienced themselves. Some of the 
participants stated that they had experienced this tension earlier in their careers 
but had learned to view professional and local knowledge as complementary. In the 
focus group in Municipality B, a designer reflected on his learning experience during 
a large-scale refurbishment project: ‘’During that time, I learned to design together 
with citizens and be of service to the city. Before, I had learned to make plans and 
implement them, and if anyone had an opinion about it, I hated that!’’ In various 

focus groups, other participants connected responsiveness towards citizens’ needs 
and initiatives to ‘being in service of the city’. For them, this does not mean doing 
what citizens demand, though. It means finding the right balance between what 
one’s professional expertise tells them and how stakeholders see matters. 
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During our analysis, we did find that this tension plays a role in interactions 
between members of the focus groups and some of their colleagues. There are 
always colleagues who do not share a positive attitude towards stakeholders’ 
local knowledge. That can become a problem. When civil servants work with 
stakeholders, they often need to involve a particular colleague because of their 
knowledge, resources, or permission. In the experience of the focus group 
participants, some of their colleagues could not or would not go beyond their own 
professional discipline. A designer in Municipality B, for example, experienced this 
when he collaborated with citizens and stakeholders in redesigning a city park: 

Designer Ben: I have gone through this whole process with those people. And 
then, when it comes down to getting a logging permit for this path we set out 
together, there is this group in the maintenance department, and they just 
don’t get it. … They don’t understand this whole process. 

Neighborhood manager Brenda: They do feel involved but…
Designer Ben: Exactly. They want to protect the trees. 
Neighborhood manager Jane: They don’t realise they need to take off their 
blinders and look at it from an integrated perspective. 

From our focus groups, we learned that often working with stakeholders is easier 
and more satisfying than working with colleagues in the municipal organization 
who are not able or willing to prioritise stakeholders’ needs and initiatives. In sum, 
we recognised the tensions that existed between the old and new expectations 
that we encountered in the literature, although their form and content differed 
from our (academic) expectations. The question, though, is through what practices 
do frontline civil servants deal with these tensions?   

Dealing with tensions
We identified three key practices through which in which the civil servants 
respond to these tensions. They use their discretion to bias stakeholder needs 

and initiatives. In addition, the civil servants practice hybridization in two ways: 
they negotiate with colleagues and superiors, and try to align people, structures, 
and resources inside and outside their organization. We found only two examples 
of firewalls and escalating and one example of casuistry and no evidence of cycling 
or regulating.

First, the civil servants are biased in favor of stakeholder needs and initiatives, 
what Tummers et al. (2015) would call moving towards citizens. In response to the 
classical tensions related to rules and performance management, for example, 
they invest more of their working hours in facilitating stakeholders (than would 
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officially be the norm), prioritise citizen-initiated projects over others, named 
particular projects ‘pilots’ to be able to experiment and interpret policies broadly, 
in order to work on a particular need or initiative in name of that policy. When 
different policies may apply to a particular situation, they work with the policy that 
is in line with what the stakeholders they work with want. Among the participants 
in the focus groups, there seemed to be a shared understanding that it is often 
impossible to satisfy all formal requirements: ‘’If you stack all the rules in a pile, 
you can’t do much.... We want to build houses, but if you consider all the rules, it’s 
not even possible. So as a project manager, you need to feel allowed to wheel and 
deal’’ (Policy advisor, Municipality A). As a result, it appears that the civil servants in 
local government feel it can be legitimate and sometimes unavoidable to deviate 
from a rule or procedure. In other words, the civil servants make use of co-existing 
and contradicting policies within the municipality, here, to facilitate citizens’ needs 
and initiatives. In other cases, however, internal tensions need to be resolved to 
deal with tensions with the outside world. This brings us to the second practice.  
Secondly, we found that the civil servants try to negotiate with colleagues and 
superiors. When negotiating, the civil servants tried to convince colleagues of 
the value of a particular idea or initiative, or they searched for shared interests. 
Several participants in the focus groups experienced convincing initially reluctant 
colleagues to cooperate in their projects. They took their colleagues out to see the 
projects and initiatives with their own eyes and brought them into contact with 
citizens to make them experience the importance of a particular need or initiative. 
In addition, they also actively looked for shared values and interests, considering 
their colleagues’ perspectives. In eight out of the ten focus groups, civil servants 
emphasized that maintaining positive relations with their colleagues, as well as 
with the stakeholders outside city hall is vital in getting their work done. In some 
focus groups, in addition, the civil servants stated that they actively seek support 
from colleagues or superiors in their negotiating with other colleagues. Although 
they started off in these situations, on the side of the citizens – representing their 
interest or initiative towards their organization – they often developed a hybrid 

solution to the situation, combining elements of the stakeholder perspectives and 
those of their colleagues.

Thirdly, the civil servants also engaged in hybridization when they aligned people, 
structures, and resources inside and outside their organization, and within their 
organization. A policy advisor in Municipality A, for example, explained how she 
managed to work with a youth group that wanted to develop a place to hang out 
by connecting the project to her responsibility for the structure of green spaces 
in that area. By aligning, the civil servants sometimes created new, often informal 
structures to deal with citizen engagement and overcome departmentalization. For 
example, one neighborhood manager explained how he involved several colleagues 
in response to an initiative from the neighborhood aimed at helping unemployed 
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citizens become entrepreneurs. The initiative touched upon themes related to at 
least five different departments. Instead of just giving the initiator the five addresses 
of the departments, the neighborhood manager brought his colleagues together in 
a meeting with the initiator. It worked: ‘’We reached consensus within the hour that 
this was a good initiative that fits the goals of five programs’’ (neighborhood manager 
in Municipality E). The initiative could be paid for with the neighborhood budget and 
another budget that happened to be available at one of the departments that were 
involved. This way of working was considered a success and was applied several 
more times by the neighborhood manager and his colleagues. 

In sum, by biasing, negotiating, and aligning, the civil servants try to facilitate 
the ideas, initiatives, questions and concerns of citizens, particularly when this 
contrasts with different, more traditional expectations that are anchored in their 
municipal organization in several ways. This does not mean, however, that they 
ignore or resist the traditional expectations. Rather, by negotiating, they seek 
shared resolutions and when they align, they build from existing structures and 
values and connect them to the public engagement processes. Below, in Table 7, 
we list the general tensions and responding practices we encountered and provide 
examples of the responses. 

Tension  Response Example(s)
Acting according to formal 
rules, policies, procedures, 
and politics vs.
being flexible and 
responsive towards citizens 

Biasing, negotiating, or aligning 
to expand the limits created 
by the rules, procedures and 
policies

Weighing values/ policy goals and 
choosing between them (biasing);
Negotiating with colleagues and 
superiors (negotiating);
Connecting external needs and 
initiatives with policies and budgets 
(aligning)

Focus on effectiveness and 
efficiency according to pre-
set standards vs. working 

with open-ended processes

Biasing or aligning to create time 
for the initiatives and ideas

Spending (extra) time on external 
initiatives (biasing);
Connecting external needs and 
initiatives with policies and tasks 
(aligning)

Working from a central 
discipline (united in 
department) vs.
collaborating with multiple 
disciplines (integrated 
approach)

Aligning people, processes, and 
resources for inter-departmental 
cooperation

Initiating new structures for 
cooperation (aligning)

Adopting an expert role and 
working from professional 
expertise vs. adopting a 
facilitative role and working 
from local knowledge

Negotiating and looking for 
shared solutions with colleagues

Negotiating with colleagues and 
superiors to get their cooperation or 
permission (negotiating)

Table 7. Tensions and responses

More illustrations of the tensions and responses in the form of participants’ own 
words can be found in Appendix F. 
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6.4. Conclusion and Discussion
In this chapter, we have set out to develop a better understanding of the tensions 
civil servants involved in public engagement processes in local government 
experience, and how they handle these tensions. Building on the literature on 
frontline work and public engagement we have focused on four tensions. Our 
findings confirm that frontline civil servants experience tensions between the 
situations and interactions in engagement processes at the street level on the 
one hand, and the formal rules, policies, procedures and politics, performance 
management, departmentalization on the other hand. To a lesser degree they 
experienced the tension between different knowledges and roles connected. 
Concerns, needs and initiatives civil servants hear about in encounters with the 
public do not automatically find a place in local municipal organization. They require 
civil servants to make connections between these external needs and initiatives 
and internal structures and values, and connections within their organization (i.e., 
between different departments). We found that civil servants working on the front 
lines try to overcome and resolve these tensions by biasing stakeholder ideas, 
initiatives, questions, or concerns, and negotiating with colleagues and superiors 
and aligning people, structures and resources.

Our paper makes two distinctive contributions to debates in the public 
administration literature. First, we extend our understanding of the tensions in 
public engagement in local government and the way these tensions are handled. 
Our research sheds more light on the tensions depicted in previous research (e.g., 
Edelenbos 2005; Van Dam, Duineveld & During, 2015; Mees et al., 2019; Bartels, 
2016) and nuances them. Our findings suggest that Dutch frontline civil servants 
view some elements of classical bureaucracy as compatible with or complementary 
to the spirit of public engagement. In those cases, we might not even speak of 
tensions. In the view of our civil servants, rules, policies, procedures, and expert 
knowledge can be complementary to and aligned with citizens’ input and local 
knowledge. The civil servants who participated in the focus groups in majority 
seemed to honor skills and knowledge related to New Public Governance, while 
still valuing more traditional skills and knowledge (Kruyen & Van Genugten, 2020; 
Van der Steen et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, the civil servants in the focus groups discussed many cases in 
which they prioritised citizens’ ideas, initiatives, and concerns over bureaucratic 
and managerial expectations. We found that they sometimes bend the rules and 
spend extra time in their effort to move towards the citizens (Tummers et al., 2015; 
Jaspers & Steen, 2019). We also learned that civil servants seek shared resolutions 
and align engagement processes with other values in their organization. These 
findings show that the frontline civil servants, in response to concrete situations, 
engage in hybridization. Whereas the literature tends to discuss hybridization at the 
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organizational level as ‘’the coexistence of two policies or practices with different 
values bases’’ (Stewart, 2006, p. 188; Grotenbreg & Altamirano, 2019; Jaspers & 
Steen, 2019), the practices we found (negotiating and aligning) took place on the 
frontlines of local government. These practices show how efforts at the street 
level may make hybridization at the organizational level work. In a similar vein, 
our findings suggest that the practice of creating ‘firewalls’ on the organizational 
level – establishing and sustaining multiple institutions, organizational units or 
positions to represent different values (Thacher & Rein, 2004; Jaspers & Steen, 
2019) - may lead to new tensions in situations that are resolved at the street level. 
This brings us to our second contribution. Our research shows that tensions not 
only appear between public servants and the bureaucratic and managerial values 
of their organizational context (expressed through e.g., policies, procedures 
and management practices) (e.g., Voorberg, Bekkers & Tummers, 2015; Mees 
et al., 2019). Tensions, in the civil servants’ experience, emerge from and are 
mediated through the interactions with colleagues. In particular, the civil servants 
experienced difficulties when they needed the cooperation from colleagues 
who, in their opinion, did not prioritise dealing with citizens’ needs and emerging 
initiatives. This confirms Nederhand et al.’s (2018) expectation that civil servants’ 
practices may be even more important than organizational structures, in achieving 
cooperation. The need for collaboration and the importance of relations is not 
restricted to what civil servants have to do with stakeholders (Bartels 2013; Bartels 
2017b; Laws & Forester 2015). Civil servants not only have encounters outside, 
but they also have many encounters in their own organization that, in turn, affect 
encounters outside. 

Finally, we want to point to possibilities for future research. First, our observations 
regarding the encounters inside the municipal organization open an interesting 
area for future research. Earlier studies of frontline work have generally treated 
relationships among frontline workers as important but unproblematic, as 
characterised by mutual support and learning (e.g., Lipsky, 1980; Maynard-
Moody & Musheno, 2000; Hupe & Hill, 2007; Rice, 2012). Our findings show that 
these encounters between colleagues, at least in a participatory context, require 
more attention. Second, we need to point out that this research has made use of 
interactions between civil servants in the setting of focus groups. It is limited by 
the set-up and characteristics of this method and the participants in our focus 
groups. As our findings are grounded in qualitative research in ten municipalities 
the Netherlands, they cannot simply be generalised to any context. The study, 
however, aims to provide in-depth insights into and an analytical understanding 
of tensions in public engagement that is also relevant to (civil servants in) other 
countries and domains. An international comparison would also be a useful next 
step. In addition, we should point out our selection of civil servants who regularly 
engage the public and likely shared a relatively positive stance towards public 
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engagement. The importance that was attributed to negotiating with colleagues 
in the focus groups suggest that this attitude is not shared by all civil servants. 
It would be interesting, therefore, to study the perspectives (and tensions) of 
those in municipal organizations or other public organizations and institutions 
who do not encounter stakeholders daily, those who have a more traditional 
perspective on serving the public interest. Finally, using ethnographic methods 
such as shadowing and other forms of observation to study the interactions 
between colleagues, would allow us to further understand the kinds of tensions 
and resolving practices we encountered in our research.
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7. Expert, bureaucrat, facilitator: How expert civil 
servants experience and handle tensions in public 
engagement

7.1. Introduction 
The previous chapter has explored the tensions civil servants experience in their 
organization, when they engage the public. We found evidence for many of the 
tensions that we expected to find based on the literature. The civil servants, 
however, rarely experienced tensions between their role as an expert advisor 
and a facilitator, between their professional knowledge and (stakeholders’) local 
knowledge. Most civil servants felt perfectly able to combine these roles. They 
did experience tension, though, in their interactions with colleagues from other 
disciplines and departments, policy experts in particular. Tensions related to 
rules and policies, in addition, often boiled down to conflicts between different 
policy goals and different substantive disciplines. These findings suggest that at 
least some expert civil servants - the civil servants specialized in a substantive 
discipline, such as design, history or biology – experience different tensions when 
engaging the public or experience the same tensions differently. This chapter, 
therefore, looks more closely at the experiences of the expert civil servants in public 
engagement, and the tensions they face. 

Although the literature tells us much about the dilemmas, barriers and tensions of 
civil servants in general, we know little about the experiences of expert civil servants, 
such as architects, engineers, health specialists, historians and lawyers in public 
engagement (Van Eijk et al., 2019). This lack of insights is problematic given the 
complex role of expert knowledge in interactive governance. In the literature, expert 
knowledge is considered both an essential element of public engagement (Forester, 
1999; Sørensen & Bentzen, 2020), as well as a key source of tension (Edelenbos, 
2005; Ianiello et al., 2019) (see chapter 2.1). Active citizens often depend on the 
information and knowledge provided by civil servants, to develop and realize their 
ideas and initiatives, or engage in informed deliberation. This requires civil servants 
to use their knowledge in an engaging and ‘seductive’, rather than authoritative 
way, and combine their knowledge with the participants’ local knowledge (Forester, 
1999; Verloo, 2019; Forester, 2015; Van Tol Smit et al., 2013). Studies that explore 
what expert civil servants actually do in public engagement processes, and how they 
experience these processes are scarce. The evidence we do have points in different 
directions. Some studies paint a picture of expert civil servants as rigid bureaucrats, 
who cannot seem to leave their dominant substantial role behind them (Aschhoff 
&Vogel, 2019; Wolf, 2018; Edelenbos, 2005; Christensen, 2019). Other research 
points the opposite direction and provides examples of more modest and facilitative 
experts (Van Tol Smit et al., 2013; Agger & Damgaard, 2018; Verloo, 2019). 
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This chapter explores the understudied role and experiences of expert civil 
servants in interactive governance. Hereby, the research takes as its focal point 
the tensions expert civil servants face in public engagement, between their role 
as an expert, facilitator and bureaucrat and asks: What tensions do expert civil 

servants experience when they engage the public, and how do they handle these 

tensions? 

In answering this question, the chapter will explore (1) if and how expert civil 
servants experience the tensions between the bureaucratic and managerial 
expectations, and expectations related to engaging the public, (2) what additional 
tensions they may face between their expert and facilitator role and (3) how they 
use their expertise in dealing with these tensions. To answer these questions, 
I shadowed five Dutch expert civil servants involved in various forms of public 
engagement (McDonald, 2005). This method provides a valuable addition to the 
work that aims to capture civil servants’ perspective and actions through interviews, 
surveys, or participant observation (e.g., Aschhoff & Vogel, 2019; Kruyen & Van 
Genugten, 2020; Sørensen & Bentzen, 2020; Van Der Steen et al., 2018). 

The findings contribute to debates on public engagement by providing new insights 
into the understudied role and perspective of expert civil servants as facilitators 
and the role of expertise in public engagement, more generally. The findings show 
that expertise and professional standards can be a source of tension, but they can 
also be used to overcome tension. The findings, in addition, demonstrate the close 
relationship between the use of expertise and trust, in public engagement. For 
these expert civil servants, public engagement means constantly finding a balance 
between their expert perspective, their municipal organizational context and the 
needs and interests of the citizens and stakeholders involved. In order to find this 
balance, the civil servants employed two key strategies: they used their expertise 
to mediate between the demands of citizens and the local bureaucracy, but they 
also use their expertise to persuade and challenge citizens. Both strategies – using 
their expertise to align citizens’ and municipal demands and to persuade and 
challenge citizens – can contribute to building trust, while at the same time, they 
also require a basic level of trust. The findings show that expertise alone is seldom 
enough for effective cooperation. 

In the sections that follow, I will describe the research method and case selection, 
followed by the findings and a brief concluding discussion. 
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7.2. Methodology: shadowing civil servants
Research context and cases
Following a tradition of studies that focus on the work of individual actors in 
governance (e.g., managers, politicians, planners and civil servants) (De Graaf et 
al., 2015; Healey, 1992; Noordegraaf, 2014; Rhodes, 2011; Escobar, 2017) the main 
method of data collection employed in this study was shadowing, supplemented 
with semi-structured interviews. 

To gain an understanding of the pressures and practices of policy experts in 
facilitation, five civil servants were selected from five different municipalities 
in the Netherlands, working in different sub sections of the planning field. The 
selection of different municipalities and specialisms within the planning field 
aims to create a broad picture, not of the particular profession of planners, but 
of expert civil servants, more generally. The experts were selected, in addition, 
because of their involvement in projects that involve engaging the public. This 
means that the projects and experiences in this study may not be representative 
for local planning processes in general, but they do reflect typical interactive 
processes. The focus on the field of planning, which has a long tradition of public 
engagement (Healey, 2015; Forester, 1999; Yanow, 2004), is aimed to ensure some 
comparability in the types of project. The case selection is presented in table 8. All 
names are pseudonyms.

Anna Ben Diane Ethan Frank
Position Planning and 

recreation 
advisor

Designer Lawyer  Sustainability 

advisor

Cultural history 

advisor

Training Landscape 
architecture

Landscape 
architecture 

Law 

(specialized in 
planning)

Environmental 
studies

Art history 

City size 150,000+ 150,000+ 150,000+ 40,000+ 200,000+

Table 8. Case selection

During the weeks that I shadowed them, the civil servants were involved in several 
forms of interactive governance. These forms included both the facilitation 
of citizen participation in policy making and the citizen engagement in the 
development of concrete projects, as well as the facilitation of citizens’ initiatives. 
In practice, several processes involved a mix. In all cases, the civil servants were 
involved based on their expertise and engaged in direct contact with citizens and 
close cooperation with colleagues. ‘Front stage’, during meetings with citizens, they 
presented plans and designs, collected input – writing it down, or drawing citizens 
ideas into sketches - answered questions and explained policies and sketches. 
‘Backstage’, they translated citizens’ input into plans and designs, researched and 
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gathered (design or policy) options, and gathered materials to use as examples. In 
some projects, they had a leading position as head designer or project leader. In 
these projects, the policy experts also were intensively involved in developing the 
overall process and setting up and preparing the meetings with citizens. 

Data collection 
The five civil servants were ‘shadowed’ to observe what they actually do and what 
interactions they engage in, in interactive governance. This method is particularly 
well suited to study civil servants’ embedded agency and perspective. Following 
the civil servants throughout the day, allowed me not only to observe their 
encounters with citizens and stakeholders, but also to see them in their broader 
(work) context, and hear how the civil servants’ made sense of the encounters in 
the moment. McDonald and Simpson (2014) compare the method with wearing a 
miners’ helmet: ‘’The light only falls on places and other actors inasmuch as they 
are relevant to the day and/or sensemaking of the actor being shadowed’’ (p. 13). 

Each civil servant was followed for three to six days, over the course of several 
months. The data collection took 22 days in total (excluding the formal interviews). 
Some of these days were full working days, whereas other days, I stayed a few 
hours concentrating on the meetings and moments in which relevant projects 
were on the agenda. When selecting the days for data collection, I asked the civil 
servants to list the moments that they would be working on projects involving 
citizen engagement or citizens’ initiatives. This selection provided initial insights 
into the different ways in which they engaged in facilitation. The shadowing 
method allowed me to see not just formal interaction with the public, but also the 
ordinary, habitual, and routine aspects of the work (McDonald & Simpson, 2014). I 
observed formal meetings with citizens but was also present when they prepared 
these meetings or talked about the projects with their colleagues or prepared 
presentations at their desks. I travelled with them to meetings and listened to 
them reflecting and unwinding with their colleagues right after the meetings. The 
civil servants’ actions and encounters were further contextualized by having them 
reflect on their work. When possible, I asked the civil servants about what they 
were doing and why, creating an ongoing commentary, in which ‘every opinion is 
related to the situation which produced it’ (McDonald, 2005, p. 457).

I documented the civil servants’ actions, interactions, and comments in field notes, 
jotting them in a notebook, or typing them in my mobile phone. When the situation 
allowed for it, I made notes on my laptop and took photographs of the meetings. 
Jotted notes were developed into full field notes as soon as possible (Emerson, Fretz 
& Shaw, 1995). After developing my field notes on the encounters and meetings with 
citizens, I often called the civil servants for a debriefing conversation (Quinlan, 2008).  
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These conversations served to see how the civil servants looked back at the 
meeting, to answer any additional questions that came up when writing my field 
notes, and to validate my interpretations of what had happened. 

In addition to shadowing, semi-structured interviews were used in the early 
stages of the research, to gain information on the background of the projects and 
facilitation processes I would observe, the actors involved in these processes and 
the civil servants’ role therein. These interviews lasted 1.5 hours on average, were 
tape recorded and transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis
The data collection resulted in a body of elaborate field notes of over 100,000 
words in total. The data were analysed through a process of coding, inspired by 
grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The first phase of open 
coding resulted in an initial list of repeating activities (e.g. making contact, listening, 
organizing meeting, asking questions, thinking along, taking notes), tools (e.g. 
knowledge, maps, examples, slide shows), values and understandings (e.g. public 
interest, transparency, responsiveness; openness towards citizens; goal/ results 
orientated), contextual aspects (e.g. participants; rules/ policies/ plans; colleagues) 
and codes related to expectations and tensions (e.g. emotions, resistance, history; 
citizens disagreeing, clashing policy goals; boundaries/ conditions municipality). 
In a second phase of coding, the initial codes were grouped together. The 
expectations and tensions were compared to each other and to the literature (see 
section 2.1 and chapter 6). In order to compare the data to the literature, I have 
developed a framework (figure 1), based on the tensions from the literature. It 
builds on the tensions in table 1, in chapter 2.1, but it sets apart the expectations 
related to the civil servants’ expert role. 
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Public engagement 
expectations

· Be flexible & responsive 
· Work with open-ended processes
· Collaborate with multiple disciplines
 Adopt a facilitative role and work 

  from local knowledge

Bureaucratic & Managerial
expectations

· Act according to formal rules, 
  policies, procedures, and politics
· Focus on effectiveness and 
  efficiency (pre-set standards)
· Work from a single discipline

Expert expectations

· Adopt an expert role
· Work from professional 
  expertise and disciplinary values
· Work according to professional 
  standards

Figure 1. Expert, bureaucratic and managerial, and public engagement expectations explained

Based on this framework, I could categorize the expectations and tensions in the 
data along the lines of tensions between expert, bureaucratic and managerial, and 
public engagement expectations.  

The activities were categorized, in addition, together with the tools and 
understandings into broader practices, organized by their purpose. This resulted 
in three key practices: aligning municipal and citizens’ needs, persuading and 
challenging citizens and building rapport and trust. In the final stage of the 
analysis, the tensions and practices were connected and further developed by 
closely reading the coded sections and reviewing 1.) which practice was used in 
response to which tension, and 2.) the role of expertise in the three key practices. 

7.3. Findings
Managing expert, bureaucratic and managerial, and public engagement 
expectations
When engaging the public, the civil servants had to deal with the expectations 
related to their role as an expert, with bureaucratic and managerial expectations 
from their municipal organization, and with expectations that come with engaging 
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the public. Often, these expectations could be combined and coexist in harmony. 
Policy advisor Anna, for example, worked closely with the initiator of a hiking 
and running trail. Based on her expertise as a landscape designer, she advised 
the initiator to choose a different starting point the trail and was critical of his 
suggestion to create a zebra crossing on the trail – it would create a false sense 
of safety. Her expertise enabled the initiator to improve the initiative and allowed 
Anna to realize the policy goal of creating more quality running and walking trails 
throughout the city. In a similar fashion, policy advisor Ethan and his colleagues 
sat down with the future residents of a sustainable ‘tiny houses’ project, to 
collaboratively design the lot. They simultaneously optimized the residents’ 
new neighbourhood and realized the municipal ambition to experiment with 
sustainable housing. In all these projects, however, tensions arose between the 
demands from the municipal organization, the participating citizens’ and the civil 
servants’ expert perspective, at some point in time. In the next sections discuss 
these tensions in more detail. 

Tensions between expert, bureaucratic and managerial, and public 
engagement expectations
During the time I shadowed them, the civil servants were often confronted with 
tensions between the demands of their local government organization and the 
needs and preferences of the participating citizens. Two of tensions from the 
literature and chapter 6, were also strongly present in the engagement work of 
the expert civil servants. 

In the first place, the policy goals, projects, and rules they represented and 
implemented as civil servants complicated their ability to respond flexibly to the 
ideas, initiatives, questions and concerns of participants. Four of the five civil 
servants in this study, worked on engagement processes in which citizens were 
invited to participate in decision making on the details of a project that they did 
not agree with in the first place. The experts faced active resistance in these cases. 
Designer Ben, for example, was asked to collaboratively design the public spaces 
in a neighbourhood that would be refurbished and expanded. During a meeting, 
he was confronted with citizens who were very critical of the changes made to 
their neighbourhood. Some citizens were emotional and angry. This resistance 
was often reinforced by distrust towards the local government. This distrust 
seemed to originate, largely, from the history of a particular place and citizens’ 
previous experiences with (local) government. Trouble with youth or disturbances 
at a playground in the past affected how citizens responded to the refurbishment 
of a playground today. 
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Second, tensions occurred between the needs of citizens and the resources 
available from the municipality. As facilitators, civil servants are expected to 
respond to citizens’ initiatives, ideas, and concerns. At the same time, these 
resources to realize this aim were often limited and still largely connected to 
policies and projects.

The combination of resistance towards municipal policies and projects, distrust 
towards the local government and limited resources complicated the expert 
civil servants’ work in two main ways. First, it caused citizens to distrust the civil 
servants and question the resolutions tried to develop. Landscape architect Anna, 
for example, was asked by the neighbourhood manager to join a co-production 
process with youths to design a place for them to hang out. The budget for 
the project turned out to be much tighter than she had expected. Anna and 
her team decided not to show the youths the samples of hangouts she initially 
collected, because they might inspire too costly ideas. This made it even more 
difficult, however, to inspire the youths, who had been disappointed by the local 
government in the past. Anna decided to sketch the youths’ ideas on sight instead 
of showing existing designs. The following excerpt from my field notes shows that 
her input was not immediately accepted, though.

A young man comments: ‘we had the same conversation, with different 
people. They said something like: ‘if you will behave, we will find you a new 
place’’. They kept saying ‘’we’re working on it’’, but it never happened’. When 
the neighborhood manager asks the group who would like to join the smaller 
team to develop the plans for the hangout, the man says that he would, but 
‘only if you come up with a plan’.  Anna asks: ‘you want some examples?’ The 
man explains that: ‘’no, I want it to be taken care of’. He wants ‘evidence’ that 
it will really happen this time. 

Designer Ben, in addition, experienced that sketches he used to inspire 
participants, or temper their concerns when co-creating a local playground, were 
interpreted by some citizens as if the plans were already fixed – even when they 
were not. A man responded to Ben’ sketch, agitatedly, that Ben had ‘’already 
designed everything!’’ At a later meeting, Ben brought a sketch of pencil on paper 
– not digitalized. He explained to me that he had made sure it looked preliminary 
instead of fully developed. 

A second effect of the tensions was that they reduced the civil servants’ control 
over the content and process of their encounters with the public. Designer Ben, 
who oversaw designing the public and green spaces in a refurbishment project, 
was confronted with worried citizens who asked critical questions about the 
refurbishment project and process, rather than the design of the public places 



132

CHAPTER 7

that was formally on the agenda. During the meeting, he and his colleagues spent 
much time discussing parts of the project that were not (originally) part of the 
participation process. As civil servant Anna mentioned: ‘’Usually, all these things 
come up that have nothing to do with our question, but you need to talk about 
that first before you can go on.’’ Resistance from one group of citizens often also 
left less room to facilitate the discussion with other groups of participants, that 
did want to participate. Lawyer Diane, for example, experienced that much of her 
efforts to engage the public in developing a new housing complex, focused on 
worried neighbours, rather than future residents. In the least, the civil servants 
needed to create space for participants to express their emotions, before they can 
move on with the participation process.

The tensions between municipal policies and projects and being open to and 
facilitating the citizens’ demands often also reflected a clash between the 
expert civil servants’ professional opinion and the perspective of the citizens. As 
mentioned in the previous section, the civil servants often worked on a project or 
policy related to their discipline and expertise, in which the municipal policy or 
project was in line with their expert perspective. The tension between bureaucrat/ 
managerial and public engagement expectations here was often – but not always 
- also a tension between their role as an expert and facilitator. The expert civil 
servants generally used their substantive and technical expertise to assess the 
tension and decide which ‘side’ they would be on. Here, we see that here is not 
only interaction and tension between the bureaucratic/ managerial expectations 
and the public engagement expectations, and between the expert and public 
engagement expectations. There is also interaction and possible tension between 
the expert and bureaucratic/ managerial expectations. 

Public engagement 
expectations

Bureaucratic & Managerial
expectations Expert expectations

Figure 2. Expert, bureaucratic and managerial, and public engagement expectations
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Tensions between civil servants’ expert and facilitator role emerged in these 
cases, then, when citizens’ arguments against a project or policy clashed with civil 
servants’ rational, professional assessment of the situation. Sustainability advisor 
Ethan, for example, encountered concerned neighbours when he was working on 
a ‘tiny houses’ project. He believed that some concerns from neighbours about 
the tiny houses and the way they would look, sound and smell, were based on 
prejudice rather than evidence. The tiny houses project, in addition, would not 
cause anything that was not already allowed, so it would not – technically – change 
anything. Here, Ethan used the bureaucratic policies and rules to support his 
expert opinion. He states: ‘’They argue that if they need an alternative way to heat 
their home, they might use a wood stove. Well, it has never been forbidden to use 
a wood stove, or to barbecue…’’.

The next section discusses three ways in which the civil servants dealt with these 
tensions, paying special attention to how they use their expertise in the process.

Dealing with tensions
Using expertise to mediate between citizens’ needs and municipal demands

In response to tensions between bureaucratic/ managerial and public engagement 
expectations, particularly those between facilitating the needs of some participants 
and implementing municipal policies and projects, the civil servants used their 
expert role to align the different demands and needs. 

First, the civil servants used their expertise to explain the policy or project and 
the rationale behind it. Designer Ben, for example, explained the general plan 
for the public spaces in his refurbishment project: ‘’I think this is very valuable: an 
old structure in the neighbourhood that we want to give a nice upgrade, just like 
the other lanes in the neighbourhood.’’ In addition, the civil servants clarified the 
consequences of the policy or project. They attempted to reassure citizens about 
the impact of projects and assuring citizens that nothing was set in stone. They 
emphasized the benefits of the project, attempting to speak to the citizens’ interests 
and anticipate or address their concerns. Ethan (and many of his colleagues), for 
example, sat down in small groups after a plenary session on natural gas free 
neighbourhoods, to discuss the participants questions and concerns. In response 
to their main concern - timing - he explained the trajectory of the process, leaving 
the participants seemingly reassured. Here, the civil servants used their expert 
knowledge and skills to provide examples – pictures, sketches, experiences of 
other citizens - of how the project might look and what the process would be like.  
The civil servants adopted this approach when the policy or project, in general, 
was in line with their expert opinion. 
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A major challenge for the civil servants in aligning citizens’ needs and municipal 
demands, however, was to find a balance between motivating citizens to 
participate and tempering their expectations of participating. On the one hand, 
civil servants tried to mitigate citizens’ negative expectations and concerns about 
their projects to get them on board. On the other hand, the civil servants had to 
consider the constraints of policies and scarce resources, and temper (too) high 
expectations of the participation process. During meetings with citizens, they were 
careful to not make promises they could not keep. Cultural heritage specialist 
Frank, for example, responds to ideas from entrepreneurs who want to improve 
their buildings, that he ‘’cannot promise anything’’, he thinks that the way their 
approach is eligible for a subsidy, but he is not the one to decide. 

In addition to explaining policies and projects, the civil servants used their expertise to 
look for shared resolutions. They generally used their knowledge to provide citizens 
with alternative ways to realize their ideas and initiatives, within the boundaries of 
the municipal demands and with the available resources. When citizens expressed 
concerns or objections about a project or initiative, civil servants used their expertise 
to look for ways to adapt the project or design to limit these negative consequences. 
When the expert civil servants, particularly valued an idea, initiative, or concern, 
developing alternative solutions sometimes meant negotiating with colleagues and 
supervisors to expand the boundaries of a project or obtain additional resources. 
In trying to obtain budgets for the running and walking trails initiative, Anna, for 
example, encountered some resistance from the sports department, who had 
different priorities. She actively negotiated with her colleagues from this department 
to convince them to invest in the hiking and running trail initiative.  

Using expertise to persuade and challenge citizens 
When tensions arose between the civil servants’ role as an expert and a facilitator, 
between keeping professional standards and being neutral and open to citizens’ 
ideas - the civil servants also engaged in seeking shared resolutions. They seemed 
to take a more steering role in the process, though. This form of seeking resolutions 
can be illustrated by Ben’ attempt to incorporate both local kids’ wish to play soccer 
– which he appreciates from his professional opinion – and residents’ concerns 
about nuisance into a design:

Ben shows me the sketch and explains how he strategically placed rocks and 
posts so that kids could use them as goals, but they would not be recognized 
as such by the residents. Ben explained how you sometimes need to engage in 
‘manipulative participation’, to get things done: ‘’In advance, I think about what 
is most important? Here, it was the water tower and the creek, the rest are just 
add-ons. So, if that is included, I often add annoying extra things, that they will 
argue about, and they will not discuss the things I wanted to maintain.’’
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Ben explained that he uses these types of techniques to safeguard the elements 
he finds essential from his perspective as a designer and leaves the rest to the 
residents to decide – although he sometimes finds it difficult. He likes to challenge 
citizens to think about the long term and broader community in developing the 
design. Here, policies and rules were not a constraint, but served as a tool for the 
civil servants to protect or represent what they considered the general, long term 
interests, from conflicting individual interests. Both Anna and Ben, for example, 
referred to the zoning laws when they dealt with resistance to initiatives to refurbish 
a playground. They argued that any adaptation had to be in line with the law: the 
place was formally labelled a playground and therefore needs to stay a playground.

Building rapport and trust
Surprisingly, however, the civil servants spent as much or even more time and 
effort dealing with concerns and objections that did not align with their ‘rational’, 
professional perspective. Looking for resolutions with citizens who were not 
enticed or convinced by their explanations, required much attention. The ongoing 
interactions between the critical Mr. H and Diane, her colleagues and the developer 
are exemplary. Lawyer Diane explained that she does not expect that Mister H 
would ever win a court case against the municipality: ‘’If you go to the Council of State 

… we think the plan is well argued and we have made the right decisions, it fits 
with our policies…’’ From her professional perspective as a lawyer, she does not 
agree with Mister H’s arguments. Still, she and her colleagues invested much time 
in speaking with Mr. H, responding to his e-mails, and adapting the plans to settle 
the matter without going to court in the first place. Dealing with tensions, then, 
did not only demand looking for substantial and practical solutions. It often also 
required actively building report and trust.

Although expertise could not go without trust, the civils servants’ expert role 
and expertise could also contribute to building trust. Several civil servants used 
their expertise and experience, to anticipate and address residents’ concerns in 
advance. In addition, the civil servants sometimes explicitly used their particular 
expertise to take position on the side of the citizen and opposed to other 
disciplines and departments. Designer Ben, for example, distanced himself from 
the municipality’s housing policy, that had evoked resistance among the residents 
of the neighbourhood he was working in. When responding to the residents, 
who expressed they wanted less new houses to be built, Ben and his colleague 
from the traffic department, distanced themselves from the ‘housing people’ who 
aimed to build the houses. 
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Traffic advisor: ‘’I understand what you are saying, but … there are many 
things we find important: trees, housing, parking. So, if we wonder: can’t we 
have five less houses? It is difficult because the housing people will say: those 
old buildings need to be torn down… the budget needs to be met, so maybe 
they can remove two or three houses, but that’s about it.’’

In this way, expert civil servants could distance themselves from the projects and 
policies that caused resistance among the citizens they aimed to cooperate work with. 

7.4. Conclusion and discussion
This chapter has set out to explore what tensions expert civil servants experience 
when they engage the public, and how they handle these tensions. Regarding 
first part of this question, the findings show that the experts, like all civil servants, 
are regularly confronted with tensions between bureaucratic and managerial 
expectations from their local government organization and the expectations 
related to engaging the public. Most of these tensions boil down to a conflict 
between facilitating citizens’ ideas, concerns and initiatives on the one hand, and 
following the municipal policies and working with limited resources on the other, 
enhanced by a lack of trust in the local government. Surprisingly, the expert civil 
servants did not seem to experience many direct tensions between their role as 
an expert and a facilitator, just like their colleagues in chapter 6. The tensions 
between the demands of the municipality and the citizens, however, made it 
difficult for these civil servants to effectively use their expertise in a facilitating 
way. In addition, their expert role and knowledge, affected how these civil servants 
experienced and handled the tensions between their the bureaucratic/ managerial 
and public engagement expectations. Their expert opinion largely determined 
whether they would use their agency on behalf of the state or for the community 
or citizen (see also chapter 5). In response to these tensions, the respondents 
used their expertise to (1) align citizens’ and municipal needs and (2) persuade and 
challenge citizens when tensions arose between citizens’ preferences and their 
expert opinion. These strategies, however, always required trust. If trust is lacking, 
the civil servants need to (3) actively build rapport and trust, even and especially 
with citizens they do not agree with from a professional point of view. 

These findings make three contributions to the literature. First, the findings 
provide a better understanding of the complexity of the context in which present 
day civil servants operate, and their actions in response. The analysis shows that 
even though civil servants are expected to be open to citizens’ ideas and respond 
flexibly, in practice, their work is constrained by resistance and distrust form 
citizens, and pre-formulated policies and limited resources on the side of their 
municipal organization. By drawing on, and combining bureaucratic/ managerial 
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elements, public engagement and expert elements, however, civil servants can 
often overcome these tensions. More importantly, the following bureaucratic 
and expert expectations not only constrain, but can also enable facilitation work. 
Here, the analysis enriches our understanding of tensions and coping strategies in 
interactive governance (e.g. Jaspers & Steen, 2019; Kruyen & van Genugten, 2020; 
Sørensen & Bentzen, 2020; Van der Steen et al., 2018).

Second, and more importantly, the analysis sheds new light onto the understudied 
role of specialist civil servants and the role of expertise in public engagement. This 
research confirms that the expert civil servant mostly plays an active, substantive, 
rather than a purely neutral facilitator role, when engaging the public. They are 

facilitators in the sense that they enable and support citizens’ ideas, initiatives and 
concerns. Expertise plays an important role in this process, that is, first and foremost 
an enabling one. Enabling, however, does not mean neutral. The civil servants, 
at least to some degree, judge citizens’ ideas, concerns and initiatives based on 
their professional opinion. In response, they use their knowledge and position to 
enable citizens’ initiatives that are consistent with their professional perspective, 
for example, by mediating tensions between municipal and citizens’ demands. 
Hereby, the research also provide new insights into how civil servants’ bureaucratic/ 
managerial and professional logics may interact in a participatory context. We 
know from the literature that there may be tensions between public professionals’ 
perspective and their (bureaucratic and managerial) work context (e.g. Paanakker, 
2019; Winter & O’Donahue, 2012; Van Gestel et al., 2019). This study shows how 
these tensions play out and are negotiated in the context of public engagement. 

The expert civil servants, however, also use their agency try to steer away from ideas 
that contradict their professional opinion and try to mitigate concerns which they 
believe are unnecessary or unfair. In these cases, they use municipal policies and 
rules to legitimize their move away from citizens’ (initial) ideas or initiatives. The civil 
servants here, indeed use their knowledge in a ‘seductive’, rather than authoritative 
way (Laws & Forester, 2015). Although the civil servants’ use of expertise is non-
authoritative, collaborative and made comprehensible to the public, it is not 
neutral, nor is it automatically used in favour of the public. This research shows 
that expert knowledge, when used seductively, is an important source of agency 
for civil servants, that can be used on behalf of the citizen or community, but also 
on behalf of the local government or civil servant him or herself. The importance 
of their particular expertise for the way they use their agency and handle tensions, 
then, may also explain why civil servants from other departments, who do not share 
their particular expertise or professional preferences, sometimes experience them 
as stubborn or uncooperative (see chapter 6). 
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Third, the observations also confirm the importance of trust in public engagement 
and expand our understanding of how trust and expertise interact in these 
processes (Moyson et al., 2016; Van Tol Smit et al., 2013; Forester, 1999). For the 
seductive use of expert knowledge to be effective, the civil servants needed a basic 
level of trust. Expertise alone is not enough. In the end, the civil servants invested 
much time in building rapport and trust with those citizens they did not agree with 
from a professional point of view. This research adds, however, that expertise can 
also be used by civil servants to build trust. They use their expertise to generate 
understanding for policies and projects in the community, they use their expertise 
to anticipate and address citizens’ concerns and use their particular expertise to 
substantiate and represent citizens’ ideas, initiatives and concerns towards other 
disciplines and departments in the local government. 

Finally, I should say something about the limits of this part of the research. As 
these findings were generated in a small number of cases in five municipalities 
in the Netherlands, they cannot simply be generalized to any other context. 
The study, however, does provide theoretical and analytical insights that can be 
relevant to other places and domains (Gioia, Corley & Hamilton, 2012), and opens 
up avenues for future research. Future research could explore the position of 
expert civil servants in other countries and in policy fields outside planning, or 
with that of experts involved in coproduction who do not work directly for the 
local government. Another interesting approach would be to study how specialist 
civil servants work together with their colleagues with a more generalist roles. 
This study takes the experiences and practices of the civil servants as its focal 
point and highlights their agency. It shows that they enable but also constrain 
citizens’ ideas and initiatives and, in their attempts to overcome tension and win 
their trust, also try influence citizens’ perspectives with arguments, explanations 
and suggestions. At the same time, the civil servants seem to realize that, at least 
to some degree, they need the support of citizens and stakeholders, which not 
only requires arguments but also active trust building and an openness to citizens’ 
ideas. A study incorporating the citizens’ perspective may provide interesting 
additional insights into the power dynamics in interactive governance. 
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8. Conclusions and discussion

8.1. Introduction 
The research presented in this thesis revolves around the question how civil 

servants practice and experience public engagement? Following an interpretive 
practice approach, the research has aimed to answer this question by looking 
closely at the everyday work of a diverse group of civil servants involved in public 
engagement in six municipalities, the tensions they encounter and the (practice) 
stories they tell. The research focused on the situational practices and interactions 
between civil servants and citizens, but also places engagement work in a wider 
organizational, professional and institutional context, to fully grasp the elements 
of their practice: the concrete activities, the tools, skills and knowledge used 
to accomplish them, and the understandings – the (shared) norms, values and 
knowledge - that tie them together (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Wagenaar, 2004). 
The different empirical chapters have asked, more specifically:

1. How do frontline civil servants work with and for the public in the context of 
present-day public engagement? (chapter 4)

2. How do civil servants use their agency and make decisions in public engagement 
processes?  (chapter 5)

3. What tensions do frontline civil servants experience in their organization when 
engaging the public and how do they handle these? (chapter 6)

4. What tensions do expert civil servants experience when they engage the public, 
and how do they handle these tensions? (chapter 7)

This final chapter presents the conclusions from different research lines that 
together, make up this thesis. As practice research tends to start from concrete 
activities and moves towards more abstract practices, I will present the conclusions 
in a similar order, starting with the key practices (8.2). Next, I will zoom out to see 
how these practices build up to a more abstract, overarching interpretation of 
civil servants’ engagement practice: the civil servant as a ‘public bricoleur’ (8.3). 
Finally, in the discussion, I take another step back and position this research in the 
broader academic context and debates (8.4), and present my reflections on the 
research process, the limitations of the research and recommendations for future 
research and practice (8.5). 
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8.2. Civil servants’ public engagement practice 
The civil servants in this study engage the public in three general ways. They 
engage the public in ‘traditional’ engagement processes, organized around the 
development of a project or policy; they work with the public co-creation and 
deliberation processes, often in response to questions, concerns or ideas from the 
community; and they facilitate (informal) citizens’ initiatives. Hybrid forms in which 
elements of the different types of engagement are combined also often occurred. 

In the context of these three forms of engagement, civil servants respond to 
citizens’ and other stakeholders’ ideas, initiatives, questions, and concerns, and 
generally try to support them when possible and feasible. This can mean different 
things to different types of civil servants. The neighborhood managers and other 
neighborhood-based professionals, for example, generally encounter these ideas, 
initiatives, questions and concerns when they work in their neighborhoods. They 
aim to support, then, for example, by providing the citizens with (strategic) advice, 
connecting them with other parties in the neighborhood, getting their ideas 
and initiatives on the local bureaucracy’s agenda or providing them with other 
resources. Project managers often develop engagement processes to assemble 
stakeholders’ ideas, initiatives, questions, and concerns in the context of their 
projects, and aim to incorporate them in these projects when possible. Policy 
advisors, in addition, tend to support ideas, initiatives, questions and concerns, by 
thinking along about how initiatives can be developed or realized and translating 
ideas and concerns into technically (and legally) feasible solutions. 

Although their positions and the nature of their work differs, this research has 
shown that the three groups of civil servants share five key practices when they 
respond to ideas, initiatives, questions, and concerns, that, together, make up 
their overall practice of public engagement.

1. Understanding the situation. Engaging the public presupposes an 
openness and responsiveness towards stakeholders’ input and therefore 
and requires a general goal, rather than fully specified end product. The civil 
servants work for the public good, but the specific meaning of the public 
good emerges from the process of engagement. Even in traditional forms of 
engagement that start from a project or policy, civil servants are confronted 
with emerging ideas, initiatives, and concerns. Before knowing how to move 
forward, therefore, the civil servants need to develop a better understanding 
of the situation, together with the stakeholders involved. They draw upon 
citizens’, colleagues, and their own local and bureaucratic knowledge to 
decide what steps to take next, to understand if and how they can support 
an idea, initiative or concern. In chapter 5, we have seen, in addition, that 
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civil servants generally start off with some conception of what the public 
good or community interest is, but their perception may change throughout 
the process. Their understanding may constantly evolve through their 
interactions with citizens, colleagues, rules, and policies. The civil servants 
actively seek these interactions by contacting residents, visiting the site, 
and listening to their stories. In addition, they do research inside city hall to 
gain the necessary bureaucratic and expert knowledge, and make sense of, 
for example, the legal, technical, and organizational context and seek out 
potential opportunities and barriers. Through this process, they find out what 
is desirable and what is feasible.       

2. Building rapport and trust. Engaging the public and being responsive means 
taking seriously citizens’ ideas, initiatives, questions, and concerns. This is 
not only an intrinsic value to the civil servants, but also a necessary condition 
for effective cooperation. For citizens and stakeholders to share their needs 
and concerns, and for civil servants to truly understand these needs and 

concerns, the civil servants need to establish rapport with and trust among 
the communities they work with. This trust is not a given. In chapters 4 and 
7, we have seen, for example, that resistance to a policy or project, not being 
involved in earlier stages of a project, or much (negative) experiences with local 
government much earlier, strongly affect citizens’ attitudes towards present 
projects and representatives of local government, and to the solutions or 
compromises they suggest. The civil servants, therefore, actively invest in 
building rapport with citizens by meeting them face to face, listening, and 
staying in touch. Building rapport and trust also involves explaining the policies 
and laws that are in place, and the rationale behind them. As we have seen in 
chapters 6 and 7, civil servants, the specialized policy advisors in particular, 
use their expert knowledge to mediate between citizens and municipality, 
by helping citizens better understand policies, by addressing, anticipating, 
and reducing concerns and finding shared resolutions. For this mediating 
role to work, however, you still require a basic level of trust. Expertise alone, 
therefore, is hardly ever enough in establishing trust.     

 

Whereas the civil servants know that building rapport and trust is a condition 
for cooperation and developing shared resolutions (see below), it is as or 
even more important when they cannot find a way to accommodate the 
citizens’ needs and concerns. Chapter 5 has shown, in addition, that when 
serving the community at large, the civil servants simultaneously try to treat 
individual citizens justly, and take their needs and concerns seriously, even 
if their interests are not in line with that of the larger community or the civil 
servants’ conception of the public good.      
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3. Developing shared resolutions. A third practice shared among the civil 
servants, is aimed at developing shared resolutions with the stakeholders 
involved. The civil servants typically engage groups, whose members may 
have a different perspective on the matter at hand. As the civil servants aim 
to develop projects that benefit and are supported by the local community 
and contribute to the public good, they often mediate between different 
stakeholders, such as residents, but also developers. In chapters 5 and 7, 
we have seen that the civil servants work particularly hard on developing 
shared resolutions for ideas, initiatives and concerns that are in line with 
their view of the public good and their professional opinion. As mentioned 
above, their view, however, can also change an evolve during this process of 
developing resolutions.        
 
When working on these shared resolutions, the civil servants bring together 
citizens and other stakeholders and mediate between. In this process, civil 
servants are more than neutral facilitators. They are active participants, who 
think along about how ideas can be realized, taken into account or improved 
upon, and how they can be combined with the needs of other stakeholders. 
They show possibilities and make suggestions. Chapter 7 shows that knowledge 
and expertise, here, are important tools. They can be used to help citizens 
see possibilities and envision alternatives that incorporate or bridge the 
different perspectives and interests.       

4. Aligning inside and outside. Fourth, the civil servants not only need to 
connect people and mediate between different interests and perspectives 
outside city hall. They also try to align ideas, initiatives, and concerns 
from outside city hall with formal policies, laws, processes and resources. 
In chapter 5, we have seen that compatibility with rules and policies, 
safety conditions and budgets enable civil servants to support an idea, 
initiative or concern. While the civil servants often need to help citizens 
to adapt their ideas and initiatives to legal and technical standards and 
local policies, the civil servants also feel this process often improves the 
ideas and initiatives, making them more effective or safe. Therefore, the 
civil servants sometimes adopt the role of the state-agent when working 
with these initiatives, in particular when policies are in line with their 
expert opinion and conception of the public good.      

 

Not all ideas, initiatives, questions, and concerns can be instantly connected 
to a particular subsidy arrangement or fit with municipal rules or policies. 
Chapters 6 and 7 dug deeper into how tensions arise between the demands 
of the local bureaucracy, and citizens’ ideas, initiatives, and concerns. 
The chapters confirm that frontline civil servants experience tensions 
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between the situations and interactions in engagement processes at the 
street level on the one hand, and the formal rules, policies, procedures 
and politics, performance management, departmentalization on the other 
hand (see, for example, Edelenbos, 2005; Van Dam, Duineveld & During, 
2015; Mees et al., 2019; Bartels, 2016). To a lesser degree, they experienced 
tension between their role and expertise as a specialist civil servant and 
a facilitator. Surprisingly, however, the civil servants often felt that these 
different demands can be (made) compatible. This is also reflected in how 
they respond to them.       

 

When responding to tensions, the civil servants in chapters 5-7 also regularly 
used their agency on behalf of the citizens, rather than the municipal 
rules and policies (‘biasing’). Still, they rarely broke or bent rules to support 
citizens’ ideas and initiatives. Instead, they often tried to find alignment by 
searching for alternative funding opportunities or thinking along about a 
‘hybrid’ solution that meets both demands. The stories in chapters 4 and 6 
show that the civil servants use creativity and some degree of opportunism 
and strategic thinking in the process. Chapter 7, in addition, has shown 
that expert knowledge can also be an important tool to align the demands 
of the municipality and the preferences and needs of citizens. Expert civil 
servants used their knowledge to mediate between the demands of citizens 
and the local bureaucracy, and to persuade and challenge citizens.   

 

The research has shown, more importantly, that aligning the needs of citizens 
and the demands of the local bureaucracy largely takes place in interactions 
between civil servants. All four empirical chapters display examples of civil 
servants negotiating with their colleagues to support an idea, initiative or 
concern from the local community.      

5. Supporting practically. Finally, civil servants support ideas, initiatives, 
questions and concerns practically, by providing (partial) funding or material 
resources such as supplies or a location to meet, by connecting them to 
other parties or by hosting an event. They may also provide practical support 
through more hands-on facilitation or participation (Torfing et al., 2012), by 
organizing meetings and taking a secretary like role in them, or acting as a 
process facilitator in, for instance, neighborhood platforms. Often, though, 
to provide practical support, an understanding of the situation (what support 
is needed and possible?) and alignment work (getting access to the budgets 
or materials) was needed. 

Together, these five practices show what it takes for civil servants to make public 
engagement work. The practices show civil servants’ active involvement within and 
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beyond formal engagement processes. Their aim is to support ideas, initiatives, 
questions, and concerns when possible. Before they can provide this support, 
they first need to develop an understanding of the situation; grasp what support 
is needed and available. To truly understand the situation and effectively work on 
this situation, together with the stakeholders, they also need to build rapport and 
trust. The civil servants, in addition, often need to develop shared resolutions with 
outside stakeholders and align between processes inside and outside city hall, to 
support them, while at the same time maintaining peace in the neighborhood and 
upholding professional and bureaucratic standards. Through these processes of 
aligning and developing resolutions, they work with stakeholders to create the 
conditions for supporting and realizing their ideas, initiatives and accommodating 
their questions and concerns. Together, they create something that is both 
acceptable and feasible: an emerging public good.

8.3. Civil servants as public bricoleurs
Having described the elements that make up civil servants’ public engagement 
practice, I will now move on to discuss their practice on a more abstract, 
theoretical level. Chapter 3 has described five roles that have been attributed to 
civil servants in public engagement: the street-level democrat/ civic entrepreneur, 
the democratic professional, the process facilitator, the boundary spanner and 
the meta-governor. This thesis adds the role of the ‘public bricoleur’ to the list.  I 
introduced the concept of ‘bricolage’ to characterize the nature of civil servants’ 
overall engagement practice. The concept captures the style and demeanor that 
run through and tie together the different elements. In the practice of the public 
bricoleur, we can recognize much of what the five types of civil servants from the 
literature do (e.g. developing shared resolutions, facilitating processes, making 
connections). The added value of concept of the public bricoleur lies in the insights 
it provides into how the civil servants work, and the way it highlights the everyday, 
pragmatic and improvisational aspects the other literatures sometimes leave 
untold (see 8.4 for a more detailed discussion of the literature). 

As discussed in chapter 2.4, bricolage refers to working with whatever is at hand to 
create something new. Bricoleurs bring together, connect and combine different 
resources into an emerging arrangement, that is relevant to the situation at 
hand (Levi-Strauss, 1966; Duijmedjan & Ruling, 2010). The concept underlines the 
improvisational, creative, and opportunistic approach of the civil servants. More 
importantly, the concept of bricolage fits so well with the civil servants’ practice, 
because it captures the constrained and open-ended nature of engagement work. 
It catches civil servants’ agency and the embeddedness of this agency. The sections 
that follow describe the resources the public bricoleur works with, and summarizes 
the process of public bricolage through which these resources are brought together. 
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The resources of the public bricoleur
Bricoleurs, by definition, are limited in their work by the materials they have at 
their disposal. They work with the materials at hand (Levi-Strauss, 1966; Yanow & 
Tsoukas, 2009). Like bricoleurs, civil servants are constrained by (organizational) 
values and available resources when they engage the public (Perkmann & Spicer, 
2014). The civil servants in this study are often not able to formally shape the legal, 
financial or organizational conditions and frameworks in which public engagement 
takes place. Nor do they have formal, hierarchical power over their colleagues. 
In the focus groups, one of the civil servants remarked that, even though she 
aims to be open to citizens’ input, she never really starts off with a ‘blank slate’. 
Civil servants always work against a backdrop of rules, policies, and budgetary 
constraints. As a result, the civil servants ‘make do’ with whatever is at hand and 
must be pragmatic.

Sifting through all the practice stories, the data show that the repertoire civil 
servants work with, that enables and constrains their practice, consists of four 
types of material and immaterial resources: 

a. Local, bureaucratic and expert knowledge
Civil servants need local, bureaucratic and expert knowledge to understand 
the situations they encounter, to assess what is needed and what is possible, 
and to see and develop shared resolutions.  They need local knowledge 
to understand what is at stake. They need to learn, for instance, what it 
is citizens and stakeholders really fear, want or need, and whether these 
fears, desires and needs are shared by the wider community. The civil 
servants need bureaucratic knowledge to find funding opportunities and 
estimate the chances of finding support within city hall. The civil servants 
need technical and substantive expertise, in addition, to translate citizens’ 
ideas and initiatives into feasible solutions, and to address or incorporate 
stakeholders’ concerns in policies and plans. 

In part, the civil servants draw upon the knowledge they already have in 
store: the knowledge they have obtained through professional training, the 
things they have learned through socialization in the bureaucracy and the 
experiences they have had in the past. Much of the knowledge they use, 
however, they obtain or develop along the way, through the process of 
bricolage. The practice of understanding the situation may involve doing 
research or require civil servants to bring in external expertise, but the civil 
servants also learn through their interactions with citizens, stakeholders, 
communities and colleagues. 
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b. Rules, policies, budgets, and material resources
The civil servants use rules, policies, budgets, and material resources when 
working with the public. Some of the civil servants have a budget and 
materials at their disposal to facilitate citizens’ ideas or initiatives. Others 
civil servants seek resources by creatively connecting ideas and initiatives to 
existing policy (goals), programs and arrangements inside and outside the 
municipality. In some cases, the civil servants also drew on rules and policies 
to deal with resistance against citizens’ ideas or initiatives. 

c. Relations inside and outside city hall
The civil servants meet people and build relationships with active citizens, 
entrepreneurs, professionals and organizations in the city or neighborhood 
they work in. In addition, they build goodwill among colleagues, and know 
they can count on some colleagues more than others. Through these 
relationships, they also access new sources of (local, bureaucratic, and 
expert) knowledge and gain access to material and financial resources (see 
below). These relationships are of vital importance, as the civil servants, in 
the participatory contexts they work in, often do not have formal, hierarchical 
power.

d. Stakeholders’ interests, values, and perspectives
In a context of public engagement, the process of bricolage, as Innes and 
Booher (1999) emphasized, is a collaborative effort. Although this research 
has focused on the civil servants, citizens and other stakeholders also 
bring resources and perspectives to the table, and play an active role in the 
process of putting these together. When they develop their understanding 
of the situation, the civil servants actively draw on citizens’ local knowledge. 
Citizens and other stakeholders, in addition, have their own interests, values, 
perspectives and resources. They put new ideas, initiatives, and concerns 
on the agenda, enable new avenues of thought and sometimes change the 
civil servants’ perspectives. These also become important materials in the 
bricolage process. The practice stories and observations show, however, 
that this input can also be challenging and constraining. Civil servants in 
participatory processes are, at least to some, dependent on the input they 
receive from the citizens who decide to participate. Think, for example, of the 
traffic specialist who struggled with citizens who opted for safety measures 
that are not effective, from her professional point of view. Civil servants 
do not always get the input they expect or desire, and are confronted with 
resistance on many occasions. To work together, the civil servants must deal 
with this input, even if they do not agree with it, or if it does not fit the scope 
of the original engagement process. 
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The civil servants, then, are enabled in their engagement work by the repertoire of 
resources they have built over time, and they are constrained by the limits of this 
stock. The resources themselves, can be enabling, but also constraining. Citizens’ 
input, bureaucratic rules and policies, professional standards and expertise do 
not dictate civil servants what to do, but they do suggest what might be feasible 
directions and what might not. Wagenaar (2004) analyzes the enabling and 
constraining role of rules as follows:

setting constraints and suggesting possibilities, the rules are simultaneously 
part of the problem as it presents itself … and part of the solution. The rules 
structure the situation … At the same time, the rules suggest what is possible 
and feasible (p. 650). 

This explanation is also applicable to the different types of knowledge and citizens’ 
input. The relationships civil servants have built, in addition, can be a vital resource 
in making engagement work, but maintaining them also means having to take into 
account individual stakeholders’ interests and perspectives, even if these do not fit 
with your idea of the public good.  

The process of public bricolage
When engaging the public, the civil servants respond to ideas, initiatives, questions, 
and concerns that emerge in neighborhoods, for which they, by definition, do not 
have a predefined approach. Like the bricoleur, the civil servants do not have 
a clear end in sight, nor do they know beforehand how the process will exactly 
unfold (Innes & Booher, 1999). Even project managers that start from a relatively 
clear goal – to build a refugee center or bring back a river in the city center – do 
not know exactly what their end-product will look like. To make engagement work, 
as Innes and Booher (1999) have described it, they must ‘’bring to the dialogue the 
experiences, ideas, methods, and scenarios that they can imagine and then jointly 
piece them together to create a strategy on which all can agree’’ (p. 9). 

The civil servants in this study do this by aligning and developing shared resolutions, 
supported by their relationship work. They develop hybrid solutions by bringing 
together a range of interests, values, perspectives, and resources outside and 
inside the local bureaucracy. 

Not only the end-product of this process is characterized by openness, but the 
process towards this product is as well. Finding out how to proceed is part of the 
engagement process. The five different practices do not follow each other in a neat 
sequence. They take place iteratively and sometimes simultaneously. The practice 
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of building rapport and trust, for example, meanders through all stages of the 
engagement process. When the civil servants develop their understanding of the 
situation and work on shared resolutions, they simultaneously work on building 
rapport and trust. Their understanding of the ideas, initiatives, and projects they 
work on, in addition, continuously develops throughout the process. Figure 3, 
below, conceptualizes the interaction and iteration between these practices and 
illustrates how its elements can overlap and take place simultaneously. 

Understanding the solution

Aligning inside and outside

Developing shared 
resolutions

Building rapport and trust

Supporting practically

Figure 3. Key practices of public bricolage

Through this process, then, the civil servants also further develop and expand their 
repertoire. They learn from their interactions and gain new knowledge. In some 
cases, the civil servants obtain new resources by negotiating with their colleagues 
and superiors and even change the projects and policies they work with. Although 
civil servants’ engagement work is constrained by and limited to the resources 
in their repertoire, the civil servants clearly have agency, which they use to serve 
what they believe is the public good. They are, in other words, public bricoleurs, 

who together with citizens and other stakeholders, bring together and combine 

a range of resources (knowledge, rules, policies, budgets, relations, interests, 

values and perspectives) outside and inside the local bureaucracy, to create an 

emerging public good. 
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Box 11. How do civil servants practice and experience public engagement?

In sum, local civil servants engage the public through a process of ‘public bricolage’, that consists 
of five key practices. They (1) develop an understanding of the situation, in interaction with citizens 
and other stakeholders, and (2) build rapport and trust with relevant parties. They (3) align “inside” 
and “outside” city hall and (4) work towards resolutions that are supported by those involved. Finally, 
they (5) offer practical support in terms of, for instance, subsidies or materials. Through these 
five practices, the civil servants, together with citizens and other stakeholders, bring together and 
combine a range of ‘resources’ (knowledge, rules, policies, budgets, relations, interests, values and 
perspectives) outside and inside the local bureaucracy, to create an emerging public good. From 
the perspective of the civil servants, this process, that I call ‘public bricolage’, is relational through 
and through and can be challenging. In particular, when having to bridge clashing expectations and 
demands from stakeholders inside and outside city hall. In their experience, though, overcoming 
this challenge forms a central element of their role in making public engagement work, rather than 
merely a barrier to it. Within the process of bricolage, the civil servants are agents for what they 
believe to be the public good, in the situation. Their conception of the public good is shaped by 
their professional background, their organizational context, their expert, bureaucratic and local 
knowledge, and their experiences and encounters inside and outside city hall. More importantly, it is 
shaped through the process and practice of engagement itself. 

8.4. Discussion: Four propositions 
Having summarized the main findings of this thesis and having answered the 
central research question, this section aims to discuss the findings in light of 
existing research and debates in public administration on public engagement and 
the changing role of the (local) government and civil servant. How can we best 
understand the role of the civil servant in public engagement? What does that 
say about the changing role of the government and governance paradigms, such 
as The New Public Governance, Network Governance of The New Public Service? 
What distinguishes the bricoleur, from other civil servants? 

Before comparing my research to the literature, I should explain that the main 
contribution of this thesis does not lie in recanting, critiquing or even expanding 
specific theories on public engagement or the role of civil servants therein. Instead, 
its main contribution to the literature is the creation of an encompassing view of 
the practice and experience of public engagement, from the perspective of the 
civil servants themselves: the image of the public bricoleur. It is a contextualized 
image of public engagement that is not isolated from but situated in the broader 
work context and identity of local civil servants. It is a view that considers the 
improvised and pragmatic ways in which civil servants combine different roles 
in practice. It is a view that does not necessarily debate the roles that have been 
assigned or attributed to civil servants in the literature but brings them together. 
It is an image that helps, for example, to understand how and why civil servants 
sometimes seem to act as citizen-agents or community-agents, and as state-
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agents or ‘dominant’ professionals at other times. It is a view that takes into 
account the tensions civil servants face but centers the agency through which they 
resolve these tensions, which, this research has shown, is key in making public 
engagement work. 

The discussion is structured along the lines of four general propositions. The four 
propositions resonate with and respond to the three recurring themes in the 
literature on the role of civil servants in public engagement, that were identified 
in Chapter 3: facilitation as a key practice (proposition 1) the need for making 
connections and translations between institutions, organizations and/or processes 
outside the organizations (propositions 2 and 3), and the observation that 
knowledge and expertise are still important resources or tools of public servants 
who engage the public (proposition 4). 

Facilitation as a key practice
1. Instead of neutral facilitators, civil servants are active agents in the 
engagement process.

The aim of this thesis was to show the everyday work of civil servants in public 
engagement and explore how engaging the public fits in their broader work 
context. The emphasis of the research, therefore, was not on the design of public 
engagement processes. Instead, it focused the work of local civil servants within and 
beyond these processes and encounters, including the normative and pragmatic 
sides of this work. The literature on public engagement and facilitating pays much 
attention to the design and facilitating engagement processes (e.g. Bryson et al., 
2013; Fung, 2006; 2015). This, of course, is an important part of making public 
engagement work. The research in this thesis has shown, however, that to many 
of the civil servants, engaging the public is much more about the (substantive) content 
of these processes; about how to make the emerging ideas and initiatives work. Their 
work in public engagement is as much about bringing together a range of interests, 
values, perspectives and resources outside and inside the local bureaucracy, as 
it is about designing the formal processes that structure this process. Here, the 
research echoes the importance of translation and connection that rises from 
the (public engagement) literature (e.g., Yanow, 2004; Van Meerkerk & Edelenbos, 
2014; Bartels, 2013; Bartels & Turnbull, 2019). 

When comparing the civil servants in this research to the individual roles from 
the literature, that have been identified in chapter 3, I can conclude, first, that the 
civil servants rarely take a purely facilitative role. They share with the facilitator, 
an openness to different perspectives, and a desire to create (safe) spaces for 
deliberation. Process facilitation is certainly part of civil servants’ work, but their 
role entails much more. More importantly, we have seen throughout the empirical 
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chapters, that the civil servants are not just neutral facilitators. Civil servants often 
take position, actively participate, and bring something to the table. They actively 
use their agency on behalf of an idea, initiative, concern from the community, or 
a municipal project or policy, that they believe is the public good. The tensions 
the civil servants experience, in addition, are not so much about the process of 
engagement (e.g., inclusion vs. deliberation) (Curry, 2012; Jaspers & Steen, 2019; 
Aschhoff & Vogel, 2018), as they are about its contents, about reconciling the 
different values, interests and demands involved, which has both a normative 
as well as a pragmatic element to it. Civil servants’ position and agency in public 
engagement, then, resonates less with the role of the (official) facilitator, and more 
with the role of the boundary spanner, who engages in influencing and negotiating 
and actively work on developing collaborative solutions (Williams, 2002; Torfing et 
al., 2012), or the role of the deliberative practitioner, as John Forester describes it: 

The mediating planner is not just a neutral facilitator. The mediator-planner 
instead seeks solutions ultimately, and a host of lesser objectives along the 
way: we are here to listen … to try and understand, … but also to try to tell you 
a story… why we are concerned about certain things. … this mediator too is a 
full-fledged participant – not only a manager of a process but a negotiator and 
a mediator at once: a negotiating partner seeking to facilitate a process as well 
as to explain substantive concerns or interests (Forester, 1999, p. 77).

This research shows that the concept of deliberative practitioners can be applied 
beyond the realm of planning. Not just the planners in this study, but also their 
colleagues working as project managers, neighborhood managers, and policy 
advisors in a variety of fields operate in the fashion of the deliberative practitioner. 
Interestingly, these deliberative processes do not just start top-down, from the 
formal political agenda, but also emerge bottom-up, from the questions, ideas 
and initiatives from citizens and communities. This research has shown, in 
addition, that contrary to the image of the boundary spanner who ‘’push[es] 
interactive governance arenas in a direction desired by politicians and executive 
public managers’’ (Torfing et al., 2012, p. 159), the position of the civil servants is 
not always fixed and they certainly do not always push in the direction desired by 
their politicians and managers.  

Civil servants, however, can be viewed as facilitators in the broad sense, as they 
enable processes, and the realization of ideas and initiatives that emerge from 
these processes. They are facilitators, in the way meta-governors engage in hands-
on facilitation and network management. Like meta-governors, they support self-
governance by providing networks with necessary resources (Sørensen &Torfing, 
2009; Torfing et al., 2012). In addition, they share with meta-governors the aim 
to create the conditions to support self-governance. Unlike meta-governors, who 
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are typically politicians or managers, however, the civil servants often start from 
concrete projects and/ or respond to questions, concerns and initiatives from 
citizens. In addition, meta-governors depend on formal mandate or hierarchical 
position in creating these conditions. The civil servants under study here, instead, 
use their ability to make connections, and create conditions by mediating, aligning 
and building rapport and trust. They create conditions on a situational level, rather 
than organizational or institutional level, although their efforts sometimes lead 
to more structural changes. In this sense, the civil servants resemble present 
day frontline workers who ‘fix’ policies, by bringing together ‘the objectives of 
government policies with the organizational opportunities available to, and the 
priorities and concerns articulated by the community’ (Durose, 2011, p. 989). The 
civil servant as public bricoleur, however, does even more. The bricoleur not only 
brings together the objectives of the local bureaucracy and the local community, 
s/he also brings together the interests, values, perspectives, and resources within 
the community and does this together with the community. 

The need for making connections and translations
2. Connecting government logics is a key skill for civil servants in public 
engagement.

Having discussed the role of the civil servant as active agents in public engagement, 
I will zoom out once more, and position the findings in the broader debate 
regarding government logics, paradigms, and reforms. What do the experiences 
and practices of the civil servants in this research say about the (changing) role of 
the government and (local) civil service, more generally?

This thesis started from the premise that governments are moving from Classical 
Public Administration and New Public Management, to a new governance paradigm 
– whether it is called network governance (e.g. Considine & Lewis, 1999; Provan & 
Kenis, 2008; Sørensen & Torfing, 2007; 2016), interactive governance (e.g. Torfing 
et al., 2012; Edelenbos & Van Meerkerk, 2016), the New Public Service (Denhardt & 
Denhardt, 2000; 2011; 2015), the New Governance (Blomgren et al., 2005) or the New 
Public Governance (Osborne, 2006; 2010) – that is characterized by cooperation with 
a variety of stakeholders, and in which citizens fulfill an active role in developing and 
implementing policy. This premise does not entail that this new participatory logic 
will be the only logic in place, or even that it will be the dominant logic in practice. 
Different logics coexist like layers in a cake. The paradigm of public engagement is 
built upon a solid foundation of older governance paradigms (Torfing et al., 2020; 
Skelcher & Smith, 2015; Bevir & Rhodes, 2003). 
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The practices and experiences of the civil servants in this study confirm both the 
idea that engaging the public is an important part of working in present day local 
government, as well as the notion that elements of older government logics – a 
focus on rules, policies and procedures, a dependence on expert and technical 
knowledge, performance management and government organizations structured 
along departmental lines – have not disappeared. The research in this thesis 
adds to the literature, a.) a better understanding of how civil servants experience 
tensions between these logics and b.) an understanding of how these different 
logics are combined and (made) compatible at the street level. 

a. First, the research in Chapters 5, 6 and 7 confirms the idea that civil servants 
experience tensions between expectations related to different government 
logics, between expectations from CPA and NPM on the one hand, and the 
expectation to engage the public, to be flexible and open to local knowledge, on 
the other. What is new, however, are the insights into how these organization 
level tensions play out at the street level. Although at the organizational 
level, the tensions point towards incompatible logics, values and roles, at the 
street level, these tensions do not necessarily result in the dilemmas or role 
and identity conflicts for individual civil servants that have been described in 
the literature (Lipsky, 1980; Aschhoff & Vogel, 2018; Jaspers & Steen, 2019; 
Grotenbreg & Altamirano, 2019; Denis et al., 2015). Instead, I found that 
when it comes to these organization level tensions, the civil servants at the 
street level generally know or learn throughout the engagement process 
which ‘side’ they are on and what is important. The situation urges them 
to take a facilitative community-agent role in some cases, and a state agent 
or professional role in others, and – more often - some combination. When 
they engage the public, then, they experience barriers (compare Nederhand 
et al., 2018; Paanakker, 2019), rather than dilemmas. Civil servants are often 
confronted with conflicting interests, perspectives and expectations, but 
not as often with doubts regarding their own role. They often experience 
external factors like rules, policies, politics, performance management and 
colleagues as barriers, but they rarely experienced dilemmas between their 
role as a professional and a facilitator. Tensions characterize their work 
context, but not they have not been internalized. They surface between civil 
servants and their organizations, between colleagues, between departments 
(compare Skelcher & Smith, 2015) and between civil servants and citizens 
and other stakeholders, rather than between civil servants’ personal values. 

b. Second, we have seen, throughout the empirical chapters, that civil servants 
often experience that elements of classical public administration and new 
public governance are compatible. Policies, professional standards and 
citizens’ ideas, initiatives and concerns are compatible as long as their 
underlying goals and values are in line. Civil servants feel that they can use 
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their expertise and bureaucratic knowledge, and strategically use rules and 
policies, to make citizens’ ideas and initiatives, for example, safer, more 
effective, or more inclusive. To support these initiatives, ideas and concerns, 
in addition, they rarely broke or bent the rules. Instead, they often used 
existing policies and plans as means to facilitate initiatives. Rules, procedures, 
and expert knowledge are indispensable materials in the process of bricolage 
that engaging the public entails. To serve the public good, the civil servants 
sometimes adopt a community-agent or citizen-agent role, and sometimes 
adopt a more traditional state-agent role. 

 In addition, this research has shown what civil servants actually do to 

effectively align elements of New Public Governance and older governance 
logics, and how they combine the skills related to these different paradigms. 
Through the practice of aligning, civil servants aim to actively establish 
compatibility between these logics on a practical level. Aligning means 
using the ‘old’ structures and skills in a new way. It means using policies, 
budgets and structures to support community members’ ideas initiatives 
that serve a similar goal. It means explaining policies and standards in ways 
that are comprehensible to citizens and stakeholders and using expertise 
and bureaucratic knowledge to translate citizens’ ideas and concerns into 
feasible plans that make sense to the municipality. All this, however, cannot 
do without the ‘new’ skills, such as building and maintaining relationships 
and networks, collaboration skills, and creativity that have been connected to 
the New Public Governance (e.g., Bartels, 2013; 2014; 2015; Laws & Forester, 
2015; Vanleene et al., 2018; Kruyen & Van Genugten, 2020; Needham & 
Mangan, 2014; Torfing et al., 2012). This research has shown that aligning 
requires a basic level of report and trust among stakeholders, an openness 
to the ideas and concerns of stakeholders and the willingness and ability to 
see compatibility and make connections. Civil servants, then, indeed need to 
be the ‘renaissance bureaucrat’ (Kruyen et al., 2019) or crafts(wo)man who 
internalizes and combines elements from all the different governance logics 
(Rhodes, 2015). 

This image of the all-in-one civil servants does not imply, however, that civil 
servants (can) do everything by themselves. This study has shown quite the 
opposite. When working with the public, civil servants almost always also work 
with their colleagues. They need their colleagues’ time, knowledge, resources, or 
permission. This study has, thereby, highlighted another important way in which 
the civil servants align different logics. Different logics are negotiated within the 
local government organization, between civil servants. This brings us to the third 
and final general proposition. 
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3. Connections between civil servants are essential for effective public 
engagement and deserve more attention. 

Chapter 4 confirmed the idea that civil servants’ practice in public engagement 
is ‘relational through and through’. Developing shared resolutions and 
effectively aligning requires cooperation and trust between the civil servants and 
stakeholders, but also between civil servants and their colleagues. Establishing 
rapport, cooperating, and negotiating with colleagues was found to be one of the 
most important and challenging aspects for frontline civil servant in making public 
engagement work. This type of relationship has received only little attention in 
the literature on public engagement and frontline work (exceptions: Bartels, 2016; 
Tuurnas, 2015; Nederhand et al., 2018). As mentioned in chapter 6, studies on 
frontline work generally treat relationships among frontline workers as important 
but unproblematic, as characterised by mutual support and learning (e.g., Lipsky, 
1980; Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2000; Hupe & Hill, 2007; Rice, 2012). Through 
their communications, frontline workers are believed to reinforce each other’s’ 
views of and attitudes towards certain groups of citizens (Lipsky, 1980; Rice, 
2012). Research on interdisciplinary teams does point at interactions between 
professionals as a source of complexity, but the impact of this complexity on 
frontline work and decision making has been left understudied (Noordegraaf, 
2011; Raaphorst & Loyens, 2018). 

This research adds to this debate by providing insights into the (role of) interactions 
between civil servants in public engagement, and how these interactions shape 
their practice. The research shows that interactions between colleagues are an 
essential element in making public engagement work and can simultaneously be 
an important source of tension. The civil servants build relations and negotiate 
with colleagues to obtain, develop, or expand the resources to work on citizens’ 
ideas, initiatives, questions and concerns. Through these interactions, the civil 
servants’ perspective on and approach of the situation may change. Civil servants 
may convince each other of the value of an idea or initiative or the importance of a 
particular rule or policy. The civil servants learn which colleagues they can depend 
on when engaging the public and learn to determine the feasibility of ideas and 
initiatives by understanding the attitudes of their colleagues. In sum, even though 
the interactions between civil servants were not its primary focus, this research 
indicates that these interactions can play a critical role in public engagement. An 
important recommendation for future research, therefore, would be to further 
explore these interactions more systematically.
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Knowledge and expertise as important resources
4. Knowledge and expertise shape, enable and constrain civil servants’ agency 
in engagement processes.

In chapters 2 and 3, we established that, according to the literature, knowledge 
and expertise remain important resources for civil servants when they work in 
a participatory context. Other than in a more traditional government context, 
though, they need to use this knowledge in a ‘seductive’, ‘non-intimidating’, 
and ‘non-dominating’ manner, and combine it with citizens’ local knowledge, to 
actually empower participants (Forester, 1999; Verloo, 2019; Laws & Forester, 
2015; Van Tol Smit et al., 2013). I already mentioned that the empirical research 
in chapters 4-7 confirms that knowledge and expertise are a key resource for the 
civil servants as public bricoleurs that runs through all their key practices. On a 
practical level, civil servants use their bureaucratic and expert knowledge, for 
instance, to develop shared resolutions. From a relational perspective, translating 
this knowledge and explaining the rationale behind policies also serves to develop 
mutual understanding and trust. 

The research in this thesis (chapters 5 and 7 in particular) not only shows how civil 
servants use their knowledge, though. It expands the existing literature, firstly, by 
adopting an embedded agency perspective, that unveils how different types of 
knowledge inform civil servants’ agency and practice and helps understand why 

they use their knowledge in a particular way. We have seen that bureaucratic, 
local, and expert knowledge all shape civil servants’ position in engagement 
processes, and their understanding of the public good at stake. Chapter 5 showed 
that all three types of knowledge allow civil servants to see opportunities and 
barriers, and shape their view of what is important, acceptable, and feasible in 
the particular situation. For the expert civil servants, in addition, their professional 
expertise plays a particularly important role in assessing ideas, initiatives and 
concerns (see chapter 7). Based on their understanding of the situation, then, we 
have seen that the civil servants can use their knowledge either to enable and 
support citizens’ ideas, initiatives and concerns and mediate between municipal 
and citizens’ demands or to mitigate and move away from them. In either case, 
their knowledge indeed needs to be presented in a ‘seductive’, ‘non-intimidating’, 
and ‘non-dominating’ way, to be effective. The research shows, though, that this 
does not mean that is naturally empowering. Especially, when it is used in a 
seductive way, it is a source of agency and influence for the civil servant, that is 
often used in a facilitative way, but not necessarily so. 

Secondly, this research highlights the dynamic character of knowledge in the 
public engagement process. In public bricolage, knowledge is not only a resource 
used in the process, it is also a product of this process. Chapters 4 and 5 show 
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how civil servants develop local and bureaucratic knowledge through the practice 
of understanding the situation. They listen, do research, and bring in other 
perspectives to understand what is acceptable and what is feasible. The learning 
process continues when they develop shared resolutions, when their expertise 
interacts with the residents’ local knowledge, and they discuss potential solutions. 
Chapter 5, in particular, displays how these processes may also alter the civil 
servants’ perspective on the situation.

8.5. Reflections, limitations and recommendations 
Following the substantive discussion of the research, this final section presents a 
discussion of the research process, the study’s limitations and recommendations 
for practice and future research. 

Limitations and recommendations for future research
First, this thesis is built on qualitative, interpretive research set in Dutch local 
government. This methodology and setting, of course, limit the generalizability 
of the research. The aim of this study, however, was not draw statistically 
generalizable conclusions. Instead, the research aimed to produce an analytical 
understanding of how civil servants may practice and experience public 
engagement, that is also relevant to (civil servants in) other cities, countries, or 
fields (see also Gioia, Corley and Hamilton, 2012). By contextualizing the findings 
and presenting elaborate descriptions of cases and stories when possible, and 
by building on comparing the findings to international literature, the research 
allows readers to assess the relevance of the findings to other settings (Schwartz-
Shea & Yanow, 2012). The specific setting of Dutch local governments, in addition, 
provides an interesting and relevant context for studying practice of local civil 
servants in public engagement. The Netherlands have had a long tradition of 
public engagement in local government and can be considered a front-runner in 
the global trend of increasing public engagement. The findings in this thesis show, 
however, that even in this setting, elements of traditional government logics still 
play an important role in public engagement processes. Bridging these logics is an 
important part of civil servants’ practice. This makes it even more likely that the 
findings in this study are also relevant to other contexts. Future research could 
explore how the practices and the concept of the civil servant as public bricoleurs 
travel to other contexts. It would be interesting, for example, to compare these 
observations to local governments in countries with a more traditional dominant 
government logic, or to other countries in which the NPG has become dominant 
in official government discourse.
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Second, the research in this thesis focused on experienced civil servants who 
engage the public on a regular basis, so we can learn from their practices and 
stories (Forester, 2006). The research participants were purposefully chosen for 
this reason, and therefore, do not form a representative sample of the entire 
(Dutch) local civil service. The findings in this study also seem to confirm this. The 
research participants do not believe that all their colleagues share their positive 
attitude towards public engagement, or their abilities to effectively practice it. 
Tensions between different government logics often surfaced between civil 
servants. This research, thus, analyzes the practice of a specific group of civil 
servants. For future research, it may be interesting to study in more detail what 
sets these public bricoleurs apart from their colleagues? How do they differ exactly 
in how they would deal with similar issues or experience similar issue differently? 
And how did they learn their ‘trade’? The research confirms the importance of 
NPG-related competences and skills, such as networking, cooperating, mediating, 
and negotiating, in their practice (Needham & Mangan, 2014; Kruyen & Van 
Genugten, 2020), but it also shows that bricolage requires more than just these 
skills. It entails a particular (open) attitude and an ability to improvise. These civil 
servants, however, do not seem to have had specific training in these skills. So, 
how did they obtain them or is it (also / more of) a character-trade?

In addition, it may be interesting to study where resistance against or hesitance 
towards engaging the public among civil servants comes from. This research 
has confirmed many tensions in and barriers to public engagement from earlier 
research (e.g., rules and procedures, performance management and time pressure, 
departmentalization), but is has also shown that at least some civil servants can 
overcome these barriers. The literature does not account for why some civil 
servants manage to overcome these barriers and view them as a challenging but 
not necessarily problematic aspect of their work, while other civil servants seem 
to experience much more problems.

Third, in line with this, this research has studied a broad group of civil servants, 
working in different positions, policy areas and municipalities, and explored what 
they share when they engage the public. Except for zooming in on the work of 
expert civil servants, the research, however, does not distinguish between specific 
types of civil servants. In addition, the research has shown that civil servants 
seldom work alone. They need to work together and depend on each other when 
they engage the public. The project managers, neighborhood managers and policy 
advisors need to work together. 

An interesting avenue for future research, therefore, would be to explore in more 
depth how different types of civil servants work together and divide tasks when 
engaging the public. This recommendation is not only scientifically relevant, but 
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also relevant for practice. In the member check/ feedback sessions, a common 
response was that all the different practices identified in the research may be a 
lot for a single civil servant to take on. Should we expect all civil servants to be 
‘renaissance bureaucrats’ with a very large range of skills (Kruyen et al., 2020), or 
can these skills also be divided among members of a team, for example? 

Box 12. Recommendations for future research

1 This research was set in Dutch local governments, in which engaging the public is common 
practice and discourse, but is not necessarily the dominant modus operandi. Applying and testing 
the concept of the public bricoleur to the practice and experience of local civil servants in countries 
with a more traditional dominant government logic, or to countries in which public engagement has 
become dominant in official government discourse, can provide valuable insights into the contextual 
conditions of public bricolage. 

2 A second avenue for future research, is to compare the practices, experiences, and background of 
exemplary public bricoleurs to those of their colleagues who struggle with engaging the public. This 
research has shown that public bricoleurs face tensions and challenges when engaging the public, 
but it has also shown that they can overcome these tensions. The research also suggests that this 
is not the case for all civil servants, as one of the central challenges the bricoleurs experienced, 
was getting their colleagues on board. A systematic, in depth comparison can provide valuable 
insights into how public bricoleurs learn their ‘trade’ and contribute to understanding some civil 
servants’ resistance to and struggle with engaging the public. 

3 Finally, this research has shown that interactions between civil servants often are a determining 
factor in creating effective public engagement processes. In-depth research on the cooperation, 
communications, and interactions between civil servants in public engagement processes can provide 
valuable insights for theory and practice. How do civil servants work together when engaging the 
public? How do they divide tasks? And, in line with second recommendation, should civil servants 
all master all of practices of public bricolage, or can these practices be divided among members 
of a team? 

Implications and recommendations for practice
This research also has implications for practice. The aim of the research project 
was not only to contribute to the academic debate on public engagement and the 
changing role of local governments and civil servants. It also aimed to provide 
insights for practice, that are relevant for the civil servants, their managers 
and administrators. This research project therefore incorporated elements of 
‘interaction research’. In interaction research, the researcher ‘translates, decodes 
and encodes signs and messages between public, administration and theory, 
in order to further understanding and learning’ (Hendriks, 2003, p. 394). This 
ambition was put into practice by setting up a community of practice (‘leerkring’) 
between the six municipalities participating in the study, organized with the help 
of the Ministry of the Interior, the association of Netherlands Municipalities (VNG) 
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and AenO Fonds Gemeenten. During this community of practice, my colleagues 
and I presented our findings to research participants and other civil servants 
and discussed them. Civil servants were brought together in workshops and 
discussion groups at the beginning, middle and end of the research process, to 
share their experiences, dilemmas, and best practices. We shared our findings, 
in addition, through an open access essay and a podcast. The research and 
community of practice, in addition, resulted some recommendations for local 
governments, managers and administrators. I will end this thesis by presenting 
three brief recommendations for local governments. The three recommendations 
are connected to the propositions in the previous sections. 

First, in connection to propositions 1 and 4, municipalities should not assume that 
civil servants will naturally take the role of neutral facilitator, when engaging the 
public. This research has shown that civil servants have something substantive 
to bring to the table. They add value to the development of citizens’ ideas and 
initiatives and handle their concerns by using their bureaucratic and expert 
knowledge. In the capacity of active participant, civil servants can help realize and 
improve citizens’ ideas and initiatives and address their questions and concerns, if 
they keep an open mind and use these knowledges in an appropriate way. They can 
act as a community-agent, combining their knowledge with the local knowledge 
of other stakeholders in a collaborative learning process, or as a citizen-agent, 
to make sure individual citizens’ voices are heard, and adopt the role of state-
agent, to ensure long term ambitions that serve the public good and ensure the 
initiatives they support are feasible. In a gloomier interpretation, this research 
supports the criticism that civil servants are not neutral, or they interfere with 
the content of the engagement process (Edelenbos, 2005; Aschhoff &Vogel, 2019; 
Wolf, 2018). On the other hand, the research shows that this same interference 
can serve to prevent another frequent reproach, namely, that nothing comes of 
the ideas voiced in engagement processes (Hoppe, 2011; Eckerd & Heidelberg, 
2019). An independent process facilitator can surely be of great value, then, but 
this should be considered a separate, additional role in the process. 

The second recommendation builds on proposition 2, that bridging different 
governance logics is a key skill for civil servants engaging the public. This thesis 
has confirmed the idea that public engagement is prevalent, but it is built upon 
a foundation of previous, more traditional governance structures, like layers in a 
cake (Torfing et al., 2020; Skelcher & Smith, 2015). Positions such as neighborhood 
managers and structures that support public engagement, such as neighborhood-
based working, for example, are added onto the departmental structures of local 
government. For neighborhood based civil servants, spending time collecting and 
supporting ideas, initiatives and concerns in the community is an essential part of 
their job. Still, they often do not have enough resources to provide this support. 
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As a result, these civil servants invest much time and effort in embedding citizens’ 
ideas, initiatives, and concerns into the more traditional, departmentalized 
government structures. They often run into problems when they need support or 
cooperation from their colleagues from the departments, for whom engaging the 
public is not formally one their primary tasks. Much of their ‘success’ depends on 
these civil servants’ persuasiveness and on whether they feel they can ‘wheel and 
deal’. The recommendation for local governments to overcome these tensions, 
then, is to invest in embedding the need to support emerging ideas and initiatives 
in all layers of the organization – just like engagement has been incorporated in 
the (top-down) participatory projects in this study. The civil servants themselves, 
suggested, for example, engagement should be engrained in the evaluation 
of their performance and incorporated in the schedules and budgets of the 
departments (e.g., reserving 10 percent of the departments’ time for responding 
to emerging projects). Local governments, in addition, could look for ways to more 
systematically evaluate and appraise emerging ideas and initiatives, so (expert) 
civil servants can decide and justify whether and when they spend their time to 
support them. In other words, instead of only being the shiny icing on top of the 
cake, public engagement should be marbled into its foundation.

Third, this thesis has pointed out the importance and complexity of cooperation 
between civil servants in public engagement. Public engagement processes could 
benefit from local governments investing in and exploring these collaborations 
and tensions. They could stimulate civil servants from different departments to 
work together to approach emerging initiatives from an integrated perspective, 
experiment with different divisions of tasks in engagement processes, and 
stimulate mutual learning and intervision. 

Box 13. Recommendations for local governments 

1 Do not assume that civil servants will naturally take the role of neutral facilitator, when engaging 
the public. Instead, value civil servants as active participants in the engagement process, who bring 
to the table relevant knowledge, values, and perspectives. When needed, appoint an (external) 
neutral facilitator.

2 Invest in embedding public engagement in all layers of the organization, not just in the departments 
that naturally interact with the outside world. Create space – time, money, managerial support - 
for dealing with emerging ideas and initiatives and develop ways to systematically evaluate and 
appraise them.

3 Stimulate civil servants from different departments to work and learn together, for instance by 
experimenting with divisions of tasks within engagement processes, investing in mutual learning 
and intervision processes. 
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Finally, in relation to local government practice, I hope this research and community 
of practice has had value for the civil servants themselves. I hope our efforts to 
analyze their practice and put into words the tensions they face, has helped civil 
servants to make the tacit explicit and show the complexity of their work. I hope it 
enables them to explain to their managers, for example, why they need to spend 
so much time ‘playing outside’ or why they cannot always start to work from a fully 
developed plan. Listening to their stories and observing their practices made me 
see the importance and complexity of civil servants’ work in public engagement, 
an image I hope to convey through this thesis. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A. Topic list for interviews (in Dutch) (Chapter 4)
1. Korte introductie

• Functie in gemeente
• Achtergrond (opleiding, ervaring)
• Korte overview project – doel, aanpak, rol erin 
• Hoe betrokken geraakt

2. De casus 
Æ  concreet en gedetailleerd, rol respondent

• Doorheen lopen (sinds betrokkenheid) 
Begin – gevolgen, toen, daarna etc. 

• Belangrijkste relaties en personen  

(Sources of support, resistance, drama, conflict)
• Verassingen 
• Uitdagingen en dilemma’s 
• Successen 
• Mislukkingen 

• Relatie ‘nieuwe’ en ‘oude’ manieren van werken
• Wat was nieuw?
• Wat niet?
• Dilemma’s/ botsingen  

3. Reflecties

• Hoe kijk je erop terug?
• Wat heb je geleerd?

Aandachtpunten: 

• Acties – wat deed je toen?
• Betrokkenen – wie en wat 

deden ze?
• Inner events – wat dacht/ 

voelde je op dat moment? 
Wat voor doel had je?

• Details – doorheen lopen
• Concrete voorbeelden
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Appendix B. Illustrative quotes key activities and practices 
(Chapter 4)

Practice Key activities
Understanding 
the situation

Listening: So, I thought: I’ll 
go visit her, how are things 
going with her initiative for 
the elderly? Well, she tells 
me: ‘The volunteers are not 
cooperating, and we are not 
getting that many visitors…’ 
So many negative things. 
At some point I thought: 
there has to be more going 
on with her… And all of 
a sudden you are at the 

table with a crying woman. 
(interview C4)

Doing research: I 
checked the zoning plan 
- legal stuff, long story 
– however, extensive 
recreation is allowed in 
forests, and this place 
qualifies as a forest. And 
mountain biking qualifies 
as extensive recreation. 
(interview F1)

Doing research: So I went into 
it and just started to break 

it down: does it concern 
maintenance of public 
places? It concerns spatial 
planning because we will 
have to develop this place if 
we want to do anything with 

it. Someone from the sewer 
is involved. [I]f you look at the 
history, the pond originates 
from a stream, a stream that 
is no longer there… but it still 
has historical value. (interview 
E2)

Building 
rapport and 
trust

Making contact: Then 
you just strike up the 

conversation, and I always 
experience this really helps. 
I am like that, to just go and 
meet them… and personal 
contact is very important, 
in that respect. So I often 
get on my bike and go out 
of the office to meet the 
people I am dealing with, 
to get coffee with them. 
(interview A8)

Keeping contact: When 
you ask someone to 
be a contact [for their 
neighborhood], their first 
reaction often is: that will 
take a lot of time, and I 
am not sure I can live up 
to it. … I think you need 
to reward that by really 

taking them along in the 
process… and inform 
them really well, and just 
drop by and show them 
you appreciate them. 
(interview E6)

Listening: there was this 

woman who wanted to start 
a kind of family home in 
[village X] … So I asked her: 
what do you do now? ‘Yeah,’ 
she said, ‘I work in education, 
and I come across these and 
these problems.’ I tell her: 
wow, yeah that seems tough, 
having ten troubled kids in 

your classroom. […] So we talk 
for a little while. … listening, 
summarizing, asking follow-
up questions, you know, so 
people feel: right; this person 
is really listening and hears 

what I am saying. (interview 
C5)

Developing 
shared 
resolutions

Connecting people: Because 
I have made this map [of all 
urban farming spots in the 
city] it was very easy. I could 
just say: hey, do you know 
that this and that person 

is also working on this? 
You can check the map, or 
I can give you their contact 
details. I could make all 
these connections between 
citizens and initiatives, and 
I believe, […] once they 
connect, they can reinforce 
each other, making the 
initiatives even stronger. 

(interview A2)

Mediating:  There are a 
couple of residents who 
have filed a reaction: 
‘we don’t want people to 
live there, we don’t want 
that, and we think the 
plan should be changed’. 
[…] We had expected 
some response, but 
five is quite a lot, so we 
need to do something. 
So, we decided: we’ll 
invite them, all of them, 
for a conversation with 
the owner of the place 
who wants to build the 

studio and get them into 
contact with each other. 
(interview D3)

Thinking along: First, you 
try to sense what might be 
acceptable and what is not … 
then you talk to the developer 

and get a sense… when it 
starts coming together, I 
try to get to come up with a 
concrete proposal for both 
parties, like: if we do this, 
is that acceptable for you? 
(interview F3)
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Practice Key activities
Aligning inside 
and outside 

Involving colleagues: For 
this workshop, I invited a 
colleague from the sports 
department because he 
already knows the clubs 
here, from the sports policy 
[…] I brought a planner to 
facilitate the design process 
and also because he knows 
just a bit more about how 
much distance should be 
between the buildings. 

(interview A7)

Explaining:  If you 
passionately explain the 
dream of what it might 
be, the structure of the 
trees, the cultural history, 
the future image, you’ll 
get everyone on board. 

You need to inspire… So I 
explained the boundaries 
for this park and gave 
them the building blocks 
– that is not up for 
discussion. (interview B5)

Negotiating with colleagues: 
First, I try to focus on 
the people I believe I can 
convince. That is a deliberate 
strategy; I do not just go up 
to a manager and say this is 
not right. I try to make people 
feel part of the issue, have 
them acknowledge there is 
a problem, because that is 
where it starts. At the point 

when I think: alright, there is 
a critical mass who shares my 
view, then I go and talk to my 
manager: how can we tackle 
this issue? (interview B1)

Supporting 
practically

Providing materials: we 
have developed [this 
cleaning initiative] together 
with the village council, but 
village council is in charge 
and we facilitate. I make 
sure they have garbage 

bags, I arrange for the bags 
to be picked up after they 
have collected the garbage; 
they got wheelbarrows, 
everything. (interview B6)

Organizing meetings: We 
decided then to plan an 
evening where we would 

talk about the purposes 

square. Three other 
initiatives had developed 

in the meantime, and 
they could present 
themselves and how they 
fit with the purposes. 
And then leave it open to 

decide what would be the 
next step. (interview D1)

Facilitating dialogue: My role 
in the neighborhood platform 
is to facilitate the discussion 
and process. So, really, I don’t 
do anything myself. I put 
people in position and bring 

them together, so they can 
take action by themselves. I 
facilitate the discussion and 
make sure that everyone has 
their say, that people don’t 
interrupt one another, and 
they get to tell their ideas. 

(interview D2)
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Appendix C. Key understandings and illustrations (Chapter 4)

Practice Key understanding
Understanding the 
situation

Situations do not present themselves

I want to know every area 

very well and I always like 

to meet the people, so 
you can see the place and 
ask them if they can give 
me a tour of the area or 
street or whatever. I can 
really see it for myself, 
and I also feel they 
appreciate it, you know, if 
the municipality comes to 
you. (interview C5)

... Then a whole 
different problem 
comes to the surface. 
And that is kind of 
our job, to check 
what really is the 

problem and whether 
it is something for the 
municipality to fix. 
(interview F9)

It may sound strange, 
but there are people who 

work here that work on 

developments in a particular 
area, and they do not know 
the area. They only know 
them from pictures… They 
look at the picture in the 
geographical database 
and that is how they judge 

the situation. That’s called 
‘objective,’ but you do not get 
the context. (interview F7)

Building rapport 
and trust

Relationships matter in the long run

We involved citizens 
too late [therefore] a 
situation was created 
in which we were 
immediately in conflict, 
in which it is very difficult 
to get to something good 
together. Before you even 
draw one line, you need 
to go listen, have people 
talk to each other. Not 
promising that everyone 
will get their way, but just 
listen. (interview A3)

We already started 

with a 0-1 because 
there were all kinds 

of things going on in 
[that neighborhood]. 
… So we had to deal 
with the emotions 
from the accidents that 
had happened and 

the fact that one part 
of the neighborhood 
wanted something and 
the other part did not. 

(interview A4)

There you see a difference 
among colleagues, some 
say: ‘what are you doing, the 
project was finished?’ We say: 
well, we are having a party 
at the end because we want 
to capture that moment 
together with all of them. … 
Yes, that might take some 
time, some private time 
as well, but we really want 
to end on a positive note. 

(interview B8)

Developing shared 
resolutions

We have got to work together and search for shared interests

Sometimes departments 
are like: I’m with planning 
so I know how to design 

a city, and someone 
else from the mobility 
department … also thinks 
he knows how to best 

design the city. There is 
competition, so I also try 
to connect people there, 
like: ‘guys, let’s just talk 
about it. For whom are 
we doing this work? I 
think it’s for the citizens.’  
(interview D2)

If I would just pass on 
the request, and they’ll 
answer: ‘this is not 
right, you need to add 
that…’ For the initiator, 
it just feels like… But 
when we are at the 

table together, we can 
accommodate, and I 
think it contributes to 
mutual understanding. 
It’s not always efficient, 
but it does help to 

understand each 
other. (interview E4)

As project manager, you 
sometimes feel like a 
mediator … and I felt that 
I sometimes was inclined 
to say: I think this is a good 

plan, stop it with your ‘the 
square needs to say the 
same’. … You have got to 
stay neutral when you take 

that role, and constantly 
manage the project team in 
that way: listen, they are not 
some annoying neighbors, 
they are a stakeholder like 

all the others, they have their 
vision, and we’ll see what will 
happen. They might have 
really good ideas. (interview 
D5)
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Practice Key understanding
Aligning inside and 
outside 

What stakeholders want can be compatible with what we want

For the mural street 
art festival, which we 
supported through our 

city lab, I made sure there 
was permission to paint 
on some government-
owned buildings. It would 

really help to say: ‘How 
cool is that! How can we 
make it work?’ I would 
constantly say: ”‘hey, 
you’ll be getting a free 
work of art!” A whole 
different perspective… 
But [getting permission] 
is typically something a 
civil servant can do, who 
knows the organization, 
something that would be 
terribly frustrating to do 
as a citizen. (interview B4)

I used to think: 

everyone always thinks 

it’s nonsense, but now I 
see a lot of people that 
really do understand 

why we have these 

rules, why not 
everything is allowed. 

And if people do not 
understand, what 
works best is: what 

would you say if your 
neighbor was to build 

this? (interview A6)

[The civil servant reflects on 
his experience participating 
(as a citizen) in a project 
in his own neighborhood]: 
You easily focus on your 
specialty, [working] 
from your professional 
knowledge. And in this case, 
it happened indeed that 

people got annoyed by this 

specialized civil servant, or 
the process facilitator would 
cut the discussion short: 
‘that is not possible,’ or ‘that 
is technically not feasible, or 
suitable...’ and he really killed 
the conversation. That was a 
real eye opener to me, to see 
it from the other side of the 
table. (interview A5)

Supporting 
practically

Stakeholders lack resources local government can provide

When we get an initiative, 
we should seriously sit 

down with them to help. 
Like, what do you need to 
make this shared design 
and not to think: oh, how 
nice, an initiative, here’s 
some money, take care. 
To be more like: what 
do you need, and how 
can we help with that? 
Maybe there are other 

partners you could ask 
for knowledge or money, 
that might be possible 
too. (interview C3)

Two or three years 
ago we painted logos 

on the asphalt, about 
every 200 meters, 
that say [name of 
initiative]. Those logos 
were simply printed 
by our maintenance 
department … Just 
like that. But that 

gives someone [the 
initiator] back her 
energy, her power, and 
then she can continue. 
(interview F1)

In the end, I’ll figure 
something out, I am quite 
creative also with money. 
And I have worked here a 

long time – that helps. I know 
where the money is, I know 
who does what, especially in 
this department. … I think we 
have [a budget of] about 13, 
14 million, so there is always 
some budget left. (interview 
E1)
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Appendix D. Illustrative quotes of civil servants’ agency and 
decision making (Chapter 5).

As ‘state-agent’ supporting concern/ idea/ initiative you believe to be good for the community that 
meets requirements for e.g., a subsidy arrangement 

We talk to the people who will be pitching [their project, as part of a new participatory 
application process to subsidize projects that promote sustainable development] 
beforehand, of course. We look at it in a procedural way: does it fit with the sustainable 
development goals, does it have a connection to our city, does it contribute to 
awareness of global problems? We check that, and we will check if there aren’t any 
strange connections: does it have an extremist political or religious background.  
(interview F5)
 

incorporating concern/ idea/ initiative in project, that fits in project aim and within 
the budget.
There was budget available [for co-creating a park including the reintroduction of an 
old creek] … we only had a very basis main design - the water needs to run from a to b, 
through the park - and there were some basic conditions: the creek cannot cross the 
allotments, we had figured that out, and it should go neatly around the existing trees, 
because the roots ca et in the way, when we start to dig. And there were some more of 
these types of conditions. We presented this to the group at the information meeting, 
and tried to get as many interests and stakeholders together as possible.  So, there 
were the residents living directly at the park, there was a working group for helping 
homeless, that was already active in the neighborhood … and some other actors. And 
in two sessions, we involved them in the design process. (interview E6)

implementing projects, rules, policies and seek a compromise to address citizens’ 
needs or concerns
We hope, by creating this ‘backbone’ [a basic structure for a large park area in which], 
we can steer the process a little more. … If there are initiatives in this water extraction 
area, we ca tell them: ‘’don’t!’’ ‘’And why not?’’ ‘’Because it would diminish the overall 
quality of the area’’. … If you create this type of activity, you should do it closer to city. 
This area has more nature, less people, only a walking trail. You can go there, but you 
shouldn’t start a business, you can do that at the edge. (interview F4)

deciding not to support an initiative, idea or concern and/ or jointly concluding not 
to pursue the initiative or idea

[a resident has an idea to reduce dog poo nuisance at the parking lot, by turning a 
parking space into a green space] We can explore some other options… We have the 
city watch who can enforce the rules more strictly, and sometimes we put up a sign, 
temporarily … Or we can check if the provisions are sufficient, and put a bin there for 
dog excrements – but not everyone appreciates that, of course. We try to see what is 
possible, but we cannot always find a way. In this case, we could not just turn a parking 
lot into a green space. (interview F10)
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As ‘citizen-
agent’

supporting concern/ idea/ initiative you believe to be good for the community, 
that meets requirements for e.g., a subsidy arrangement 
I often work together with the social neighborhood manager. Our social neighborhood 
managers are also member of the neighborhood platform, so if someone applies for 
subsidy, it has to go by him. So together, we look at what budget we can use. And 
we are not going to exhaust people with that process. We tend to think in all these 
departmentalized budgets … but people just ask for money from the municipality, 
and they do not care whether it comes from the neighborhood platform, or the 
‘neighborhood impulse’, or the activity budget, or whatever. (interview D6)

incorporating concern/ idea/ initiative in project, that fits in project aim and within 
the budget.

The team started with: what is the administrative framework? We collected all the 
policy documents, so we knew for ourselves what the minimum conditions were. 
We compared the 200 ideas [collected in a participation process for a park] to the 
framework and filtered them. We could integrate some of the ideas … and bundle 
some, and in the end, we had about 60 useful ideas. (interview A8)

actively obtaining support inside city hall for concern/ idea/ initiative, through 

aligning

What I mostly did, internally, was see if I could arrange for a subsidy [for a sustainability 
initiative]. It concerned about 5000 euros, for which we could involve at least 100 
households. … So I arranged a meeting with the spatial department about the subsidy, 
because they involved in sustainability and environmental issues. (interview F2)

actively obtaining support for concern/ idea/ initiative outside, through mediation
Here you have a neighborhood council with a present who is a little bit old fashioned. 
He has lived in the neighborhood his entire life, and knows exactly what is right for 
the neighborhood. He really does do a lot of good things for the neighborhood. But 
he is also kind of… Well, there were these other residents who wanted this [create 
a dog park in a local field] and he did not like it at all, because of this, and that… 
While I thought, I get these residents. Well, long story short: I talked about it with the 
neighborhood maintenance worker: can we do this at all? And then, at some point we 
came up with a proposal to mark the area as a dog park, for a year, as a pilot. We’ll 
take care of an extra bin, but other than that we do nothing, you [the residents] keep 
it clean. … So, that proposal went to the neighborhood council, who decided to do a 
survey, that showed that there was not as much support for the idea. I have analyzed 
this survey in detail and my opinion is: this survey is not right, like the type of questions 
they asked… So, I told them that. I told the neighborhood council and I wrote about 
it in the neighborhood paper – because I think you need to be accountable. … I wrote 
a long piece [about the issue]: ‘’this was going on, this was the question, and this 
were the results of the survey, from which I got the following concerns’’. One of the 
concerns was that it would make the neighborhood dirtier. ‘’No, it is dirty now! You 
cannot access the area, officially, but people do it anyway, it there is no official dog 
park, so we, as a municipality, can’t do anything about it. … There is no social control. 
So we want to do the pilot, and we believe it will become cleaner.’’ …  I also explained, 
in the article, that if you want to share your opinion about this, please let me know. 
But I did not get any reactions, so nobody had any objections. We did the pilot and we 
evaluated it after a year. We asked the neighborhood: ‘’what do you see?’’ It got much 
neater, there is much less of a mess than before. (interview B1)

implementing projects, rules, policies and seek a compromise to address individual 
citizens’ needs or concerns
So, this man has bought a fence, second hand, and then found out that he actually had 
to have a permit for this. Especially in protected heritage areas, we can be strict about 
these little things, because everything there, including gardens, need to be in line with 
the scenery you want and need to protect. … the gate [in the fence] was too high, it 
could only be one meter. So, the man was very upset that he couldn’t do it, because he 
already bought the fence and restored it, painted the tips gold. So, we went to talk to 
him. I advised him: you shouldn’t ant this, really, but if you not just put the fence there, 
but you also remove a part of the asphalt and plant a hedge, then total image is much 
better, much greener, and that would fit the local heritage policy. (interview B4)
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As ‘community-
agent’

developing idea/ initiative/ project together with the community
We facilitate meetings, workshops, whatever form, to get the information from the 
residents, patients, professionals, society. In this particular process we even try to 
take it a step further, and not just obtain the information from the people and put it 
on paper, but really get them involved and have them take part in writing the policy. 
(Interview C3)

supporting concern/ idea/ initiative you believe to be good for the community
Four or five years ago, I met a man who was living in his car, together with his son. … 
He started a foundation, a home for, well, people like himself. People who temporarily 
need a place to stay. I pushed to get a three year subsidy to make this [initiative] work. 
(interview E7)

actively obtaining support for concern/ idea/ initiative outside, through mediation
In this neighborhood, there is a group of people who complained about dog poo 
…  They took action and asked: can we do something about it? Sure, everything is 
possible, but first write down for me: what do you want to achieve, who did you talk to, 
who are the stakeholders? They started off well, but they started with their own idea. 
Everyone who did not agree with them was ‘accidentally’ left out of the conversation. 
And that is for me to find out: do these people speak for the entire neighborhood, or 
are they pushing their own ideas? In this case I really had to organize the conversation 
between those who agreed with the plans and those who did not. (interview E2)

implementing projects, rules, policies and seek a compromise to address the 

community’s needs or concerns
That really is a ‘not in my backyard’ project. They all want to cycle this route, which 
we believe is unsafe, but they do not want anything to change because that affects 
their living space. We are still in the process, where people did not feel heard or taken 
seriously’.  (interview A4)

deciding not to support an initiative, idea or concern and/ or jointly concluding not 
to pursue the initiative or idea I discussed this with these people, and checked their 
design [for a green space in the neighborhood] … and told them about some of the 
things [in the citizens’ design]: you really shouldn’t want this. If the residents cannot 
keep up with the maintenance, it will be doomed to fail. Or it will be gone in two weeks 
because of vandalism, that would be a waste.  (interview F6)
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Appendix E. Illustrative quotes tensions (Chapter 6).

Tension 1.
Acting according 
to formal 
rules, policies, 
procedures and 
politics vs.
being flexible 
and responsive 

towards citizens 

When we say: okay, we’ll go outside, we have all this baggage…. What bothers me 
is that you don’t feel you can speak freely because you are sort of cornered. You 
cannot take this outside, this option is not possible anymore…. […] I want to be 
able to go outside and really collect input, have open conversations. (Civil servant, 
Municipality D)

We would like to facilitate urban farming, people starting a garden in the city… 
yet, often it does not fit with the zoning laws, so you need a formal procedure, 
which is costly, and those people do not have the money. […] It also costs time, but 
these people would rather start tomorrow. Yeah, that’s how those things related to 
policies and rules… don’t fit with these kinds of initiatives from the city that wants 
to start straight away. (Civil servant, Municipality A)

Even then, it can still break down due to a lack of support from the aldermen. I am 
working on this case at the moment: everyone is very excited about it, and then 
there is an alderman who says: ‘well… let’s not do this right now’. … even if it fits 
will all the policy goals and programs…. There was another personal position of the 
alderman. […] That the alderman says: ‘we’re not doing it, we’d get into too much 
trouble, we’re not going to do that’. (Civil servant, Municipality G)

Tension 2. 
Focus on 
effectiveness 
and efficiency 
according to 
pre-set standards 

vs. working with 

open-ended 

processes 

Many of us work outside and interactively with the city, but we also have this whole 
battery of managers that direct to… well, chores, and those things are based on the 
organization, or team or department goals. They think we are just playing outside, 
they don’t find it important, while those people outside find it very valuable. The 
mindset and understanding of what is going on outside and what those colleagues 
are doing. (Civil servant, Municipality H)

Dialogue in Municipality C:
Civil servant 1: we tell citizens: if you have ideas, we’ll take care of it, but inside the 
organization, everyone who is not directly involved with that citizen thinks: yeah, I 
have other things that I need to do first. So, a broadly shared starting point in our 
organization, is that what is missing? 
Civil servant 2: well… also the time we have to take care of those things that pop 
up. Right now, one hundred percent of our time is full, while we should have a 
shift towards seventy-five percent of the time booked for regular tasks and twenty-
five percent to deal with requests from outside. The administration’s priorities are 
great, we have all planned them, but we do not save any time in our schedules to 
do what we are actually there for. 

I think there is a tension between our ambitions and resources. On the one 
hand, we have this ambition for participation – which is not even equally shared 
by everyone […] And that ambition is expressed, the resources often lack. If we 
find this important in your department, that means we need to have the time and 
resources. (Civil servant, Municipality B)
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Tension 3.
Working from a 
central discipline 
(united in 
department) vs.
collaborating with 
multiple disciplines 
(integrated 
approach) 

I experience that our organization is in a phase that it seems that we have two 
modes of organization existing next to each other: area- based working versus 
what I would, call centralized working.  While really they are the extremes of the 
same model. Some things we do at the city level because it is the ideal scale, 
actually, we should ask ourselves that question for every problem: what is the right 
area or scale? What complicates this is that it seems to be some kind of power play. 
(Civil servant, Municipality E) 

Getting rid of the boundaries is not a solution, I think, nor is it an ambition because 
you need those boundaries. Otherwise you would lose our overview. I think the 

challenge is to make sure that you have some cocktail picks poking through those 
structures, to have an integrated view. (Civil servant, Municipality H) 

What I was used to, working in other municipalities: there is an initiative that 
enters through a city planner or advisor and then they talk to the traffic specialist 
individual, and they will give their advice… Then you usually get all this different 
contradictory advice. Here, when we get a plan, all specialists receive the plan a day 
in advance, I think, and then you have a meeting with all specialists together. So if 
there are any contradictions at the table, you can talk them through, immediately. 
(Civil servant, Municipality A)

Tension 4.
Adopting an expert 
role and working 

from professional 
expertise vs. 
adopting a 

facilitative role and 
working from local 
knowledge

On personal experiences and colleagues
As a government, you can’t oversee everything when you design a plan. And you’ll 
find that many citizens have some kind of fascination or hobby: house sparrows 
– we were just talking about that - insects… there are people working on green 
and sustainability, and they can contribute to the plan, which is fun. (Civil servant, 
Municipality C)

I think it is a difference in mindset, a mindset of getting as much things done as 
possible within the organization, and the mindset of people who spend much time 
outside. A manager who doesn’t have a clue about what you are doing outside and 
sees it as some gimmick, while you think: I am actually working for this city, why 
don’t you get that! (Civil servant, Municipality H)

It has a lot to do with the person, and I think it also has to do with how good you are 
at your craft. People who find their work difficult tend to be more rigid than people 
who easily rise above the matter. For example, in conversations with citizens: do 
you dare talk openly because you know it all, or do you want everything to be 
strictly regulated because you are afraid? (Civil servant, Municipality I)

You are doing something as a professional, you are designing something or you 
have come up with something or know all about something, and then you enter 
an environment in which you think: these are all lay people, and they want to have 
something to say about your area of expertise. Like: ‘’that doesn’t make sense!’’ Or ‘’I 
also know about parking’’… I have noticed that it can be difficult for colleagues who 
work in their area of expertise to open up and talk and listen without prejudice, 
and actually do something with it. (Civil servant, Municipality D)

We have been working on [municipality-wide participatory project Y]. Sometimes 
you hear from people in the organization who have not helped with the project: 
that’s their thing, they’ll do it. Well, I also have my other work here that needs to be 
done […] Really, it should be part of the work, but that’s not how they experience 
it. (Civil servant, Municipality J)
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Biasing Those goals are so abstract... with some creative thinking you can consider a lot of 
things under those labels (Civil servant, Municipality G)
Dialogue in Municipality J
Civil servant 1: Aside from your formal competencies, you need to have some 
status or credibility that people will accept things from you, and believe they make 
sense. … you know?
Civil servant 2: like what you say is true

Civil servant 1: yes, or maybe it is trust. Look, you also have your preferences, and 
you know if you go to some colleagues: we’ll get it done; while with some others, 
you think: I’ll work around them or it’ll take even longer. 

Negotiating I think that as long as you have a good story to tell about why we should cooperate, 
you can get a lot of people on board, eventually. (Civil servant, Municipality G)

[I have a colleague] who was assigned to make the bus route to [neighborhood X] 
through [street Y] go faster, like four minutes faster. 
She worked on it, and you come up with: removing bus stops or traffic lights, making 
a separate bus lane, all kinds of measures, just to get the bus there four minutes 
quicker… At some point she thought: what nonsense, this is not what it really is 
about! So she said: we need to deal with this in a more integrated way, broaden 
the project to refurbishing the entire street. […] She talked to her supervisor: ‘’you 
really need to broaden the scope. If we go through with this, we are planning for 
resistance’’. (Civil servant, municipality I)

If you want to get things done or take someone along in a process, you need to 
go and meet them. You have your network outside, but you also need to work on 
your network inside, don’t think: ‘’I’ll just send an e-mail, that’ll do the trick’’. (Civil 
servant, Municipality B)

I don’t have any technical knowledge, so I work with colleagues who do. Sometimes 
you get to deal with colleagues who have such a one-track mind when it comes 
to their area of expertise, and they fail to connect with: who are we doing this 
for, really? What helps, for me, is to take them along outside, for example, people 
from the traffic department, join me, look around, talk to people. (Civil servant, 
Municipality B) 
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Aligning  We are working on collecting input for formulating the neighborhood challenges. 
We go to all kinds of places to collect: what do people find important issues to 
tackle? In the city center, we found people want better walking routes [free from 
obstacles] […] So, I was working on that last Monday, with colleagues from traffic 
and maintenance, to translate those requests into specific measures. At the traffic 
department, they had just received a new budget, four times 300.000, I think, for 
accessibility. […] So, there was a project manager who had to operationalize that 
– very top down. And he was like: wow, how am I going to do this? So, I came in 
with my list of places in the city center where there had been complaints about the 
accessibility of the pavements. And yes, then you get to bring those together. What 
was urgent for me, was urgent for him, because he could use this to fill part of his 
accessibility program. (Civil servant, Municipality J)

There was an empty lot, some initiatives wanted to develop something there, but 
they did not want to buy or rent the place. How do we deal with that? What do we 
find important? From that project, I learned that collaborating with stakeholders 
can do much for building ownership, that people take responsibility. I remember 
thinking: ‘well, this is nothing like project management, it is all ad hoc responding 
to everything…’. I think, maybe that is the new way to go, moving along with 
opportunities… (Civil servant, Municipality C)

With most people who are at the table here, we have a meeting about every two 
weeks to talk about certain themes. Then you’ll find that you start seeing all kinds 
of connections. Those close contacts really help. You walk into each other’s’ offices: 
I am working on this, what does that mean for you? (Civil servant, Municipality G)
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Appendix F. Overview of projects (Chapter 7)

Anna – Planning and 
recreation advisor

• Advisor and designer of refurbishment small playgrounds in the city
• Advisor refurbishment larger playground
• Advisor to citizens designing and maintaining a park
• Advisor in developing a youth hangout

Ben - Designer • Designer public spaces in redevelopment of neighborhood
• Designer in co-design process playground 

Diane - Lawyer • Advisor in three housing projects (building apartments in monumental 
villa garden, new houses at the location of former hospital site, and the 
development of a new neighborhood)

Ethan – Sustainability 
advisor 

• Assistant project leader ‘tiny houses’ – facilitating the design of the houses 
with future residents, and participation process on the surroundings with 
neighbors

• Advisor in city wide project for reducing natural gas; project lead and 
contact for the local initiators for one of the neighborhoods

Frank - Cultural heritage 
advisor

• Project lead new subsidy plan for renovation - facilitating entrepreneurs in 
developing renovation plans. 

• Leading cocreation process of new cultural heritage policy
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Citizens and other stakeholders are increasingly involved in creating, shaping, 
and implementing public policies and services. Public managers, policy makers, 
politicians, and scholars alike, show an increasing interest in public engagement, 
and feel the need for (local) government and its employees to become more 
outward-oriented. Present day civil servants in local government are expected to 
engage the public in their daily work. What does it mean for civil servants, though, 
to engage the public, the neighborhood, the citizens? 

The public engagement literature has provided a plethora of answers to this 
question, in terms of best practices and models for designing and facilitating 
engagement processes and lists of competencies and roles that are suitable for 
working in a participatory setting. The question how local civil servants practice 
and experience public engagement, however, has received much less attention. 
This thesis answers just this question. 

In order to answer this question, this research looks closely at the everyday work of 
three types of civil servants in six municipalities in the Netherlands. The research 
participants include (1) neighborhood managers and relationship managers, who 
are outward-oriented generalists, (2) project managers, also generalists, leading 
a variety of projects, and (3) policy advisors, who are specialized in for example, 
planning, traffic, social policy or communication, who were involved in projects 
and policy development, based on their expertise. These civil servants engage the 
public in three general ways. They engage the public in (a) ‘traditional’ engagement 
processes, organized around the development of a project or policy; (b) they work 
with the public in co-creation and deliberation processes, often in response to 
questions, concerns or ideas from the community; and (c) they facilitate (informal) 
citizens’ initiatives. Hybrid forms that combine elements of the different types of 
engagement also often occurred. 

The practices and experiences of these civil servants were captured through 
an interpretive approach and qualitative research methods, including in-depth 
interviews, focus groups and shadowing. 

The first three chapters of the thesis set the theoretical and methodological 
context of the research. Chapter 1 describes the context of public engagement in 
the Netherlands and beyond. Chapter 2 describes the central theoretical concepts 
underlying the research, including frontline work, practices, embedded agency 
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and bricolage. In addition, it provides more insight into the interpretive nature of 
the study. Chapter 3 provides a review of the research on the roles of civil servants 
in public engagement. The theoretical exploration is followed by four empirical 
chapters. The empirical part of the thesis opens with a broad explorative question 
in chapter 4, asking: How do frontline civil servants work with and for the public 
in the context of present-day public engagement? The three empirical chapters 
that follow, zoom in on different elements of civil servants’ engagement practice, 
or focus on different types of local civil servants. Chapter 5 explores how civil 
servants use their agency and make decisions in public engagement processes. 
Chapter 6 investigates what tensions frontline civil servants experience in their 
organization when they engage the public, and how they handle these tensions.11 

Finally, chapter 7, zooms in on a subset of the broad group of civil servants in 
this study. It explores what tensions expert civil servants experience when they 
engage the public, and how they handle these tensions.  

What do we know? Bringing together the literature on civil servants in public 
engagement
Chapter 3 provides a review of the research on the roles of civil servants in public 
engagement. It identifies and brings together five strands of literature: literature on 
frontline work in the age of governance, democratic professionalism, professional 
process facilitation, boundary spanning and meta-governance. Although the roles that 
the literatures envision differ, the chapter shows that they share three key elements:

1. The need for making connections and translations between institutions, 
organizations and/or processes outside the organizations. 

2. The facilitation of deliberative processes or emerging initiatives. 

3. The importance of knowledge and expertise. They use these, however, in 
different, more participatory ways than before. 

11  Chapter 3 was co-authored by Merlijn van Hulst and Frank Hendriks, chapters 4 and 6 were co-
authored by Merlijn van Hulst. 
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The practice of public engagement: civil servants as public bricoleurs
The first empirical chapter of this thesis, chapter 4, asks: How do frontline civil 
servants work with and for the public in the context of present-day public engagement? 

Based on interviews with 45 civil servants from six Dutch municipalities, it identifies 
and describes five key engagement practices: 

1. understanding the situation. Engaging the public presupposes an openness 
and responsiveness towards stakeholders’ input. The civil servants work for 
the public good, but the specific meaning of the public good emerges from 
the process of engagement. Therefore, civil servants need to develop an 
understanding of the situation, together with the stakeholders involved. The 
civil servants actively seek interactions with residents and visit the site; they 
try to make sense of the legal, technical, and organizational context and seek 
out potential opportunities and barriers. 

2. building rapport and trust. Engaging the public and being responsive, 
means taking seriously citizens’ ideas, initiatives, questions, and concerns. 
The civil servants, therefore, actively invest in building rapport with citizens 
by meeting them face to face, listening, and staying in touch. Building rapport 
and trust also involves explaining the policies and laws that are in place, and 
the rationale behind them. 

3. developing shared resolutions. The civil servants typically engage groups, 
whose members may have a different perspective on the matter at hand. 
Therefore, they often need to mediate between different stakeholders. In 
this process of mediating and developing shared resolutions, civil servants 
are more than neutral facilitators. They are active participants, who think 
along about how ideas can be realized, taken into account or improved 
upon, and how they can be combined with the needs of other stakeholders. 

4. aligning inside and outside. Trying to align ideas, initiatives, and concerns 
from outside city hall with formal policies, laws, processes and resources, is 
an important part of civil servants’ engagement practice. 

5. supporting practically. Civil servants support ideas, initiatives, questions 
and concerns practically, by providing (partial) funding or material resources, 
by connecting them to other parties or by hosting an event. They may also 
provide practical support through more hands-on facilitation or participation, 
for example, by organizing meetings. 

After describing what the civil servants do when they engage the public, the chapter 
explains how they do it. To capture the style and demeanor that run through and 
tie together the five engagement practices, the chapter introduces the concept 
of ‘bricolage’. As bricoleurs, civil servants bring together, connect and combine 
different resources into an emerging arrangement, that is relevant to the situation 
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at hand. Bricolage is improvisational, creative, and opportunistic. The concept of 
the bricolage highlights the everyday, pragmatic and improvisational aspects that 
other literatures sometimes leave untold. The concept captures the constrained 
and open-ended nature of engagement work. It catches civil servants’ agency and 
the embeddedness of this agency: they are limited by the resources at hand, but 
they turn them into something new. 

Civil servants as state-agents, citizen-agents, and community agents
Chapter 5 takes a closer look at the embedded agency and decision making of the 
civil servants when they engage the public. If civil servants are active participants in 
engagement processes, who have (embedded) agency, this raises the question: How 
do these civil servants use their agency and make decisions in public engagement processes? 

Based on analysis of the interview data, this chapter shows that civil servants use their 
agency to support ideas, initiatives and concerns they believe serve the public good. 
Based on their perception of the public good, they alternate between using their 
agency on behalf of the community (as a ‘community-agent’), the individual citizens 
they encounter (as a ‘citizen-agent’), and on behalf of the local government (as a ‘state-
agent’). Their perception of the public good and understanding of the situation, and 
their position subsequently, constantly evolve through their interactions with citizens 
and other stakeholders, and with rules and policies. In these processes, in addition, 
they constantly need to find a balance between serving the individual citizens they 
encounter and serving the community at large. 

The organizational and professional tensions of engaging the public
Chapter 6 investigates the organizational context in which civil servants’ agency 
is embedded, and the tensions that emerge from this context. Using data from 
focus groups in ten municipalities, it aims to answer the question: What tensions do 
frontline civil servants experience in their organization when engaging the public and 
how do they handle these? 

The research in this chapter confirms earlier studies that show that civil servants 
experience tensions between the participatory logic of engaging the public and 
being open to local knowledge and initiatives, and the bureaucratic and managerial 
logics of following formal rules, policies, procedures and politics, performance 
management, departmentalization. Citizens’ concerns, needs and initiatives do 
not automatically find a place in local municipal organization. 

Civil servants working on the front lines try to overcome and resolve tensions by 
(1) biasing stakeholder ideas, initiatives, questions, or concerns, and (2) aligning 
people, structures and resources. More importantly, the research in this chapter 
shows that public engagement not only leads to tensions between the local 
government organization and the outside world, but also tensions within the 
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municipal organization. Civil servants deal with these tensions by (3) negotiating 
with colleagues and superiors. Tensions between local needs and the municipal 
organization thus require civil servants to make connections between these 
external needs and initiatives and internal structures and values, and connections 
within their organization (i.e., between different departments).

The final empirical chapter, chapter 7, zooms in on a subset of the broad group of 
civil servants in this study. It focuses on and the tensions and challenges experienced 
by expert civil servants, such as planners, lawyers and designers. It answers the 
question: What tensions do expert civil servants experience when they engage the public, 
and how do they handle these tensions? Our focus groups and several other studies 
indicated that expertise and professional standards may add another layer of 
complexity and tension to the practice of public engagement. Based on observations 
(shadowing) of five policy advisors involved in participatory urban planning projects, 
this chapter shows that, surprisingly, the expert civil servants do not experience 
many direct tensions between their role as an expert and a facilitator. The tensions 
between the demands of the municipality and the citizens, however, do make it 
difficult for them to use their expertise in a facilitating way. 

Their expert role and knowledge, in addition, does affect how these civil servants 
experience and handle the tensions between the bureaucratic/ managerial and 
public engagement expectations. Their expert opinion largely determined whether 
they would use their agency on behalf of the state or for the community or citizen. 
Their expertise, in addition, was an important resource in handling the tensions. The 
civil servants used their expertise to (1) align citizens’ and municipal needs and (2) 
persuade and challenge citizens when tensions arose between citizens’ preferences 
and their expert opinion. These strategies, however, always required trust. If trust 
is lacking, the civil servants need to (3) actively build rapport and trust, even and 
especially with citizens they do not agree with from a professional point of view. 

Conclusion and discussion
In sum, local civil servants engage the public through a process of ‘public 
bricolage’, that consists of five key practices. They (1) develop an understanding 
of the situation, in interaction with citizens and other stakeholders, and (2) build 
rapport and trust with relevant parties. They (3) align “inside” and “outside” city 
hall and (4) work towards resolutions that are supported by those involved. Finally, 
they (5) offer practical support in terms of, for instance, subsidies or materials. 
Through these five practices, the civil servants, together with citizens and other 
stakeholders, bring together and combine a range of ‘resources’ (knowledge, rules, 
policies, budgets, relations, interests, values and perspectives) outside and inside 
the local bureaucracy, to create an emerging public good. From the perspective 
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of the civil servants, this process, that I call ‘public bricolage’, is relational through 
and through and can be challenging. In particular, when having to bridge clashing 
expectations and demands from stakeholders inside and outside city hall. In their 
experience, though, overcoming this challenge forms a central element of their 
role in making public engagement work, rather than merely a barrier to it. Within 
the process of bricolage, the civil servants are agents for what they believe to be 
the public good, in the situation. Their conception of the public good is shaped 
by their professional background, their organizational context, their expert, 
bureaucratic and local knowledge, and their experiences and encounters inside 
and outside city hall. More importantly, it is shaped through the process and 
practice of engagement itself. 

Comparing these findings to existing research and debates in public administration 
on public engagement and the changing role of the (local) government and civil 
servant, this thesis results in four key propositions:

1. Instead of neutral facilitators, civil servants are agents in the 
engagement process. The literature on public engagement and facilitation 
pays much attention to the design and facilitation of engagement processes. 
The research in this thesis has shown, however, that to many of the civil 
servants, engaging the public is also about the (substantive) content of these 
processes; about making the emerging ideas and initiatives work. Many of 
the tensions the civil servants experience, therefore, are not so much about 
the process of engagement, as they are about reconciling the different 
values, interests and demands involved. In this process, civil servants are 
not neutral facilitators. Instead, they often take position, actively participate, 
and bring something to the table. They use their agency on behalf of an idea, 
initiative, concern from the community, or a municipal project or policy, that 
they believe contributes to the public good.

2. Connecting government logics is a key skill for civil servants in public 
engagement. The practices and experiences of the civil servants in this study 
confirm the idea that engaging the public is an important part of working in 
present day local government. It also confirms the notion that elements of older 
government logics have not disappeared. The research shows how bridging and 
combining these logics has become a key skill for local civil servants. 

3. Connections between civil servants are essential for effective public 
engagement and deserve more attention. The research in this thesis shows 
that engagement work not only requires building rapport with citizens. Effective 
public engagement also heavily relies on civil servants’ ability to establish 
rapport, cooperate, and negotiate with their colleagues. The research shows 
that interactions between colleagues are an essential element in making public 
engagement work and can simultaneously be an important source of tension. 
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4. Knowledge and expertise shape, enable and constrain civil servants’ 
agency in engagement processes. This thesis confirms that knowledge and 
expertise still are a key resource for civil servants in public engagement. Expert, 
bureaucratic and local knowledge allow civil servants to see opportunities and 
barriers, and shape their view of what is important, acceptable, and feasible in 
the particular situation. On a practical level, civil servants use their knowledge, 
for instance, to develop shared resolutions. From a relational perspective, 
translating this knowledge and explaining the rationale behind policies also 
serves to develop mutual understanding and trust. 
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