
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=mpin20

Public Integrity

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/mpin20

‘Moral Person’ or ‘Ethical Leader’? A Longitudinal
Quantitative Analysis of Councilors’ Integrity
Requirements for Dutch Mayors (2008–2019)

Niels Karsten & Simon P.J.M. Jacobs

To cite this article: Niels Karsten & Simon P.J.M. Jacobs (2022) ‘Moral Person’ or ‘Ethical
Leader’? A Longitudinal Quantitative Analysis of Councilors’ Integrity Requirements for Dutch
Mayors (2008–2019), Public Integrity, 24:3, 267-279, DOI: 10.1080/10999922.2021.1932145

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/10999922.2021.1932145

© 2021 The Author(s). Published with
license by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC.

Published online: 02 Jul 2021.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 621

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=mpin20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/mpin20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/10999922.2021.1932145
https://doi.org/10.1080/10999922.2021.1932145
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=mpin20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=mpin20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/10999922.2021.1932145
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/10999922.2021.1932145
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/10999922.2021.1932145&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-07-02
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/10999922.2021.1932145&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-07-02


‘Moral Person’ or ‘Ethical Leader’? A Longitudinal Quantitative
Analysis of Councilors’ Integrity Requirements for Dutch
Mayors (2008–2019)

Niels Karsten and Simon P.J.M. Jacobs

Tilburg University

ABSTRACT
Although the scholarly attention for the ethical leadership function in the
public sector is increasing, empirical research into the importance of moral
norms and values in governance and into what is expected of ethical lead-
ers remains rare. The Dutch mayoralty provides an insightful case in point
since a formal ethical leadership role has been attributed to the mayor
and because job advertisements for the office are available, which,
uniquely, enable tracing the use of the integrity concept. This article pro-
vides a quantitative longitudinal analysis of the integrity requirements
placed on Dutch mayors in 349 vacancy text. The findings indicate that
moral person expectations in particular feature prominently. But, contrary
to expectations, the attention paid to integrity requirements for candidate
mayors, both as moral persons and as ethical leaders, is found to decrease
between 2008 and 2019. This finding may indicate that integrity has
increasingly become a taken-for-granted value. In addition, a significant
increase is observed in the focus on the role of the mayor in promoting
integrity through proactive rather than reactive intervention. Although
sanctioning violations remains at its core, the ethical leadership function,
thus, seems to be moving towards the taking of preemptive measures.
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Over the last decade, the integrity of government and the strengthening of the integrity culture in
public administration has become more prominent in research as well as policy-making. In this
line of research, traditionally, the focus lies on “integrity systems,” that is the “the policies, practi-
ces, and integrity institutions that are meant to contribute to the rectitude [of government]”
(Huberts, Anechiarico, & Six, 2008). Increasingly, though, the focus is shifting towards the role
that formal and informal leaders have in fostering normatively appropriate conduct through per-
sonal actions, interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such conduct, or what is com-
monly referred to as “ethical leadership” (Brown & Trevi~no, 2006). This is because the
contributions of individuals, as part of the broader integrity system, are increasingly seen to be a
crucial part of effective moral management, also in the public sector (Lawton & P�aez, 2015;
Moore et al., 2019; Zhu, Zheng, He, Wang, & Zhang, 2019). Whereas perceptions of ethical lead-
ership are known to vary between the public and private sectors, ethical leadership has remained
underexplored in the public realm as the field continues to be dominated by the study of business
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ethics (Brown & Trevi~no, 2006; Heres, Lasthuizen, & Webb, 2019; Heres & Lasthuizen, 2012;
Karsten, 2019a).

To the extent that studies on ethical leadership in public administration are available, ethical
leadership is most often conceptualized as a leadership trait or as behavior, that is the actual dem-
onstration of normally appropriate conduct and the efforts to promote such conduct to followers
(Brown & Trevi~no, 2006; Hernandez, Eberly, Avolio, & Johnson, 2011). Less often, ethical leader-
ship is conceptualized as a leadership function, or in other words: a particular responsibility or
task to promote normatively appropriate conduct. The reasons are at least twofold. First, leader-
ship functions, including ethical leadership, nowadays are more dispersed or “shared” (Palmer,
2009; Zhu, Liao, Yam, & Johnson, 2018). Most often, there is not one individual or specific body
that carries the responsibility for the integrity of an organization. Consequently, to the extent that
it is possible, it is often difficult to identify who is, or should be, the ethical leader in an organiza-
tion and who carries responsibility for ethical management. Second, the ethical leadership func-
tion in the public sector is rarely formalized as a legal responsibility; the ethical leadership role
often remains an informal one (Karsten, 2019a). In public administration, ethics committees and
integrity officers may form an exception since they sometimes play an important formal role in
integrity systems (Huberts et al., 2008). The difficulty of ethics committees, though, is that they
form a collective assessment, which creates a “problem of the many hands” (Thompson, 1980): it
renders ethical leadership responsibilities very difficult to attribute to individuals. Integrity offi-
cers, in turn, most often operate under the responsivity of a political superior, which implies that
they do not carry the final responsibility for the ethical leadership function. Because of this situ-
ation, ethical leadership responsibilities in public organizations are hard to pin down and it is dif-
ficult to identify what is expected of ethical leaders.

The Dutch mayor forms an insightful exception for two reasons. First, as of February 2016,
the Dutch mayor carries an explicit legal responsibility for the strengthening of the integrity of
local government since Section 170 paragraph 2 of the Dutch Municipalities Act reads: “The
mayor advances the administrative integrity of the municipality.” Neither the legal provision nor
its explanatory memorandum provides a further elaboration of the meaning of the term
“advancing” or of how the concept of “administrative integrity” is to be understood, which means
that the legal implications remain very unclear (Versteden, 2014). But, the explanatory memoran-
dum does indicate that Dutch mayors are obliged to act against any suspected integrity violations
by councilors or executive politicians. This means that the Dutch mayoralty presents a unique
case of formalized ethical leadership responsibility in the hands of a political figure. In addition,
Dutch mayors are not directly elected but are selected by the municipal council of representatives
through a public vacancy. At the start of the selection procedure, the council collectively writes a
text that describes the “job requirements to be met by the person to be appointed as mayor”
(Section 61, paragraph 2 Municipalities Act). These job descriptions have the same function as a
job vacancy text in other professions but also play a formal role in the evaluation of the perform-
ance of mayors once they are in office (Karsten, 2019b). This is why they are a valuable source of
information about the integrity requirements placed on Dutch mayors.

Of course, these “profile descriptions” are only one part of the reality: not all actual require-
ments are put on article (Harper, 2012). In the job interviews that a delegation of the council
conducts with mayoral candidates, for example, councilors might express addition or different
integrity requirements. The extent to which they do so remains unclear because, by law, these
interviews are secret. It is punishable by law to divulge any information about the specifics of the
selection process. This inaccessibility of further information is all the more reason why descrip-
tions are a valuable source when analyzing the mayoralty because they offer a unique insight into
what, if anything, is expected from officeholders in terms of ethical leadership (Den Hartog,
Caley, & Dewe, 2007; Karsten, 2019a, 2019b). And, research into vacancy texts has become an
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established research strategy in this field (Bee & Hie, 2015; Harper, 2012; Jørgensen & Rutgers,
2014; Tan & Laswad, 2018).

In this article, an analysis is provided of the integrity requirements placed on Dutch mayors in
vacancy texts published between January 2008 and April 2019. This analysis contributes to the yet
underdeveloped literature on ethical leadership in the public sector by fostering the crucial under-
standing of what ethical leadership entails through providing an analysis of Dutch councilors’ integ-
rity requirements (see also Heres et al., 2019). In addition, an analysis is provided of whether and
how these requirements change after the introduction of the 2016 integrity law. This longitudinal
approach enables answering the questions of whether and how perceptions of ethical leadership
change over time, which is important since conceptions of ethical leadership are dependent on con-
text (see, e.g. Huberts, 2018; Zhu et al., 2019). In this way, the analysis carries a broader relevance
than the Dutch mayoralty alone and functions as a stepping stone in the wider research agenda on
ethical leadership in the public sector (Heres et al., 2019), where an “empirical turn” is strongly
needed (Huberts, 2018). Two questions are at the core of the study, namely:

a. What integrity requirements do councilors, according to vacancy texts, place on mayors?
b. To what extent and how do the integrity requirements placed on mayors change after the

introduction of the 2016 local integrity act?

The answer to the first question describes what is expected from Dutch mayors on the
matter. This analysis aims to empirically identify the integrity requirements placed on mayors,
which carries both academic and policy relevance since it contributes to the crucial understanding
of what integrity and ethical leadership are taken to mean in practice (Huberts, 2018;
Versteden, 2014).

The second question analyses whether a change in the integrity requirements over time can
be observed. Here, a causal link between the introduction of the 2016 integrity law and chang-
ing requirements is deliberately not assumed. This is because the new responsibility ties in with
several other legal obligations that the Dutch mayor had already before 2016. These include
overseeing the quality of the local authority’s decision-making (Section 170 Municipalities Act)
and ensuring the legality of decisions made (Section 273 Municipalities Act). These responsibil-
ities resonate with the longstanding conviction that Dutch mayors should be “guardians of local
democracy” (Karsten & Hendriks, 2017). As such, the responsibility is not new and has only
been explicated. One could even say that its introduction was a matter of codification, where
the existing practice was put into law. After all, the government was “keen to emphasize [… ]
that, as regards the mayor’s duty of care for the administrative integrity of the municipality, it
does not intend to make a material change. In current practice, the mayor already fulfills this
role” (Parliamentary Papers, 2015–2016, 33691 No. E). However, it cannot be ruled out that
the new law has influenced the expectations that councilors have of their mayors since the
explicit responsibility was still new and may also have made councilors more aware of this
mayoral duty. However, such causal effects go beyond the scope of this article. It nevertheless
remains relevant to determine whether and how the integrity requirements that city councils
set for candidate mayors changed around the time of the change in the law. After all, this pro-
vides relevant insight into how perceptions of integrity change over time empirically
(Huberts, 2018).

Theoretical foundation

Because norms and values are context-dependent, there is no general agreement on the definition
of “integrity” (Huberts, 2018), let alone “administrative integrity.” Further, neither the Dutch
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2016 integrity law nor its explanatory memorandum provides an explicit definition. To the extent
that a perspective on integrity can accurately be derived from the explanatory memorandum, the
legislator sees integrity mainly as the type of behavior where a person acts in accordance with
moral values and norms since the text lays emphasis on compliance with and violation of
“integrity rules.” This understanding of “integrity” is mirrored by the ministry’s 2016 definition
of “acting in accordance with generally accepted norms and values.” Huberts (2018) identifies this
as one of eight well-established conceptions of integrity.

For the current study, we take a heuristic approach to the integrity concept that identifies
through content analysis how councilors use the notion. In the below analysis of integrity
requirements, a twofold distinction is applied between two aspects of ethical leadership that
have been theorized, that is the distinction between being a “moral person” and acting as a
“moral manager” (Trevino, Hartman, & Brown, 2000; Zhu et al., 2019). Whereas the former
is about leaders acting in a normatively appropriate way themselves, the latter is about “the
demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct through personal actions and interpersonal
relationships, and the promotion of such conduct to followers through two-way communica-
tion, reinforcement, and decision-making” (Brown & Trevi~no, 2006). Whereas a virtuous
leader is a leader who behaves in an ethical manner as a moral person, an ethical leader is
someone who is actively committed to promoting integrity among others by way of being a
moral manager. Both aspects of ethical leadership can be expected to be of great importance
to the Dutch mayoralty since mayors are strongly expected to behave with integrity and also
find “being a moral person” of utmost relevance to being an officeholder themselves. In add-
ition, mayors are confronted with strong moral manager expectations, not only by the law
(Cohen, 2018; Karsten, 2019a, 2019b).

Within the main category of the “moral person,” there are three ways in which the word
“integrity” can be used in profile descriptions. The first option is that councilors copy the
definition of “integrity” as provided by the ministry, which reads: “The mayor always acts unam-
biguously and transparently in accordance with generally accepted norms and values. He has a
well-developed moral compass” (Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations, 2016). All profile
descriptions that have adopted this definition or have opted for a wording that closely resembles it,
have been placed in this subcategory. A second possibility is that profiles contain a definition that
is different from that of the ministry, or that integrity requirements are referred to that substantially
differ from that definition. Consider descriptions such as: “The council and the executive board
attach great importance to integrity. This implies: treating each other with respect, respect for the
rule of law and the constitutional arrangements of local government constitutional state, and
respectful treatment of citizens” (Municipality of Sluis, 2017). Such self-developed definitions form
the second subcategory. A third possibility is that the concept of integrity is included in the text,
but is not defined in any way. This selection includes all profile descriptions that demand that the
candidate acts with integrity but do not further elaborate on what this implies.

Within the main category of “ethical leadership,” drawing on Brown and Trevi~no (2006) and
Heres (2014), three different types of behavior are distinguished between: (a) demonstrating
exemplary behavior to promote integrity, (b) proactive action to prevent (suspected) integrity vio-
lations, and (c) assertive action against others as soon as a (suspected) violation of integrity has
arisen. Under (a), ethical leadership is a set of behaviors, decision-making, and character traits of
a leader who, through this behavior, encourages others to act similarly – the leader sets an
example (Heres, 2014; Mayer, Kuenzi, Greenbaum, Bardes, & Salvador, 2009). Under (b) ethical
leadership is about intervening or acting to prevent amoral behavior and integrity problems
within the organization by establishing incentives and through communication (Trevino et al.,
2000; Zhu et al., 2019). And, under (c), it is about retrospective intervention or action to address
and rectify amoral behavior and integrity problems through sanctions (Trevino et al., 2000; Zhu
et al., 2019).
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In this way, one arrives at an analytical framework for the use of the concept of
integrity in profile descriptions with two main categories that each have three subcatego-
ries (Table 1).

Methodology

Our study first identified all mayors that were appointed in the Netherlands between 01-01-2008
and 30-04-2019 and then determined whether the vacancy text had been formalized within the
period of validity. In this way, 402 valid profile descriptions were identified. Then, the actual texts
were uncovered via the internet and through contact with municipal administrations. In this way,
349 profile descriptions from 340 municipalities were collected: 228 from the 2008 to 2016 period
(86% of all 266 profiles from this period) and 121 (89% of the 136) from the 2016 to 2019 period.
Thus, in total, 87% of the descriptions was analyzed. The remaining 53 texts could not be
retrieved or were not suitable for digital analysis.

Next, axial coding was used to code the vacancy texts according to the analytical framework.
First, the profile descriptions were systematically analyzed on the basis of keywords from each
of the six subcategories, as derived from the literature (Brown & Trevi~no, 2006; Khaouja,
Mezzour, Carley, & Kassou, 2019; Zhu et al., 2019), and their synonyms. These were later com-
plemented with terms from profiles that also related to the concept of integrity but did not fea-
ture in the original selection. Thus, an iterative process was used in which the eventual analytic
framework was partly fed by the data. All texts were then analyzed individually by, depending
on the file type (.doc(x) or .pdf), running the key terms and synonyms through the search
functions within Microsoft Word and Microsoft Edge. Subsequently, all profile descriptions
were checked for text sections in which the key words did not appear explicitly, but which
nevertheless related to integrity. All profile descriptions were manually coded in full for
this exercise.

All profile descriptions were then assigned a score of 0 or 1 per profile for each variable in
correspondence to the absence or presence of requirements that fall within the six subcategories.
The unit of analysis, thus, is the vacancy text. The fact that a requirement can occur in a single
vacancy text more than once was ignored since the relative weight of a requirement within a pro-
file description is less relevant in the light of the research question than its absence or presence.
In addition, the intention was not to give unequal weights to municipalities. All profile descrip-
tions were then re-coded by the other author until both authors finally agreed on all codes. This
reinforces the reliability of the analysis.

Next, descriptive statistics were used to analyze the results and to compare periods. To
answer the second research question, profile descriptions from two periods were compared:
the period from 01-01-2008 to 31-12-2015 and the period from 01-02-2016 to 30-04-2019.
This demarcation was chosen because Section 170, paragraph 2 of the Municipalities Act
came into effect as of 1 February 2016 and around the same time a revised guide for draw-
ing up profile description was published by the ministry. Levene’s tests were used to assess

TABLE 1. Analytic framework for the use of the integrity concept in profile descriptions.

Main category Moral person Ethical leader

Sub category National
definition

Self-developed
definition

No definition Sets an example Proactive
intervention

Reactive
intervention

Selection
of keywords

Literal definition
or similar
wordings

Other definitions Only the word
‘integrity’, or
linguistic variants

Sets an example,
exemplary
behaviour,
radiates integrity

Advances
integrity, coach,
sparring partner,
raises integrity
awareness

Acts against
integrity
violations,
sanctions, speaks
up against others
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the equality of variances of the two groups. And, for their comparison, parametric statistical
t-tests were performed. Significant differences by municipality size were not tested for since
existing research shows that these are not to be expected as regards integrity
(Karsten, 2019b).

Results

This section discusses the findings. First, the extent to which job vacancy texts for the Dutch
mayoralty contain each of the six integrity requirements is discussed. Second, the two time peri-
ods are compared. Third, an analysis is provided of whether particular combinations of integrity
requirements have become more prominent over time.

A moral person more than an ethical leader

This subsection describes and compares the moral person and ethical leadership requirements as
they are posed on Dutch mayors in the full research period.

The results of the analysis, as depicted in Table 2, indicate that integrity requirements feature
prominently in job vacancies for the Dutch mayoralty. Out of 349, 306 job vacancy texts contain
one or more integrity requirements (87.7%), and only 43 (12.3%) pay no attention to integrity at
all. With an 87.7% score on integrity requirements, as compared to other positions, the Dutch
mayoralty scores relatively high (cf., e.g. Jørgensen & Rutgers, 2014; Bee & Hie, 2015; Roy, 2017;
Tsahuridu & Perryer, 2002 ). This observation does not come as a surprise given the democratic
guardianship role that Dutch mayors have (Karsten & Hendriks, 2017). Municipal councilors,
thus, place great value on integrity when selecting and evaluating their mayor. The fact that
around one in eight councils does not include any integrity requirements in their job advert
might suggest that they value integrity less. This conclusion, however, does not necessarily hold.
This is because focus group discussions indicate that some councils do not include a particular
requirement in a job advert when it is taken for granted (Karsten, 2019b). Thus, councilors may
have left integrity requirements out of the texts since they expect all candidates to be integritous
(Jørgensen & Rutgers, 2014). Given the formal role of profile descriptions in the selection of can-
didates and the evaluation of officeholders, this strategy is unexpected since it makes it more dif-
ficult to judge an incumbent mayor by standards of personal integrity and moral management.

Out of the two main categories, the “moral person” evidently seems to be the more important
one. 287 texts, or 82.2%, indicate that a mayor should act with integrity and, thus, should be a
moral person. Ethical leadership is expected less from mayors, but such requirements still feature
in 198, or 56,7%, of the texts, which means that the majority of councils has explicit moral-man-
agement expectations of their future mayor.

As regards what it means to be a moral person and to act with integrity, 68,8% of councils fol-
low the definition as provided by the national ministry. To repeat, this reads that the mayor
always acts unambiguously and transparently in accordance with generally accepted norms and
values and that he has a well-developed moral compass. Less than 5% of the councils develop
their own definition of what integrity entails. Given the fact that norms and values are context-
dependent and the fact that there may be a need for customization according to local preferences,
this may come as a surprise. At the same time, this finding ties in with Jans’ (2015) observation
that Dutch municipalities rarely make full use of the opportunities to develop tailored policies. In
addition, since integrity is such an ambiguous concept, it may come as a surprise that 62 vacancy
text, or 17.8%, demand their future mayor to act with integrity but refrain from providing any
further conceptualization, leaving its interpretation to the reader. Moreover, between 2016 and
2019 this percentage increases to 24.8%. This finding carries profound policy relevance and might
encourage municipal councilors to reflect more on what “integrity” means.
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Out of the 349 vacancy texts that have been analyzed, 198 require their future mayor to act as
an ethical leader, which amounts to 56.7%. Within the broader ethical-leadership requirements,
reactive intervention is seen to be the most important since 171, or 49.0%, of the job advertise-
ments include that they expect candidates to act against (expected) integrity violations. Only a
slightly lower percentage of profile descriptions, 41.5% to be precise, indicates that the mayor
should set an example in integrity by acting in accordance with the accepted norms and values,
propagating them, and thereby encouraging others to act similarly. The taking of proactive meas-
ures by establishing virtuous-behavior incentives and through communication is taken to be of
less importance since such requirements feature in only 11.5% of profile descriptions.

To the extent that it is required from candidate mayors in the Dutch context, ethical leader-
ship and advancing the administrative integrity of a municipality are thus understood mainly in
terms of speaking up against others who have committed possible integrity violations and by set-
ting an inspirational example. Setting the integrity stage and improving the conditions for an eth-
ical local government in a more proactive role are translated into explicit expectations less often.

Changing Integrity requirements over time

In the light of the increasing attention for integrity and integrity policies in Western democracies,
including the Netherlands, it is somewhat of a surprise to find that the focus on integrity in job
vacancy texts for the Dutch mayoralty diminishes during the 2008–2019 period. Levene’s tests
show equality of variances between periods 1 and 2 for all six variables (p< .05) (Table 3).

In period 1, that is between 2008 and 2015, 9.6% of the profile descriptions did not pay atten-
tion to integrity at all. In period 2, that is 2008–2019, this percentage increased to 18.2%
(T¼�2.4482, p¼.015). This difference is caused by three significant changes.

First, a significant increase can be observed in the number of profiles that do not include
aspects of the “ethical person” (T¼�2.308, p¼.022). One possible explanation for this change is
that the integrity of mayors may be taken for granted more and more (see also Jørgensen &
Rutgers, 2014). As discussed, given the formal role of the profile description in the selection of
mayors and the evaluation of their performance, this strategy is unexpected, but it does tie in
with what we know from focus group discussions on the matter (Karsten, 2019b).

Second, a significant decrease can be observed in the percentage of profile descriptions that
require mayoral candidates to set an integrity example. Moreover, the significance level is high
here (T¼ 2.8798, p¼ .0042). This decline is a striking finding since both the old and new guide-
lines for composing a profile description explicitly state that the mayor has an exemplary role in
the field of integrity. However, the wording on this point is slightly different in the 2016 guide-
lines as compared to the 2008 version, which may have motivated councilors to opt for a differ-
ent phrasing that is less explicit on the matter or to drop the requirement altogether.

Third, between and 2008–2015 and 2016–2019, a significant increase is observed in the per-
centage of vacancy texts that do not include any ethical leadership requirements (T¼�1.9832,
p¼ 0.048). Again, this finding does not fit very well with the observation that the societal and
political-administrative attention for the integrity of local government has increased. One explan-
ation could be that the introduction of the 2016 integrity law has reduced the necessity of

TABLE 3. Levene’s tests for equality of variances between period 1 and period 2 (p<.05).

Variable F-ratio p Value

National definition 3.72735 0.054343
Self-developed definition 0.87706 0.349660
No definition 2.42687 0.120182
Sets an example 3.46957 0.063352
Proactive intervention 3.69847 0.055281
Reactive intervention 1.76905 0.184374
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including such requirements explicitly because since then it is an undisputable legal responsibility
of the Dutch mayor anyway.

In contrast, and more in line with the expectations, a significant increase was found in integ-
rity requirements that demand a mayor proactively strengthens the local integrity culture by
establishing incentives and through communication. This includes profile descriptions that ask
future mayors to act as sparring partners and coaches for both municipal councilors and polit-
ical-executives. This approach to integrity management remains of secondary importance in pro-
file descriptions but has nevertheless become more important around the same time that
“advancing the local administrative integrity” became a legal task of Dutch mayors. This shift is
also in line with the text of the 2016 national guidelines, which states that mayors are expected to
actively promote integrity awareness.

Combinations of requirements over time

In addition to identifying significant changes in the occurrence of individual integrity require-
ments between 2008 and 2015 and 2016 and 2019, an analysis was conducted of whether particu-
lar combinations of integrity requirements have become more prominent over time.

For this purpose, Venn diagrams were created that indicate how often all possible combina-
tions of the six integrity requirements occur in the 349 texts. This was done for both the total
period as well as for the two sub-periods separately. Figure 1 shows the result for the entire
research period. Table 4 includes the legend for the Venn diagram.

Since six types of integrity requirements were distinguished for the analytical framework, there
would in principle be 64 (2�6) possible combinations. But, since combinations of C and either A
and/or B are not possible, 40 options remain. These 40 options were tested for significance
through a parametric statistical t-test for independent samples, to test whether the two periods
differed significantly in the occurrence of the various combinations.

On the level of individual profile descriptions, the Venn analysis presents some very interesting
differences. For example, whereas some profile descriptions contain no integrity requirements at all

FIGURE 1. Combinations of integrity demands in profile descriptions for Dutch mayors, 2008/2019.
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or only one, three profile descriptions contain all possible aspects (ABDEF). The Westland 2018 job
vacancy text provides a clear illustration since, in accordance with the national guidelines, it states
“the mayor always acts unambiguously and transparently in accordance with generally accepted
norms and values” (A). In addition, it states that the mayor’s legal duties include integrity, which is
said to mean that the mayor “is independent and impartial" (B). These two ethical person require-
ments are then followed by three different types of ethical leadership requirements:

� “With regard to integrity, he [the mayor] has an exemplary function” (D)
� “He also actively monitors the integrity of the actions of the college, the council, and the civil

service organization and makes the gray area negotiable.” þ “The mayor promotes both the
awareness of integrity and the prevention of (the appearance of) conflicts of interest.” (E)

� “The mayor has an exemplary role, actively promotes integrity awareness and addresses others
on this” (F)

When the prominence of the 40 combinations is compared over the two periods on a more
abstract level using a t-test, four significant differences emerge. In all cases, this concerns combi-
nations that follow the national definition of the moral person and that add aspects of ethical
leadership (Table 5).

This finding fits well with the new legal responsibility of the mayor for the promotion of
administrative integrity and the increased attention for ethical leadership in general. The most
striking change, however, concerns the ADF combination, which occurs less frequently in the
second period and where there is a very high significance level (p¼.00000095).

Both changes can be explained the fact that the national guidelines have changed on this point
in 2016. They now also include the proactive action by the mayor (aspect E), as a result of which
this aspect is included more often. At the same time, the original combination appears signifi-
cantly less since the role of setting an example is included in the new guidelines less explicitly.

Conclusion and discussion

Whereas the societal and administrative attention for integrity has increased in the same decade
and the issue has been high on the political agenda (Heres et al., 2019; Huberts, 2018), contrary

TABLE 4. Legend Venn diagram.

A National definition
B Self-developed definition
C No definition
D Sets an example
E Proactive intervention
F Reactive intervention

TABLE 5. Significant differences in combinations of integrity demands, 2008–2019.

Combination Mean SD T value p value

ADF period 1 0.3465 0.4759 4,9918 .00000095����
ADF period 2 0.1074 0.3100

AEF period 1 0.004386 0.0661 �2,1614 .03135�
AEF period 2 0.0331 0.1788

ADEF period 1 0.0219 0.1465 �2,0885 .03748�
ADEF period 2 0.0661 0.2485

ABDEF period 1 0 0 �2,4113 .01641�
ABDEF period 2 0.0248 0.1555
�Significance level p< .05 ����Significance level p< .001
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to expectations, this study finds a significant decrease between 2008 and 2019 in integrity require-
ments being placed on Dutch candidate mayors in vacancy texts. One possible explanation could
be that municipal councilors have come to value the integrity of candidates less. However, the
increased saliency of integrity issues does not render this a very plausible account. Alternatively,
the integrity of candidates and their efforts as ethical leaders may be taken more and more for
granted (Jørgensen & Rutgers, 2014), which may serve as a motivation for councilors not to
include such requirements in vacancy texts since these documents serve to distinguish suitable
candidates from less suitable candidates. When all candidates are expected to be virtuous, it may
not be needed to explicitly require them to be (Rodriguez, Patel, Bright, Gregory, & Gowing,
2002). In the light of the formal recruitment and selection function of profile descriptions and
the legal role that the texts play in assessing the performance of mayors, this explanation, which
was derived from earlier focus group discussions, seems to tell only a part of the story. A third
explanation could be that the introduction of the 2016 integrity law in the Netherlands has
reduced the necessity of additionally including moral person and ethical leadership requirements
in vacancy texts since there is now an added law to evaluate mayors’ performance by.

At the same time, a significant increase can be observed in the focus on the role of the mayor
in promoting the administrative integrity of the municipality, which is in line with the 2016 legis-
lative change. Although reactive interventions and “setting an example” remain more important,
the attention for proactive moral interventions has increased significantly. This shift is reflected
both in the separate integrity requirements as well as in the combination of requirements.
However, 43.3% of the municipal councils still do not impose any ethical leadership requirements
on mayors, and of those that do, on average, only 11.5% impose proactive moral intervention
requirements.

The broader relevance of the analysis lies in the fact that, as called for by Huberts (2018), an
empirical analysis is provided of what is expected of ethical leaders. In addition, the data show
how understandings of integrity and ethical leadership can change over time. The latter empha-
sizes the context specificity of the integrity concept (see also Zhu et al., 2019). Also, the analysis
of the ethical leadership requirements posed on the Dutch mayor provides a unique and valuable
insight into what integrity and ethical leadership imply in the public domain (Heres et al., 2019;
Karsten, 2019a).

Admittedly, “job adverts only represent a small part of the phenomenon being investigated”
(Harper, 2012, p. 45; see also Jørgensen & Rutgers, 2014 ). Council members may have and
express additional or different expectations of candidate mayors as regards integrity beyond the
profile descriptions. In addition, as part of the selection procedure, candidate mayors are screened
for integrity risks by the commissioner of the King. The fact that the selection of mayors in the
Netherlands is classified as secret adds to the complexity of unearthing the integrity requirements
placed on them through the use of alternative research methods. Interviews with candidate-may-
ors or councilors, for example, would have produced non-specified information at best since the
law prohibits participants to divulge any information about the actual selection. Further, profile
descriptions are the product of a collective body that needs to reach a majority agreement on the
final text, which makes it difficult to identify the preferences of individual councilors.

Nevertheless, profile descriptions provide original data on the desired qualities of mayors,
which offers relevant information on the profession and the context in which mayors operate.
Also, profile descriptions have a crucial role in the selection of candidates, as a formal perform-
ance evaluation standard, and in the day-to-day work of mayors. For this reason, they cannot be
ignored in the study of political leadership and ethical leadership (Karsten, 2019b).

Further empirical research on integrity management in the public sector is still very much
required (Greenbaum, Quade, & Bonner, 2015; Heres et al., 2019; Huberts, 2018). Such research
could usefully investigate whether and how citizens’ expectations of mayors on the matter deviate
from councilors’ expectations. With exceptions (Hlynsdottir, 2016; Kukovic, Copus, Hacek, &
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Blair, 2015), information on citizens’ expectations of mayors is still rare. Such research could use-
fully identify the desired integrity qualities of mayors in different societal and institu-
tional contexts.

Our study contributes to this line of research by identifying the required leadership competen-
cies in the field of integrity for Dutch mayors and demonstrating that significant shifts are taking
place in the direction of proactive integrity management. The findings can also contribute to the
conceptual interpretation of the concept of “administrative integrity” and its translation into pol-
icy (Khaouja et al., 2019; Mohammad & Nicoleta Camelia, 2016). Finally, by showing that there
is ample room for the crucial local customization of integrity requirements, the findings carry
profound policy relevance.
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