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In het rapport Vertrouwen in burgers onderzoekt de Wetenschappelijke Raad 
voor het Regeringsbeleid (wrr) hoe beleidsmakers burgers meer kunnen 
betrekken bij het actief vormgeven van de samenleving.

Actief betrokken burgers zijn van groot belang voor een levende democratie. 
Ze houden volksvertegenwoordigers en overheidsinstanties bij de les, ver-
nieuwen de samenleving met hun ideeën en initiatieven en geven het beleid 
draagvlak. Het is daarom zorgelijk dat slechts kleine groepen burgers zich 
aangesproken voelen door de wijze waarop beleidsmakers hen pogen te be-
trekken. 

Door middel van literatuurstudie en veldonderzoek heeft de raad de kansen 
en mogelijkheden om burgers te verleiden tot actieve betrokkenheid in  
kaart gebracht. De raad onderscheidt drie velden van burgerbetrokkenheid:  
beleidsparticipatie, maatschappelijke participatie en maatschappelijk initia-
tief, en doet aanbevelingen voor het vergroten van de burgerbetrokkenheid 
op alle velden. Essentieel voor de rol van beleidsmakers daarbij zijn twee uit-
gangspunten: denk vanuit het perspectief van burgers en vergroot de kaders 
voor betrokkenheid.

De Wetenschappelijke Raad voor het Regeringsbeleid is een onafhankelijke 
denktank voor de Nederlandse regering. De wrr geeft de regering gevraagd 
en ongevraagd advies vanuit een langetermijnperspectief. De onderwerpen 
zijn sectoroverstijgend en hebben betrekking op maatschappelijke vraag-
stukken waarmee de regering in de toekomst te maken kan krijgen.
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1 introduction

Involved citizens are crucial for a living democracy. They legitimize the rep-
resentation of the people through their votes. They keep representatives of 
the people and government agencies on their toes and aware of being under 
democratic control. They also play an important part in the life of society: they 
provide broad-based support for policy implementation, actualize it in their 
day-to-day actions, and, by proposing ideas, topics, and approaches, bring 
about social innovation.

In order for them to be involved, citizens should trust ‘their’ democratic in-
stitutions but be able and willing to critically monitor them at the same time. 
They should also trust each other because they need one another to accomplish 
shared goals. Policymakers, in their turn, should be willing to trust citizens by 
providing them with scope for involvement.

Over the past few decades, policymakers have made many efforts to promote 
opportunities for civic involvement, but the results have been disappointing. 
There is a long story of many projects, little learning, and inadequate structural 
embedding; the links between politics and society, it seems, have been severed. 
And society is changing in fast and unpredictable ways. The ways in which 
citizens are involved are also changing. They are not only involved when poli-
cymakers invite them to do so, but increasingly on their own initiative, through 
more direct channels, bypassing the traditional centre.

Civic involvement has thus become a social issue in which the real and the ideal 
have drifted too far apart and require a policy breakthrough. The wrr report 
Confidence in Citizens, therefore, examines what policymakers can do to im-
prove civic involvement. Owing to the complexity of our present-day society, 
there is no definitive answer to this question, but the report does establish a 
genuine basis for action. The fieldwork that preceded the making of this report 
yielded many rich illustrations of ways of building civic involvement in prac-
tice. The commitment, perseverance, and creativity shown by so many may 
help to inspire others to keep looking for better answers to the questions they 
have.
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2 the challenge

The keyword in a society that is predicated on civic involvement is confidence: 
policymakers’ confidence in citizens and citizens’ confidence in policymakers 
and in each other. Such confidence, however, is not blind. A good measure of 
confidence is essential for representative democracy and mutual involvement, 
and a healthy measure of distrust is required for a corrective counterbalance and 
for social innovation.

Though the Dutch are, on the whole, satisfied with the way democracy oper-
ates, major groups of citizens in our increasingly complex society appear to 
have lost touch with ‘their’ political world: they feel overtasked, have little 
confidence in their own ability to influence politics, do not believe politics will 
promote their interests, or think that their social goals can be accomplished 
much better by bypassing policymakers.

Despite the major efforts made and many experiments done, government 
policy progress in the matter of civic involvement has failed to arouse much 
enthusiasm: too many undertakings have foundered, and the tools are worn. 
Policies seem out of touch with developments in our society, and an entirely 
new approach now appears imperative.

What can policymakers do to improve civic involvement? What can they do to 
make sure civic involvement in society is sufficient and sufficiently diverse to 
keep democracy alive? So as to be able to answer this question, the wrr talked 
with citizens who, by trial and error, undertake to be actively involved, either 
with or against the policymakers. The wrr researchers also talked with policy-
makers who, also by trial and error, are looking for ways to engage citizens into 
constructive exchanges. Despite good intentions on both sides, civic involve-
ment efforts that are considered a success by both sides are rare. Nevertheless, 
the fieldwork underlying the report also uncovered a wide array of examples 
of civic involvement success, thus revealing the factors that contribute to im-
provement. Citizens proved to be resourceful and capable.
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3 practice

The wrr report Confidence in Citizens centres on people who take responsibil-
ity for a social good and actively devote themselves to matters that transcend 
their narrow self-interest. In many cases, this concerns a matter of public inter-
est, a social good whose protection comes within the compass of the govern-
ment. Citizens are involved in such matters in many and manifold ways.

On its enquiry through the Netherlands, the wrr met with a great many types 
of civic involvement, ranging from playful protest, staged in a flash, to many 
years’ involvement in the building of a provincial road; from innovative ex-
amples of collaboration between unlikely partners to initiatives in people’s im-
mediate environment, such as neighbourhood watch schemes, neighbourhood 
conflict mediation, mutual communication, and self-organization on issues like 
facilities, energy-saving, and open space planning.

 taking citizens’ perspective

The most valuable lesson our study has taught us is that civic involvement re-
quires you to take the citizens’ point of view. This may seem self-evident, but 
things are more complicated in practice, as citizens are involved in a variety of 
ways. The wrr distinguishes between policy participation, social participa-
tion, and social initiatives. In the first two of these, policymakers take the lead 
and citizens are ‘allowed’ to take part by having their say, for instance, or by 
acting as volunteers. In the third category, that of social initiatives, citizens 
themselves are increasingly showing enterprise. In practice, then, these fields 
overlap, and there is a lot of dynamism on the interfaces. This is certainly the 
case when (groups of) citizens are challenged in areas that suit their needs and 
qualities. Successful civic involvement policies, therefore, recognize such dif-
ferences and take advantage of them.

An important question is why citizens take action. They tend to respond to 
challenges that face them in two ways. Their first response is to resist change 
and keep things the way they are. This may concern an announced change that 
causes unrest, such as the establishment of hostels for drug addicts, the ap-
pearance of mega-stables, or the building – or, conversely, the demolition – of 
a building. It may also concern a situation people are no longer prepared to put 
up with, such as neighbourhood nuisances. The second response is exploration: 
people start looking for better alternatives to the old situation. Citizens, policy-
makers, and frontline workers alike may be inspired by sample projects at home 
or abroad, wish to try out a good idea, are looking for innovation, or are willing 
to trust chance or just give it a go. They call this their ‘dream’, their ‘ambition’, 
an ‘image’, a ‘good idea’, or a ‘vision’, which spearheads social initiatives or 
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forms of social participation.

It is one thing to be willing, but quite another to be able. If we assume involved 
citizens feel challenged, are they properly equipped in terms of time, quali-
ties, and tools (including legal options)? Compared to policymakers, citizens 
have a knowledge and information gap, both in terms of content and as regards 
procedures and processes. This is partially owing to the information supply by 
policymakers: government information is sometimes hard to find and often 
hard to understand. A major issue, however, is rooted in policymakers holding 
negative views of citizens and their abilities. Many civil servants feel that citi-
zens are ill-informed about the tasks of public organizations and lack the ability 
to properly appraise public issues. They do not communicate clearly and are too 
much driven by self-interest.

Only recently have policymakers in certain areas decided to make a greater ap-
peal to citizens’ own responsibility. This has led to the somewhat curious ob-
servation, according to the wrr, that citizens’ capacities for active involvement 
are both underestimated and overestimated at the same time. Citizens and 
frontline workers virtually always have an advantage over policymakers when 
it comes to experiential knowledge. This is being underused. Besides knowl-
edge from experience, people increasingly have domain-specific knowledge 
or skills. Through their training, work, or extended hobby, everyone is good at 
‘something’. People are often prepared to make their expertise available.

 preconditions for success
 
Citizens consider their contribution a success when it helps to realize a desir-
able solution. They want to be taken seriously at the very least. Policymakers 
hope to be able to generate broad-based support or hear new ideas but are 
generally satisfied when turnout is high. All this being as it may, the wrr field-
work has shown that three preconditions apply: you need to have key figures, 
respect for citizens, and a balance between taking control and letting go. If 
these preconditions have been met to a sufficient degree, many things can be 
achieved in the area of civic involvement.

Civic involvement, therefore, starts with people, with key figures who can 
make a difference. Social initiatives in particular cannot do without ‘initiators’: 
people who take the lead. In all areas of civic involvement, however, the ones 
who play a leading role are the ‘connectors’: people who can connect differ-
ent groups and networks and who can liaise between people and key contacts. 
Connectors can also bridge the gap between groups of citizens on the one hand 
and policymakers or officials on the other. Rarely does a connector operate on 
his or her own: in virtually all practical cases, both formal and informal net-
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works appear to be crucial. A network may grow naturally with people meeting 
in the context of a neighbourhood theme or event; but it can also be purposely 
developed, by providing people with different backgrounds or in different or-
ganizations with a joint task.

Without showing respect for citizens, the wrr concludes, their genuine in-
volvement cannot be expected either. Policymakers can encourage civic support 
by taking citizens seriously, by providing a continuous information exchange 
process, and by keeping a sharp focus on the possible and the impossible. Criti-
cism voiced by citizens in the course of our fieldwork often targeted the formal 
policy participation procedures: policymakers do not listen, they do not re-
spond, and they make people feel that decisions are being made without them 
being informed or involved. People generally understand very well that they 
cannot have it all their way, if only their arguments have been encompassed in 
the decision-making process. If policymakers take citizens seriously, invest-
ments made in civic involvement do produce genuine returns.

The art of civic involvement, finally, lies in offering a helping hand in the right 
way: letting go if possible and taking control when necessary. Citizens are looking 
for greater scope to take action, but classic policy participation has a bad name 
in this respect: the local council comes up with a plan, arranges a perfunctory 
opportunity for the public to have their say, but the policy had already been all 
but finalized, and everyone goes home feeling unhappy about the proceedings. 
Nor is it uncommon for policymakers to make sure a bill is all fixed up before it 
is presented to the outside world or for them to entrench themselves in a posi-
tion once taken. In social participation too, policymakers who master the art of 
letting go are few and far between. Policymakers and officials should venture 
to do so, and citizens and frontline workers should be able and willing to do so. 
It is crucial to offer scope, backing, and ownership for civic involvement, but 
many initiatives also require a measure of ‘shelter’: a helping hand during and 
after kick-off.

 thresholds

Even if all these preconditions for success have been met, it often proves 
troublesome to get an initiative off the ground. There are many impediments to 
change. Citizens and policymakers often speak a different language, act on the 
basis of different perspectives, and hold different expectations about a project’s 
nature and goal. The mindset of citizens – they way they think, speak, and act – 
differs from the mindset of policymakers and officials. Citizens and policymak-
ers have clashing mindsets as the citizens’ life world confronts the policymak-
ers’ system world. It does not always fit into the policymakers’ world view that 
citizens can also be experts. In their contacts with citizens, policymakers also 
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tend to centre on their own processes and stick to formal procedures, policy 
plans, and organizational configurations, allowing themselves neither time nor 
flexibility to seek partnerships with other parties.

Governments and social institutions, moreover, are complex organizations, 
often causing citizens to get lost in labyrinthine structures and systems: bu-
reaucracy. On the other hand, exchanges with increasingly better educated, bet-
ter informed, and more elusive citizens are not getting any easier either: their 
informal structures and systems – often a mismatch with formal frameworks 
– may act as inhibitors to policymakers who need to justify their actions pub-
licly. Such thresholds to change that are due to inhibiting structures and systems 
are mainly to be found within governments and institutions, but policymakers 
and officials also have grounds for complaint. Policymakers are often regarded 
as an elite, but initiators may also create their own elite edifice and keep its gates 
firmly closed to newcomers.

In addition, both citizens and policymakers prove to be prone to short-term 
orientations: when the one is in a rush, the other often is not. This is a recipro-
cal reproach: ‘you’re too slow’. Both policymakers and citizens may be in a rush 
when it suits them to get their initiative on the road. Or, conversely, they may 
be sticklers for detail and slow down fast action. Civic involvement needs the 
long term, and this proves to be an awkward issue. The short-term orientation 
of policymakers who are in a hurry – or, indeed, citizens who are in a hurry – 
raises the thresholds for civic involvement.

One of the greatest impediments to change is uncertainty amongst the key fig-
ures: the initiators and connectors. Each process of change is entirely dependent 
on the commitment of these people. Their position in its turn is conditional 
upon the support they get from other people, from co-initiators or superiors. If 
co-initiators or superiors fail to sketch a vision of the future they want to usher 
in, key figures do not know how much room for manoeuvre they will be al-
lowed. If they do not back up their key figures unconditionally, then the risk of 
reputation or career damage might be too great and cause many to back off.
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4 interpretation

Why is it that some people swing into action whereas others – in seemingly 
similar circumstances – turn away down-heartedly, indignantly, or indifferent-
ly? How do citizens make common cause, and how do they swing into action as 
a group? And what does this mean for policymakers?

The fieldwork that was carried out in the framework of the report Confidence 
in Citizens leaves no doubt whatsoever that people are willing and able to be 
involved if the challenge matches their needs and if they believe they are prop-
erly equipped to find suitable answers. People act because they want to change 
something, because they want to counteract what they consider an ‘undesir-
able’ development, or, conversely, because they want to promote a desirable 
development. There are those who have a dream or a vision of what could be 
achieved: sustainable energy supply, the preservation of urban industrial heri-
tage, a meeting place for people and the arts, or a day-care centre for the elderly 
in their own hometown. People also swing into action because they disagree 
with decision-making procedures.

If the challenge matches their needs, many citizens are willing to commit them-
selves to a public cause. But are they able to do so? The challenge also needs to 
match their ability. Commitment can move mountains, but reluctance achieves 
nothing. Some citizens will chiefly consider themselves able to make a contri-
bution to traditional kinds of involvement, such as a neighbourhood meeting 
in a venue; others will rather being involved through the new media at times 
that are convenient to them. People’s social environment also plays an impor-
tant role, as many citizens’ efforts depend on the participation of their friends, 
family, acquaintances, and colleagues. The expected result is also important: if 
people feel overtasked, they will drop out. That is why the availability of time, 
expertise, interest, and even finances is an important factor.

The scope granted to citizens and felt by them to express their involvement is 
subsequently demarcated by their interaction with policymakers: what suits 
their mutual needs and qualities? On the basis of such interaction, citizens have 
developed various ways of acting (collectively) to promote their interests. The 
current civic involvement opportunities appear to be offering a proper balance 
between challenges and required equipment to a limited number of citizens 
only.

Individual citizens swing into action for different causes, in different ways, and 
for different reasons. Citizens, however, rarely act all by themselves. Groups of 
involved citizens arise in different ways and, just like individual citizens, they 
have different possibilities for translating their interest into active involvement. 
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A group’s ability to swing into action depends on various factors, and the way 
in which it does so is largely decided by the group’s dominant culture.

Two processes – condensation and acceleration – are feeding society’s increas-
ing complexity. This growing complexity makes it imperative for a group’s sur-
vival to keep adapting to changing circumstances. Network cultures are better 
able to do so than other cultures because they do not crumble immediately 
when some of its connections are severed. Due to their open character, more-
over, new connections can easily be made, which is why network cultures have 
a greater learning ability and resilience than other cultures. A network culture, 
however, is also more unpredictable and ungovernable, which does not make 
the policymaker’s life any easier. Where outsiders can quite easily understand 
how a hierarchy, a market, or a community works, this is much more difficult in 
the case of a network: it is unclear who is in charge, who is responsible for what, 
or how and when decisions are made. The boundary of a network can barely be 
made out.

 democracy of action
 
Society’s increasing complexity is also changing the ways in which citizens are 
involved in society. The effectiveness of the traditional civil society channels 
for civic involvement, such as social institutions and NGOs, has come under 
pressure. Citizens are no longer only invited by policymakers to be involved 
but increasingly do so on their own initiative through more direct channels for 
involvement, via captains of industry, for example, or a multitude of move-
ments. Information flows are also becoming less and less governable. Civic 
involvement in a complex society, therefore, particularly requires a belief in the 
resilience of the network society and the scope it offers for citizens to unite in 
more and more effective forms of collaboration. It is precisely the multitude of 
such initiatives and channels for involvement and their overlap that gives us an 
unprecedented quickness of response, learning ability, and creativity in a soci-
ety of assertive citizens.

Such radical changes require democracy to be malleable. Calls for more direct 
kinds of democracy and matching forms of civic involvement, to supplement 
representative democracy, are increasingly heard. Policymakers have widely 
experimented with different kinds of more direct democracy, and ‘democracy 
of action’ in particular is offering opportunities to take better advantage of so-
cial initiatives.

This is an attractive proposition and a daunting task for policymakers at the 
same time. As their environment is becoming more and more complex, poli-
cymakers are aware that, within the frameworks of representative democracy, 
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they have been entrusted with permanent responsibilities as the formal ar-
chitects and guardians of its rules and as its ultimate arbiters. ‘What citizens 
consider important’, moreover, is a not unambiguous and, in some cases, even 
conflicting proposition, even more so in a network society. Political decision-
making processes, founded as they are in different value systems and social 
philosophies, must lead policymakers to balance interests, protect the most 
vulnerable, and encourage or contain certain social developments. It is a formi-
dable challenge to regulate the tensions, conflicts, and oppositions this gener-
ates in such a way that it will curb violent and destructive forces. To accomplish 
such a reorientation, we need a new generation of ‘democracy of action’ that can 
renew the ties with and among citizens.

In a democracy that continuously means to adapt itself to technological and 
social developments, policies are never entirely tailor-made. Millions of people 
have to keep making millions of minor adjustments as they interpret and chal-
lenge formal policies. The art of public administration is to a large degree about 
creating the proper scope for citizens: to know when you are needed and to 
stay away when you are not. To achieve this, a change of culture in public ad-
ministration is essential, and policymakers need to take bigger steps than they 
have done so far. It is not enough to offer more scope to civil servants and to 
introduce new tools for civic participation. Present-day society requires one to 
control the uncontrollable. For policymakers, this signifies a major challenge 
that takes a lot of stamina.
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5 building confidence

Taking all this into consideration, what can policymakers do? In its Confidence 
in Citizens report, the wrr acknowledges it cannot pretend to be able to offer 
the solution, but it means to offer an impetus, a source of inspiration for further 
reflection and action. There are two starting-points that apply: take the citizens’ 
point of view and open up the frameworks.
   
If you want to involve citizens, you need to take their perspective. Citizens 
have a miscellany of needs and qualities, which must be taken into account in 
a network society. Failure to do so will cause many to drop out. Under certain 
conditions, all groups of citizens can be reached and activated. This, however, 
does require a differentiated scope that accommodates their needs and qualities.

If you want to involve citizens, moreover, you should distinguish between dif-
ferent areas of involvement. Policy participation still tends to take a unilateral 
focus on the policy planning stage and mainly tends to take the policymakers’ 
perspective, ‘allowing’ citizens to have their say on government plans. If we 
open up policy participation to other policy stages, this means we can seize op-
portunities for civic involvement in agenda setting, policy implementation, and 
crisis management. Renewal of social participation means we should reinforce 
public space and strengthen ties between policymakers and vulnerable groups 
of citizens. The main challenge here would be to welcome social initiatives, even 
if these do not fit smoothly into policymakers’ perspectives. Especially if these 
initiatives are taken in the fields of policy participation and social participation, 
they may be both highly dislocating and offer great added value to policymak-
ers, as they can loosen up rigid habits of thought.

These starting-points call for open-minded policymakers who are prepared to 
build confidence and lay the foundations for a new generation of ‘democracy of 
action’: one step at a time, experimenting, learning, and, if necessary, amending 
things afterwards. The wrr has outlined four different ways of accomplish-
ing this in more concrete terms: creating sufficient and adequate opposition, 
strengthening day-to-day influence, encouraging social interaction, and build-
ing solid support pillars.

 create opposition

Good policymakers value opposition. They not only allow scope for opposi-
tion, but also actively welcome it. Good information is essential here. Citizens 
need to have good information in order to be able to launch initiatives and ad-
vocate their interests; and policymakers need to be informed about citizens so 
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as to be able to involve them. In both of these areas, considerable improvements 
are needed, according to the wrr.

Groups of citizens often get together in an information exchange process, rang-
ing from ‘buzz’ at the school gate or in the local newspaper to neighbourhood 
websites and social media, real and virtual meeting grounds for like-minded 
people. Proper opposition requires such buzzing to be based on correct infor-
mation. Policymakers have a special responsibility here because they possess 
a lot of data that could be valuable for citizens. When such data are publicly 
available and published in line with a standard, citizens themselves will come 
up with applications that may be useful for other citizens and that aim to keep 
policymakers on their toes.

Access to information is most valuable if policymakers decide to transfer cer-
tain responsibilities to citizens, for there is no possibility for citizens to fall 
back on the government to promote their interests in this case. Policymakers 
have traditionally made requirements upon information supplies to citizens by 
third parties – as in labels, instructions, and quality marks – to support citizens 
in making informed choices, but when the underlying data are made public, 
other parties can also take care of the information supply. Greater openness and 
accessibility of data can have a stimulating effect on citizens, for instance, to 
devise applications that could not have been thought of in advance. There are 
now apps, for example, to support people in making responsible food choices in 
supermarkets. One might think of similar initiatives for information supplies 
aiming to assist people in making better informed choices on institutions such 
as schools, hospitals, or housing corporations.

In a network society, information flows do not exclusively proceed in top-
down ways but also in horizontal ones, both within organisations and in their 
exchanges with the outside world. If policymakers succeed in accessing the 
most relevant networks proactively, they can gain broad-based support for their 
policies. What they need, though, is creative and appropriate tools. Crowd-
sourcing is such a tool, allowing hundreds of thousands of citizens to be asked 
a question at the same time on Twitter, for instance. Web monitoring allows 
one to spot particular patterns and ideas at a much earlier stage than used to 
be the case. The continuous digital monitoring of the Internet allows the early 
detection of an impending hazard before it spreads, at a point when it can still 
be dealt with constructively. Serious gaming is offering great opportunities for 
policymakers to involve people in finding solutions to complex challenges in 
fresh and creative ways. Many people enjoy the challenges of so-called strategy 
games. If you can present challenges as attractive games, you can count on the 
voluntary contribution of gamers.
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A notable deficiency in this respect is that, in the survey-rich domain of public 
administration, frontline workers – local police officers, teachers, healthcare 
professionals, and social workers – are rarely invited to give us the benefit of 
their experience or opinion. Being closer to citizens, they are in a better position 
than policymakers to share bottom-up ideas. Besides, they are the experts in 
the matter of assessing the effectiveness and efficiency of policy implementa-
tion.

The wrr recommends, finally, that all major dossiers for which policymakers 
ask citizens to be (co-)responsible should be subjected to public testing. This 
process may be straightforward: a new project or a policy proposal is submitted 
including a civic involvement plan. The initiators then request a second opinion 
on the proposal and, if necessary, make recommendations for its adjustment. 
Policymakers may decide to depart from it but need to motivate their decision 
and may find their position weakened later on if their motivation was not well-
founded. Upon completion of the process, moreover, the quality of the process 
implementation may also be subject to assessment.

 strengthen day-to -day influence

People’s day-to-day living environment is a major launch pad for civic involve-
ment, according to the wrr. Traditionally, forms of involvement have strongly 
tended to focus on ‘the neighbourhood’, but such a partial focus would bypass 
many other opportunities, for people’s day-to-day living environment also 
comprises their education, work, and leisure activities. Also at regional and na-
tional levels, citizens increasingly make their voices heard in order to influence 
the quality of their day-to-day lives. Many people, moreover, now increasingly 
act in a new, global neighbourhood on the Internet where they help complete 
strangers to find solutions for a wide range of everyday issues.

Ideally, citizens feel a sense of ownership for the social facilities around them: 
the houses they live in, the schools their children attend, the healthcare institu-
tions they turn to in case of emergency, the police who are in charge of safety 
in their neighbourhoods and on their roads, and the green areas and sports 
facilities where they recreate. This almost inescapably leads us to the idea of 
partnerships, in which involved citizens and officials of social institutions join 
hands. What citizens bring into the partnership is what they know and who 
they know: not their policy expertise but their experiential expertise. Ideally, 
officials and citizens in a partnership conceive of ‘their’ institution as a shared 
property. This would require large, vertical institutions to be broken up into 
smaller clusters that are close to citizens and frontline workers: to split up com-
prehensive schools and housing corporations, as it were, into small-scale units, 
each with its own partnership board.
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Sometimes citizens may need the support of policymakers in order to build a 
collective. Unorthodox incentives may help them on their way in such cases. 
Community work, for instance, can be stimulated by offering citizens greater 
decision-making scope, using a community rights programme, for example. 
Policymakers could even take this further by charging lower property tax rates 
in communities running active neighbourhood watch schemes, to reward 
citizens for taking over policing duties. There are yet other incentives for poli-
cymakers to boost voluntary work: unemployed volunteers with a proven track 
record in a volunteer’s pool, for example, could be given priority in job applica-
tion procedures.

Occasionally, according to the wrr, measures may need to be more rigorous. 
Citizens may not be well-equipped to engage reluctant individuals in a type of 
self-organization. This may prevent social initiatives, aiming to improve the de-
sign or the safety of people’s day-to-day living environment or to save energy, 
from ever taking off. It is recommended that policymakers initiate these types 
of partnerships or enforce them by way of public law, while taking on board 
carefulness requirements.

 encourage social interaction

Social participation is all about the participation of citizens in the life of society. 
Policymakers have an encouraging role to play here, which, however, is largely 
underexposed. Favourable policies may help citizens who share nothing but 
the space they happen to be in to treat each other respectfully. Shopping pre-
cincts, town squares, schools, and libraries may be designed in a way that fos-
ters chance meetings. Shared spaces should attract people and offer diversion 
(a stage for youngsters to do their own thing, for example) while providing a 
sense of security to the elderly.

Sports and leisure are important recreational activities that create functional 
meeting places. Sports centres can be developed into alternatives for commu-
nity centres; community centres can be used as daycare centres for the elderly 
or open up to accommodate societies, the library, and primary school activi-
ties. Schools, sports clubs, and musical societies are natural meeting places for 
young people and, hence, offer exquisite opportunities for them to reconnect.

It is not granted to all citizens to participate fully and autonomously in society, 
which is why social participation undertakes to reach out to vulnerable groups 
in their everyday living environment. Frontline workers can play a key role 
here, but they can only reach the most isolated groups of citizens if all parties 
involved collaborate and offer their frontline workers the latitude to do so. So-
cial institutions and local governments, in their turn, cannot offer latitude to 
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frontline workers and citizens if they themselves are not given scope in national 
legislation. The wrr, therefore, recommends that policymakers – the Cabinet 
first and foremost – reaches concrete agreements with the officials concerned on 
how they can expand their responsibilities. This is an issue that certainly merits 
attention in the current decentralization process of many government tasks 
from the national to the local level.

 build support pillars

Social institutions will need to widen their services to comprise the delivery 
of tailored services to people who live in isolation, in vulnerable communities, 
or in shrinking regions, to collaborate in areas facing population decline, and 
to secure the optimum delivery of services to citizens. To be able to do so, their 
officials should step out of their comfort zones and combat counterproductive 
social separation, according to the wrr.

Housing corporations, healthcare institutions, and educational institutes have 
not only been privatized or placed at some remove from the government, but 
they have also been forced to enter into competition, causing them to contend 
rather than collaborate. The target-driven culture in healthcare, welfare, and 
law enforcement is at odds with a more modest and motivational role that 
would be required for civic involvement.

Citizens are not in a position to tackle officials from reluctant institutions about 
the necessity of collaboration: their involvement is restricted to their ‘own’ 
institutions and local councils. This makes it hard for policymakers to exercise 
democratic control of social institutions, which is needed for the government to 
meet its ‘umbrella responsibility’.

Collaboration and solidarity can be promoted if policymakers and officials at 
the regional level enter into covenants to corroborate their working agreements. 
Should this fail, it is recommended for all involved to have recourse to an alarm 
device that will cause policymakers in The Hague to intervene. Citizens in their 
role as users should also be able to raise the alarm in a region, even outside ‘their 
own’ local council. This calls for the introduction of new legislation, which may 
partly reverse an excessive autonomy of local councils and institutions.
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6 initiating change

There is a lot policymakers can do to stimulate civic involvement. Let us, how-
ever, sound a word of caution here: the thresholds to change appear to be high 
and require specific attention. Clashing mindsets of citizens and policymakers, 
inhibiting government structures and systems, a short-term orientation, and 
weak backup are expressions of a government culture that is unequal to the 
task of dealing with a complex network society. A democracy that continuously 
means to adapt itself to technological and social developments undertakes to 
control the uncontrollable. This can only be done if policymakers offer appro-
priate scope to citizens: to recognize when they are needed and to stay away 
when they are not.

To break through to another kind of civic involvement policy, we need a consid-
erable change in government culture, a change that is based on vision, backup, 
and spark: vision will outline the framework for frontline workers to interact 
with citizens and is required to recognize opportunities offered by social initia-
tives; backup helps policymakers and frontline workers to have the courage to 
risk their necks and to act in unforeseen circumstances which inevitably occur 
in a network society; and the spark of inspiration will enthuse policymakers 
and frontline workers to animate a new generation of democracy of action.

The changes the wrr wishes to pursue can only be accomplished if all involved 
are seriously committed: local councils, civil society institutions, and particu-
larly policymakers at the national level. Local councils will only be able to offer 
sufficient scope to frontline workers and citizens if they themselves are given 
scope by the state. So this is our call: involved citizens are crucial for a living 
democracy. National leaders in particular should help other parties on the play-
ing field of civic involvement to make this call come true.
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7 order vertrouwen in burgers

 Vertrouwen in burgers (isbn 978 90 8964 404 6) is available in bookstores and 
Amsterdam University Press, www.aup.nl/ info@aup.nl. The full version of the 
publication is downloadable on www.wrr.nl.

 Vertrouwen in burgers, isbn 978 90 8964 404 6

    Amsterdam University Press


