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Abstract 
 

The nature of government communication in a range of global settings has received 

growing attention from scholars around the world. However, no considered 

examination of the subject exists that provides either an account of the contemporary 

landscape regarding government communication, or an exploration of common and 

diverging themes on a cross-national basis. This thesis aims to fill this gap. It 

elucidates the work practices of government communication professionals in 

Queensland and the Netherlands and considers these practices within their political 

contexts and national cultures: the Westminster system and a “masculine” society in 

Australia versus the multiparty system and a “feminine” society in the Netherlands. 

The study builds on the work of Dutch-American political scientist Arend Lijphart, who 

found that policies supported by a broad consensus are more likely to be successful 

than policies imposed by a “decisive” government against the wishes of broad 

sections of society; as well as on research done by Dutch social psychologist Geert 

Hofstede, who distinguishes between so-called “masculine societies” such as 

Australia where “the winner takes it all” and “feminine societies” such as the 

Netherlands where participation is more important than winning. The degree and 

forms of changes surrounding the work practices of government communication 

professionals are to a large extent determined by the cultural and political context in 

which they take place and thus cannot be assumed universal. 

 

The thesis is based on a series of qualitative interviews with government 

communication professionals in Queensland and the Netherlands. It finds that in 

Queensland the work of government communication professionals is heavily 

dependent on those in power. In the Netherlands, on the other hand, not only the 
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policy-making process but also government communication appears to be 

consensus-based. The result is a large degree of freedom of action for government 

communication professionals, with some considering their role as part of the fourth 

estate, scrutinising the activities of cabinet members. There are nuances to this, 

however, and the research identifies a section of government communication 

professionals in the Netherlands who are subject to increasing political pressures. It 

is argued, then, that both Queensland and the Netherlands are witnessing a blurring 

of lines between government and political communication. 
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1. Overview: Mapping out the study 
 

1.1. Introduction 

Communication between citizens and the government is a key measure of the health 

of any democracy yet opinions about what this interaction should look like vary. Prior 

to my relocation to Queensland I served as a speechwriter to several consecutive 

government ministers in the Netherlands. My colleagues and I took pride in the fact 

that despite our close working relationship with those in power we maintained strict 

neutrality. Although we recognised that the public service was a politically-driven 

environment, we regarded government communication as a means to involve citizens 

in the policy-making process and provide them with factual information about the 

work of our department. In the absence of a minister’s office, politics hardly seemed 

to play a role in our work as government communication professionals.  

 

While undertaking an internship with a government department in Queensland during 

my master’s degree in journalism and mass communication at Griffith University in 

2009, it became apparent that government communication in this part of the world 

was understood in a way that was different from what I was used to. Despite the best 

efforts of departmental communication officers in Queensland to spare government 

communication from politicisation, the minister’s office could hardly be ignored. My 

temporary colleagues lamented that most of the time they simply ran errands for 

media advisors who worked directly for those in power and whose main goal it was to 

generate as much positive publicity for their political masters as they could. The 

departmental communication officers I worked with complained about what they 

described as “an unequal power relationship” in which media advisors would not 
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hesitate to draw public servants into the work of spin. I became fascinated by the 

ostensible animosity between both camps. My internship marked the beginning of a 

journey of discovery that would develop into a thesis that explores the work practices 

of government communication professionals from a cross-national perspective. 

 

To the backdrop of Dutch social psychologist Geert Hofstede’s cultural dimensions 

theory (1980) and Dutch-American political scientist Arend Lijphart’s patterns of 

democracy (2012), this study sets out to elucidate the work practices of government 

communication professionals in Queensland and the Netherlands and considers 

these practices within their political contexts and national cultures: the Westminster 

system and a ‘masculine’ society in Australia versus the multiparty system and a 

‘feminine’ society in the Netherlands (Lijphart 2012, Hofstede 1980). Hofstede (1980) 

studied more than 70 countries across the globe and developed his cultural 

dimensions theory to describe the effects of a society’s culture on the values of its 

members and how these values relate to behaviour. It gives us the conceptual tools 

to compare organisations and the work practices of their people. Lijphart (2012, p. 

274) argues that there is a correlation between political systems and government 

performance. Likewise, there may be a correlation between political systems and the 

communication between citizens and the government. Hofstede (1984) found that 

national cultures play a fundamental role in how people think, feel and act. Moreover, 

he argues that social norms have led to the development and maintenance of 

institutions in society with particular structures and ways of functioning (Hofstede 

2001, p.11). Subsequently, the study hypothesises that political systems and national 

cultures play a role in the work practices of government communication 

professionals. It set out to explore how political systems and national cultures could 
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help to explain the different approaches to government communication in 

Queensland and the Netherlands.  

 

Lijphart’s patterns of democracy (2012) sets out the differences between political 

systems including majoritarian and consensus democracy. Reminiscent of Hofstede’s 

analysis of national cultures, Lijphart (2008, p. 100) characterises the Westminster 

system as the more “masculine model” and the multiparty system as “the more 

feminine model of democracy”. Lijphart’s patterns of democracy (2012) may help to 

understand the broader political and organisational context in which government 

communication professionals in Queensland and the Netherlands operate. Inspired 

by award-winning author Sarah Lawrence-Lightfoot and her pioneering work with 

social science portraiture (1983), I travelled to the Netherlands to conduct a series of 

qualitative semi-structured interviews with the people entrusted with government 

communication on a daily basis including communication directors, spokespeople, 

speechwriters and other communication professionals in the public service. Upon my 

return to Queensland I took an identical approach although here the interviewees 

included non-public servants as well, who throughout this thesis will be referred to as 

political communication professionals as opposed to government communication 

professionals. To a certain extent, the interviews I conducted for my case studies 

confirmed early impressions gained during my brief internship. However, the 

underlying reasons for the different approaches to government communication in 

Queensland and the Netherlands proved to be more complex than previously 

thought.   

 

The study is comprised of a literature review; a series of eleven qualitative interviews 

with government communication professionals and political communication 
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professionals in Queensland and seventeen government communication 

professionals in the Netherlands; and two case studies (chapters 6 and 7) including a 

historical analysis of politics and governance. Chapter 1 maps out the study by 

providing an overview of previous research in the field of government communication 

and introducing key concepts such as Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions theory 

and Lijphart’s patterns of democracy (2012). Chapter 2 discusses in more detail 

Hofstede’s (1980) and Lijphart’s (2012) work and outlines the theoretical framework 

of the thesis. It is important to note that there is a distinction between government 

communication and political communication. For the purpose of this study, 

government communication is understood as impartial, factual and in the interest of 

citizens. Political communication on the other hand, may be partisan and in the 

interest of the party, their members and affiliated organisations. The difference 

between government communication and political communication will be explored in 

Section 1.4.  

 

In order to define the context in which the study takes place, Chapter 3 provides a 

literature review of previous research in the field of government communication 

around the world including Queensland and the Netherlands. Chapter 4 then explains 

the methodology that was used during the project. Leading up to the case studies 

that form the core of this thesis, Chapter 5 introduces the government communication 

professionals who were interviewed and provides the necessary background 

information. The case study of government communication in Queensland is 

presented in Chapter 6. The case study of government communication in the 

Netherlands follows in Chapter 7. Findings from both case studies will be discussed 

in Chapter 8 by relating them directly to Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions theory 
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and Lijphart’s patterns of democracy (2012). Chapter 9 offers concluding thoughts, 

and a final brief summary is provided in Chapter 10.  

 

1.2. Previous studies 

Initially described as “a neglected area of scholarly interest”, the topic of government 

communication has received growing attention from scholars around the world 

(Canel and Sanders 2013, p. 2). Related fields such as political public relations, 

government public relations and government political marketing manage to attract the 

interest of researchers. However, no considered examination of the subject exists 

that provides either an account of the contemporary landscape with regard to 

government communication or an exploration of common and diverging themes on a 

cross-national basis (Canel and Sanders 2013, p. 3). Previous studies often focus on 

elections and the campaigns that precede them rather than what governments 

actually do while they are in office (Young 2007). The communication activities of the 

executive arm of government concerning policy and operations have generally 

remained an under-researched area (Glenny 2008, p. 153).  

 

Research from the Netherlands deals with, among other things, the history of the 

development of government communication in relation to pillarisation, that can be 

defined as the politico-denominational segregation that marked Dutch society from 

the start of the 20th century until the late 1960s. More recent studies deal with the 

issue of government communication about policy intentions and questions, and 

whether it would be appropriate to promote legislation that has not yet been adopted 

by parliament (Gelders 2005, 2010). However, the Dutch notion of ‘communication in 

the heart of policy’, introduced with the aim to win back public confidence through 
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government communication (Wallage 2001) has largely escaped academic scrutiny. 

The concept of ‘communication in the heart of policy’ will be discussed later in this 

chapter. While the work practices of government communication professionals in the 

Netherlands have been studied extensively (see also Brants and Volmer 2011; 

Groenendijk, Hazekamp and Mastenbroek 1989; Katus and Van Gent 1995; Katus 

and Volmer 2000; and Jumelet and Wassenaar 2010) in Queensland the dynamics 

between communication professionals in the public service and their colleagues who 

work directly for those in power have not yet been fully explored. Although it has 

been observed that departmental communication officers are generally driven by a 

genuine desire to make a difference, little is known about the motivations of the 

media advisors who work directly for those in power (Head 2007, p. 45). 

 

1.3. Queensland and the Netherlands  

Queensland started as a penal colony in 1824 and gained independence from New 

South Wales in 1859. On 1 January 1901 both states united with Victoria, Tasmania, 

South Australia and Western Australia into the newly established Commonwealth of 

Australia (Lacour-Gayet 1976). It has been observed that Queenslanders “see 

themselves as people apart” (Charlton 1988, p. 12). Throughout their controversial 

reign, Joh Bjelke-Petersen and his government (1968-1987) cleverly exploited this 

perceived uniqueness arguing that Queensland has “a distinctive and separate 

civilisation” (Charlton 1988, pp. 14-34). Although he later denied this, by the late 

1970s the conservative premier even openly contemplated secession from the 

Commonwealth of Australia (Lunn 1987, pp. 255-274).  
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The Netherlands came into being in 1581 when seven largely Protestant Seven 

Provinces of the Low Countries separated from Spanish rule and together formed the 

Dutch Republic. Their struggle heralded an era of unprecedented prosperity known 

as the Golden Age in which the Netherlands developed into a colonial empire that 

rivalled the British (Mak et al. 2008). It was only after the Second World War that the 

Dutch were forced to give up most of their overseas territories under pressure from 

the United States. Louw (2010, p. 3) explains how the Americans seized the 

opportunity to bring down the British and Dutch empires and subsequently 

reconfigured global political and trade relations as they built their own “information 

trading empire” to serve the needs of US liberal capitalism. It has been observed that 

nations and nation-states as we know them are under growing pressure from 

globalisation (Lane and Ersson 2005, p. 6).  

 

A preliminary comparison of Queensland and the Netherlands reveals that despite 

the effects of globalisation there are still many differences. The Netherlands is a 

small and densely populated country. As of 2016, more than 17 million people live in 

an area half the size of Tasmania (CBS 2016). Queensland has a population of 

nearly 4.5 million, most of whom live along the coast and particularly in the state’s 

south-east. With an area of 1.7 million square kilometres, Queensland is seven times 

the size of Great Britain and more than forty times the size of the Netherlands (ABS 

2016). Their distinct geographical and demographic characteristics make 

Queensland and the Netherlands very different areas to govern.   

 

One of the most notable contrasts is that Queensland is just one state in a federation 

of states which form the nation of Australia, whereas the Netherlands is a sovereign 

country. This issue will be addressed further in this section as well as in the 
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methodology. As far as government communication is concerned, in Queensland the 

responsibility is scattered between departmental communication officers, who are 

part of the public service, and media advisors in the minister’s office — a relationship 

that has been described as “murky” (Pearson and McLean 2010, p. 18). In the 

Netherlands government communication is supposed to be the exclusive domain of 

public servants. There are no ministerial offices like in Queensland and political 

advisors are supposed to be kept at arm’s length in order to prevent political 

interference with government communication. Government communication 

professionals in the Netherlands enjoy a large degree of autonomy compared to their 

counterparts in Queensland and, as became evident from the interviews, some even 

regard themselves as an extension of the fourth estate in their scrutiny of those in 

power, comparable to the idea that the media’s function is to act as a guardian of the 

public interest and as a watchdog on the activities of government. 

 

Government communication professionals in the Netherlands who have a close 

working relationship with those in power, such as media advisors and speechwriters, 

are on the public service payroll.  “Political” appointments are an exception in the 

Netherlands. Even very senior officials are ordinarily selected on merit and not 

through any party affiliation, although political masters may well have some influence 

over recruitment decisions (Bekker 2012). Nevertheless, public servants usually keep 

their position regardless of the election outcome. One may argue this is a product of 

the country’s multiparty system in which power is shared by at least two different 

political forces. Under these circumstances it is often challenging to form a workable 

coalition government. Any purported attempt to politicise the public service could be 

taken as a breach of trust and, therefore, strain the relationship between coalition 

partners and the government itself (Lijphart 2012). Previous studies have shown that 
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spin is less advanced in consensus democracies like the Netherlands compared to 

countries with a two-party system like Australia (Brants and Voltmer 2011, p. 12).   

 

Historically, government communication and political communication are strictly 

separated in the Netherlands, safeguarded by rigid guidelines to which all parties 

have committed. As will be further discussed in Section 3.2. the primary objective of 

political communication is to mobilise and maintain support for those in power as 

opposed to government communication, which ideally takes a more neutral, non-

biased approach in the interests of the people (Head 2007, Gelders and Ihlen 2010, 

Vandebosch 2004). At the time of writing, these guidelines, which were implemented 

after a 1946 inquiry into the alleged politicisation of government communication in the 

Netherlands,  remain current (see further Section 2.4.). The assumption remains that 

those in power should be circumspect about the use of government communication 

regarding policy intentions. The guidelines (eleven in total) are outlined in a 16-page 

document which is available for download from the portal website of the national 

government. The guidelines state that mass media campaigns and other information 

activities regarding policy and legislation not yet passed by parliament should be 

avoided (Gelders 2005, p. 78). Government communication has to be recognisable 

as such, relate to policy and organisation and should not be aimed at the personal 

image building of cabinet members or other government officials (Rijksoverheid 

2015, p. 15). The disparity between Queensland and the Netherlands becomes 

visible not only in the approach of each to government communication but also in 

their political systems and political cultures. Queensland is a parliamentary 

democracy based on a Westminster system inherited from the United Kingdom 

(Hughes 1980). Power alternates between two major parties of the conservative 

Liberal National Party (LNP) and the more centre-left Australian Labor Party (ALP). 
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At the time of this study’s fieldwork, the LNP held a majority government in a 

unicameral legislature with a significant 78 of the Legislative Assembly’s 89 seats1.  

 

By contrast, in the Netherlands such dominance would be impossible given the 

country’s multiparty system created from a proportional representational electoral 

system. Since no party will ever come close to approaching a majority, the only way 

to govern in the Netherlands is through collaboration. At the time of this study, the 

150 seats in the Lower House (commonly referred to as Second Chamber) were 

divided among eleven parties while the government was made up of a coalition 

between the liberal People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy (VVD) and the 

Labour Party. A similar arrangement applied to the Upper House (First Chamber). 

The multiparty system in the Netherlands is a legacy from the days of the 

pillarisation. Pillarisation meant that society was neatly arranged along religious and 

ideological lines. Each pillar had their own social institutions, their own newspapers, 

broadcasting organisations, political parties, trade unions and farmers’ associations, 

banks, schools, hospitals, universities, scouting organisations and sports clubs. 

People were looked after from the cradle to the grave. Ordinary citizens minded their 

own business while the leaders of the pillars ran the country. Power sharing has long 

been regarded as the best way to avoid escalating tensions (Lijphart 2012, p. 31). 

 

Queensland and the Netherlands also have much in common. Both jurisdictions 

operate within the framework of a larger entity and have limited sovereignty. 

Queensland is part of a federation of states. The central Australian government in the 

national capital of Canberra is broadly responsible for matters that affect the country 

                                                
1  By the time the thesis was completed, the ALP had returned to office and assumed minority 
government. 
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as a whole, including foreign and trade policy, whereas state and territory 

governments are primarily responsible for services such as health and education. 

Although the European Community was conceptualised as a primarily functionally 

defined organisation of economic integration, with the Treaties of Maastricht (1992) 

and Amsterdam (1997) the single market has been embedded in a political union 

with emerging external boundaries and proper citizenship (Börzel 2002). Indeed, the 

EU has acquired some fundamental federal qualities at the expense of national 

sovereignty (Börzel 2002). Börzel (2002) observes that the EU has acquired 

sovereignty rights in a wide variety of policy sectors reaching from exclusive 

jurisdiction in the area of economic and monetary union to far-reaching regulatory 

competences in sectors such as transport, energy, environment, consumer 

protection, health and social security and, increasingly penetrating even the core of 

traditional state responsibilities such as internal security and foreign and security 

policy. While both Queensland and The Netherlands operate under the auspices of a 

larger, united governmental structure, there are core differences in taxation (the 

Australian government collects tax; the EU does not); national identity; and 

geographical differences which see a much higher population in The Netherlands 

contained within a much smaller country. 

 

Like most federal models, Australia has experienced “centripetal federalism” 

(Wiltshire 2007, p. 198) that sees power move to the centre at the expense of states 

such as Queensland. Similarly, European integration has meant the national 

government of the Netherlands progressively transfers powers to the European 

Union (EU). Reminiscent of the relationship between the federal government in 

Canberra and their counterparts in the states and territories, the national government 

in The Hague is increasingly being delegated with the implementation and delivery of 
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policy that has been initiated and designed in Brussels. So, while on the surface it 

may appear Queensland and the Netherlands governments differ in that one is a 

State Government (operating within a larger federation), and the other is a national 

government, in fact, the development of the EU sees these two levels of government 

existing in similar environments.  

 

In cultural terms there are similarities between Australia and the Netherlands – both 

score almost identically in Hofstede’s comparison except for two dimensions. First, 

he found that Australia has a “short-term orientation” while the Netherlands has a 

“long-term orientation” (Hofstede 2015). Long-term orientation versus short-term 

orientation dimension describes how a society has to maintain some links with its 

own past while dealing with the challenges of the present and future (Hofstede 2015). 

Hofstede (2001, p. 359) explains that:  

 

…long-term orientation stands for the fostering of virtues oriented towards 
future rewards, in particular, perseverance and thrift. Its opposite pole, short-
term orientation, stands for the fostering of virtues related to the past and 
present, in particular, respect for tradition, preservation of ‘face’ and fulfilling 
social obligations Hofstede (2001, p. 359).   

 

Second, according to Hofstede’s comparison, Australia is a “masculine society”. By 

contrast, the Netherlands has been classified as a “feminine society”. Hofstede 

(2001, p. 279) argues that the duality of the sexes is a fundamental fact with which 

different societies cope in different ways. According to Hofstede (2001, p. 359) the 

issue is what implication the biological differences between the sexes should have for 

the emotional and social roles of the genders. Surveys on the importance of work 

goals showed that almost universally women attached more importance to social 

goals such as relationships, helping others and the physical environment while men 
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attached more importance to ego goals such as careers and money (Hofstede 2001, 

p. 359). However, Hofstede’s research revealed that the importance respondents 

attached to such “feminine” versus “masculine” work goals varied across countries as 

well as across occupations.   

 

Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (1980) appear to correlate with politics and 

governance. Hofstede et al. (2005, pp. 151-152) observe that in masculine societies 

the style of political discourse is strongly adversarial, while in feminine societies 

governments are nearly always coalitions between different parties that treat each 

other relatively gently. Hofstede (1980) and Lijphart (2012) note that in the 

Netherlands, seeking consensus through negotiation and compromise has become 

deeply ingrained in the psyche. Moreover, negotiation and compromise have 

developed into an integrated part of political business (Lijphart 2012). Weller (2004 p. 

633) observes that by contrast, in Australia politics is often “played like Australian 

sports: upfront, down to earth and with a blatant desire to win at any cost”. 

 

Australia and the Netherlands 
The below table summarizes the main contrasts between Australia and the Netherlands that 

are relevant to this thesis. Hofstede (1980) characterizes Australia as a “masculine society” 

whereas the Netherlands is believed to be a “feminine” society. In terms of their respective 

political systems, Australia is a majoritarian democracy while the Netherlands is a consensus 

democracy (Lijphart 2012). In Australia the responsibility for government communication is 

scattered between departmental communication officers (public servants) and media advisors 

while in the Netherlands government communication is supposed to be the exclusive domain 

of public servants. Hofstede et al. (2010, p. 175) found that in masculine societies the style of 

political discourse tends to be strongly adversarial whereas in feminine societies governments 

are nearly always coalitions between different parties that treat each other relatively gently. 

Australia The Netherlands 

Masculine society Feminine society 

Majoritarian democracy Consensus democracy 
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Ministerial staff and public servants Public servants only 

Strongly adversarial Relatively gentle on political opponents 

 

It should be noted that Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory does not discriminate 

between different parts of countries and societies do not necessarily coincide with 

national boundaries (Heywood 2007, p. 110) as will be highlighted in subsequent 

chapters. Hofstede et al. (2010, pp. 32-34) acknowledge there may be regional 

variations yet they argue that, in most cases, these variations are too minor to be 

considered separately. Many countries today do not enjoy the degree of internal 

homogeneity of previously isolated societies from decades past (Hofstede et al. 

2010, p. 21). Although it has been observed that Queenslanders “see themselves as 

people apart” (Charlton 1988, p. 12) from the rest of Australia, it is inappropriate to 

consider them as a separate society. The “uniqueness” of Queensland – described 

by newspaper columnist Peter Charlton (1988) and others – is discussed later.  

 

1.4. Government communication versus political 

communication 

The term government communication continues to be open to interpretation. Some 

argue that government communication should be limited to factual information 

(Turnbull 2007, p. 113) while others argue that persuasion and spin are permissible 

because government communication professionals operate within politically-driven 

environments (Glenny 2008, p. 153). The very term “government” remains 

ambiguous. Young (2007, p. xxx) observes that many view “government” as “a single 

brand” and do not discriminate between the executive arm of government and the 

public service. Young further argues that the concept of a government as a single 

brand is often actively reinforced as it has promotional and political value. Compared 
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to Queensland, the bureaucracy in the Netherlands enjoys a considerable freedom of 

action. Policy-making in the Netherlands has been likened to “an orchestra with no 

conductor” (Andeweg and Irwin 2005, p. 149). Compared to his counterparts in 

countries such as the United Kingdom and Australia the Prime Minister of the 

Netherlands has few formal powers (Andeweg and Irwin 2005, p. 149). The 

difference between the executive arm of government and the bureaucracy is clearly 

defined. Even the Dutch language makes a clear distinction between the two. The 

former is known as de regering while the latter is known as de overheid. Both are 

translated into English as the government. 

 

Government communication operates in a multilayered and organisationally diverse 

environment. Not only in Queensland and the Netherlands but around the world 

government communication professionals often juggle what appear to be conflicting 

objectives set by political masters. Canel and Sanders (2013, p. 3) observe that 

government communication can be defined at both a functional and conceptual level 

either for what it does or for what it is. In the first instance, the focus is on 

government communication and its intended effect. In the second instance, the focus 

is on how government communication relates to other disciplinary areas represented 

in communication research such as political public relations, government public 

relations and government political marketing. Canel and Sanders (2013, p. 3) go 

further in examining the role of government communication. They point to 

Strömbäck’s and Kiousis’ (2011, p. 8) definition of political public relations:  

 Political public relations is the management process by which an organisation 
or individual actor for political purposes, through purposeful communication 
and action, seeks to influence and to establish, build and maintain beneficial 
relationships and reputations with its key publics to help support its mission 
and achieve its goals. 
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Canel and Sanders (2013, p. 3) explain that Strömbäck’s and Kiousis’ definition 

refers to government communication or what it is (a management process) including 

its purposeful feature. Strömbäck’s and Kiousis’ definition suggests that the line 

between government and political communication is not only often blurred, but 

generally difficult to define as there appears to be an overlap. Moreover, the answer 

to the question about what constitutes government communication and political 

communication may depend on specific cultural and political circumstances, 

something which will be explored in this thesis. In order to capture the full range of 

the possibilities of government communication Canel and Sanders (2013, p. 3) 

propose the following working definition of government communication: 

The role, practice, aims and achievements of communication as it takes place 
in and on behalf of public institution(s) whose primary end is executive in the 
service of a political rationale, and that are constituted on the basis of the 
people’s indirect or direct consent and charged to enact their will (Canel and 
Sanders 2013, p. 4).  

 

Canel’s and Sanders’ definition includes both conceptual as well as functional 

elements. That they observe the notion of purpose opens up broader questions for 

the analysis of government communication, covering a wide range of issues ranging 

from relationship building to vote seeking. My study focuses on the communication 

activities of the public service but also covers political aspects such as the inclusion 

of media advisors. Canel’s and Sanders’ definition also helps to understand the 

distinction between government communication and political communication 

Government communication may seek to influence public opinion but always for the 

greater good, whereas political communication seeks to influence public opinion by 

definition and invariably in the interest of the party. As mentioned in Section 1.1, for 

the purpose of this study, government communication is understood as impartial, 

factual and in the interest of citizens. Political communication on the other hand, may 
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be partisan and in the interest of the party, their members and affiliated 

organisations. Government communication professionals are communication 

professionals employed with the public service and entrusted with communicating 

impartial and factual information in the interest of citizens. Political communication 

professionals may formally be employed with the public service if they work for the 

Premier or members of Cabinet, but they could be expected to be partisan and 

operate in the interests of the party – whether in government or opposition.  

 

1.5. Why government communication? 

Fairbanks et al. (2007, p. 23) observe that since the 1970s scholars have noted a 

dramatic decline in public trust of government across the western world. They 

suggest this decline is the consequence of poor government communication 

(Fairbanks et al. 2007, p. 23). As a solution to this problem, Heise (1985) proposed a 

model of public administration that incorporates more open and responsive 

communication practices. Different governments have sought to tackle the problem in 

different ways. Since the landmark anti-corruption Fitzgerald Inquiry (1987-1989), 

successive leaders have — at least in their public declarations — encouraged “a fair 

and open political system” by making considerable efforts to increase transparency 

(Prenzler 2009, p. 577). However, whereas the report emanating from the Fitzgerald 

Inquiry was intended to usher in “a bold new age of transparency, innovation and 

integrity in politics and public sector management” (Prenzler 2009, p. 577), instead, 

Queensland has seen an overall retreat from Fitzgerald’s vision of open and 

accountable government. In the lead up to the 2015 state election, Fitzgerald himself 

weighed back into the debate after years of a low public profile by publically stating 

that both major parties had failed the voters and were serving only their own 
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interests. Fitzgerald urged Queenslanders not to vote for either party in the state 

election and said then-Premier Campbell Newman and senior legal minister Attorney-

General Jarrod Bleijie did not have the “slightest knowledge or understanding” about 

an impartial legal system and how it should be run (Jabour 2014). 

 

The Netherlands has taken the idea of transparency a step further and developed the 

idea of communication in the heart of policy. It is based on the premise that citizens 

become co-producers of government policy through information sharing and dialogue 

throughout the policymaking process (Wallage 2001). By doing so, authorities have 

attempted to curb mounting community dissatisfaction in the wake of the murder of 

maverick politician and Prime Minister-designate Pim Fortuyn in 2002. A committee 

of inquiry headed by Labour Party heavyweight Jacques Wallage in 2001 advanced 

the idea that communication could hold the key to turning the tide. Wallage 

recommended making communication an integral part of the policymaking process. 

According to its terms of reference, the objective of the Wallage committee was, 

among other things, to investigate how government communication could become 

more effective and accessible (Wallage 2001, p. 59). Wallage believed the 

government could bridge the perceived gap between the government and the 

populace by using a more customer-oriented, consultative, and above all, 

communicative approach. He coined it ‘communication in the heart of policy’ 

(Wallage 2001, p. 13), which referenced the fact that the government would now 

liaise with citizens from the beginning to the end of the policymaking process. 

Wallage envisaged that the new approach would result in policy and legislation that 

would receive broad social support, since it would no longer be predominantly based 

on the insights of policy officers but rather be tailored to those whom it was aimed at. 

Communication in the heart of policy was not the only way Wallage believed the 
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government could win back the favour of the people. He also advocated for a 

stronger focus on the representation of cabinet members in the mass media as the 

latter were presumed to play a pivotal role in the formation of public opinion. 

 

Public relations scholars have looked closely at the purpose of communication in 

restoring and building trust in organisations. That research has led to the 

development of several models and theories that emphasise the importance of 

transparency (Fairbanks et al. 2007, p. 26). Fairbanks et al. (2007, p. 23) observe 

that such practices not only increase public understanding of an organisation, but 

also play an important role in increasing accountability. They argue that organisations 

that identify stakeholders and recognise their needs are better equipped to take 

appropriate action in decision making and therefore drive increased organisational 

success (Fairbanks et al. 2007, p. 24). Although we must take into account the 

political context in which government communication occurs, this approach may 

equip governments better to take appropriate action in policymaking and reverse the 

decline in public confidence. Communication is inseparable from how governments 

operate and from the way in which policies are made, promoted and enacted, to how 

they build relationships. Particularly in democracies such as Queensland and the 

Netherlands where the people do not rule directly but through elected representatives 

communication is paramount. In order to adequately represent the people, politicians 

must know their constituents’ desires (Young 2007). Finally, the fundamental 

differences in the way the term “public relations” is understood around the world must 

be noted. Australians loosely define public relations as a way of seeking mutual 

understanding (Johnston et al. 2009, p. 7). However, in the Netherlands, public 

relations (PR) has historically been perceived as sales techniques only to be used by 

the advertising industry (Van Ruler 2003, p. 239). Seen as a form of propaganda, PR 
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has never managed to shake off the suspicion from government communication. I will 

explore this issue in subsequent chapters.  

 

1.6. Cultures and organisations 

As established earlier, this study is underpinned by Dutch social psychologist Geert 

Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory (1980) and Dutch-American political scientist 

Arend Lijphart’s patterns of democracy (2012). Hofstede’s research demonstrates 

that national cultures play an important role in the way organisations run. Hofstede et 

al. (2010, pp. 19-20) use the analogy of an onion. The outer layers are comprised of 

practices for everyone to see and relatively easy to alter, while hidden, inner layers 

comprise rigid values. The strength of national cultures means that ostensibly similar 

organisations may operate very differently depending on the country in which they 

are based, essentially, people solve problems in accordance with the values learned 

in their infancy from their parents. These parents, in turn, learned the values when 

they were children and they are deeply embedded, guiding values, which drive 

behaviour (Hofstede et al. 2010, p. 20). 

 

National cultures should not be confused with organisational cultures. Because 

organisational cultures are rooted in practices, they are to some extent manageable. 

National cultures on the other hand should be considered given facts “as hard as a 

country’s geographic position or its weather” (Hofstede et al. 2010, p. 20). Hofstede 

admits that his theory may be less than wholly relevant for comparing different 

organisations within the same country because organisational cultures differ mainly 

at the level of practices. These are more superficial and more easily learned and 

‘unlearned’ than the values that form the core of national cultures. However, his 
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research provides a solid basis for a comparison of similar organisations across 

different countries (Hofstede et al. 2010, pp. 313-314). Hofstede’s cultural 

dimensions theory (1980) may help clarify why communication professionals from 

Queensland and the Netherlands employed by the public service have similar ideas 

about the purpose of government communication; after all, they share largely the 

same values. However, it does not explain the difference in organisational structure, 

or more specifically, why the responsibility for government communication in 

Queensland is scattered between departmental communication officers and media 

advisors placed in ministerial offices; while in the Netherlands, government 

communication is supposed to be the exclusive domain of public servants.  

 

1.7. Summary 

Initially described as “a neglected area of scholarly interest” (Canel and Sanders 

2013, p. 2), the topic of government communication has received growing attention 

from scholars around the world. However, previous studies often focus on elections 

and the campaigns that precede them rather than what governments actually do 

while in office (Young 2007, p. xxx). The communication activities of the executive 

arm of government concerning policy and operations have generally remained an 

under-researched area (Glenny 2008, p. 153). This thesis seeks to make a unique 

contribution to the field by elucidating the work practices of government 

communication professionals in Queensland and the Netherlands and considers 

these practices within their political contexts and national cultures, that is, the 

Westminster system and a ‘masculine’ society in Australia versus the multiparty 

system and a ‘feminine’ society in the Netherlands (Lijphart 2012, Hofstede 1980). 

Just as each individual is unique, countries also have their own distinct character. 
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National cultures play an important role in the way organisations are run as well as in 

the work practices of their employees. These concepts are now explored within the 

context of government communication practices. 
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2. Nations and the politics of culture 

 
2.1. Introduction 

As a backdrop to Dutch social psychologist Geert Hofstede’s cultural dimensions 

theory (1980) and Dutch-American political scientist Arend Lijphart’s patterns of 

democracy (2012), the study sets outs to elucidate the different approaches to 

government communication in Queensland and the Netherlands by putting them in 

the context of the political systems and national cultures of both jurisdictions. 

Hofstede described the effects of a society’s culture on the values of its members 

and how these values relate to behaviour. It provided the conceptual tools to 

compare organisations and the work practices of their people. Lijphart sets out the 

differences between political systems including majoritarian and consensus 

democracy. His findings help understand the broader political and organisational 

context in which government communication professionals in Queensland and the 

Netherlands operate. In this chapter I consider in detail Hofstede’s and Lijphart’s 

work, and also consider three manifestations of culture that are particularly relevant: 

1) national culture; 2) organisational culture; and 3) political culture. Finally, I discuss 

several other concepts including German philosopher Immanuel Kant’s (1724-1804) 

formulation of “dare to know”, French philosopher Michel Foucault’s (1926-1984) 

critique of Kant’s theory and his subsequent concept of governmentality. 

 

2.2. Culture according to Hofstede  

Although national culture and organisational culture are different concepts, 

Hofstede’s research demonstrates that national cultures play an important role in the 
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way organisations are run. The strength of national cultures means that ostensibly 

similar organisations may operate very differently depending on the country they are 

based in, because the people involved solve problems according to the values 

learned in infancy (Hofstede et al. 2010, p. 20). National cultures become visible also 

in management styles. Masculine societies have a penchant for strong leaders. 

Feminine societies on the other hand appreciate modesty (Hofstede et al. 2010, p. 

330). Hofstede’s work is part of a broader trend of research in the field of culture. 

However, despite being the subject of considerable scholarly inquiry, ‘culture’ has 

remained a controversial term (Smith 2001, p. 2). Definitions vary widely and 

anthropologists, to whose discipline culture is a central construct, have long argued 

about its precise meaning (Lindell and Perry 2004, p. 17). Baskerville (2003, p. 2) 

observes that in the human sciences, the concept of culture itself is elusively all 

embracing but contradictory, and claimed by some to be virtually discarded by 

anthropologists and sociologists. Others believe there is general agreement about 

what culture involves. In a posthumous edition of his earlier work, Polish 

anthropologist Bronisław Malinowski (1884-1942), widely regarded as one of the 

most important authorities in the field, described culture as “an integral composed of 

partly autonomous, partly coordinated institutions” (Malinowski 1969, p. 40). For his 

American counterpart Clifford Geertz (1926-2006) culture was: 

 

…an historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a 
system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of 
which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and 
their attitudes toward life (Geertz 1973, p. 89).  
 

 

These definitions expose a fundamental difference in conceptual understanding. 

Malinowski (1969) related culture to institutions whereas Geertz (1973) linked it with 
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symbols (Lane and Ersson 2005, p. 17). Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory 

(1980) includes both institutions and symbols. He uses the analogy of an onion to 

explain how cultural differences manifest themselves. The outer layers are made up 

of symbols, heroes and rituals. At the core of the onion are values. Symbols, heroes 

and rituals determine what Hofstede (1980) describes as practices. As such they are 

visible to an outside observer, although their cultural meaning is invisible and lies 

precisely and only in the way these practices are interpreted by the insiders 

(Hofstede et al. 2010, p. 9).  

 

Hofstede (2001, p. 10) defines culture as “the collective programming of the mind 

that distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from another”. 

According to Hofstede (2001, p. 10), culture is to a human collectivity what 

personality is to an individual. Hence, no part of our lives is exempt from its influence 

(Hofstede 1991, p. 170). He argues that social norms have led to the development 

and maintenance of institutions in society with particular structures and ways of 

functioning (2001, p. 11). They include but are not limited to governance and political 

systems. Institutions follow mental programs and in the way they function they adapt 

to national culture. Hofstede et al. (2005, p. 19) point to the European Union where 

similar legislation often works out very differently across member-states. In their turn 

institutions that have grown within a particular national culture perpetuate the mental 

programming on which they were founded (Hofstede 2005, pp. 19-20). Hofstede 

(2005, p. 19) quotes French nobleman Charles-Louis de Montesquieu (1689-1755) 

who more than two centuries ago established that there is “the spirit of the nation”. 

De Montesquieu argued that for that reason “the legislator should follow the spirit of 

the nation…for we do nothing better than what we do freely and by following our 

natural genius” (Hofstede 2005, p. 20).  
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Institutions may be the product of the spirit of the nation but as Hofstede (2001, p. 

12) points out, national culture is the crystallisation of history in the minds, hearts and 

hands of the present generation. Lane and Ersson (2005, p. 89) note that nationalism 

can harbour almost everything from universal liberal ideas about national 

identification through strong irredentism to explicit fascism. They argue that it may 

thus enter into numerous combinations with either humanitarian ideas about mankind 

or with racist and hawkish practices (Lane and Ersson 2005, p. 89). Hofstede et al. 

(2010, p. 20) differentiate between national culture and organisational culture. The 

difference between both forms of culture is based on their different mix of values and 

practices (Hofstede et al. 2010, p. 47). At the national level cultural differences reside 

mostly in values and less in practices. At the organisational level cultural differences 

reside mostly in practices and less in values (Hofstede 2001, p. 394). Hofstede et al. 

(2010, p. 47) argue that unlike national cultures, organisational cultures are mostly 

the result of a voluntary process where employees made a conscious decision to join 

the organisation. They are involved in it only during working hours and will one day 

leave it. Hofstede (2001, p. 395) explains that organisational cultures are shaped 

through a top-down process as albeit unwittingly, managers tend to hire only those 

candidates whose profiles reflect their own values. Their subsequent socialisation is 

a matter of learning the practices (Hofstede 2001, pp. 394-395).  

 

Apart from national culture and organisational culture, a third manifestation of note is 

political culture. Smith (2001, p. 4) notes that the term political culture presents the 

same problem as culture in general and its precise meaning remains contested. 

Leading American political scientist Lucian Pye (1968, p. 218) defined political culture 

as “the set of attitudes, beliefs and sentiments which give order and meaning to a 
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political process and which provide the underlying assumptions and rules that govern 

behaviour in the political system”. His Australian counterpart Colin Hughes (1973, p. 

133) regards political culture as “that part of culture which relates to the operation of 

a political system; it is the set of beliefs held by members of that culture about the 

way in which the political system and its actors behave, and the way in which they 

should behave, and is therefore both descriptive and normative”. Perhaps the most 

well-known theory of political culture is that of Pye’s countrymen Gabriel Almond and 

Sidney Verba. In their 1963 book The Civic Culture they examined the democratic 

systems of the United States, Germany, Mexico, Italy and the United Kingdom. The 

term civic culture is used to identify the characteristics that explain the stability of a 

democratic society's political structure (Alexander 2000, p. 19). Almond and Verba 

(1963) outlined three types of political culture that can combine to create civic culture 

and which were composed to establish a link between the public and the 

government: 1) parochial, in which no clear differentiation of specific political roles 

and expectations exists among actors; 2) subject, in which institutional and role 

differentiation exists in political life, but towards which the citizen stands in largely 

passive relations; and 3) participant, in which the relationships between specialised 

institutions and citizen opinion and activity is interactive. Smith (2001, p. 4) observes 

that Almond and Verba (1963) regarded political culture as an integrated part of the 

broader culture of any society. He argues that if politics is defined narrowly as 

government or the state, then political culture may actually be regarded as a 

separate phenomenon. However, if politics is thought to involve any and all 

relationships of power, as many scholars do, all culture becomes political, rendering 

political culture a tautology (Smith 2001, p. 5). Smith concludes that the distinction 

between political culture and national culture tends to be a purely analytical one 

drawn by political scientists. 
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The study of national culture was preceded by a centuries-old interest in national 

character (Hofstede 2001, p. 13). German philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder 

(1744-1803) believed that national character was ultimately determined by natural 

environment, climate and physical geography, which shaped the lifestyle, working 

habits, attitudes and creative propensities of a people. Above all, he emphasized the 

importance of language, which he believed was the embodiment of their distinctive 

traditions and historical memories. In his view, each nation thus possesses a 

Volksgeist, which reveals itself in songs, myths and legends, and provides a nation 

with its source of creativity. A similar view has been advanced by modern social 

psychologists such as Hofstede (1980), who point to the tendency of people to form 

groups in order to gain a sense of security, identity and belonging (Heywood 2007, p. 

111). In objective terms, nations are cultural entities or groups of people who speak 

the same language, are bound by a shared past, and so on. Nevertheless, it is 

impossible to define a nation by objective factors alone (Heywood 2007, p. 110). 

American anthropologist and political scientist Benedict Anderson characterised 

nations as “imagined communities”. Imagined communities are different from real 

communities in that they are not based on everyday face-to-face interaction among 

their members. Anderson believed that nations are socially constructed communities, 

imagined by the people who perceive themselves as part of these groups, and “the 

members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, 

meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their 

communion" (Anderson 1991, p. 6). The term ‘nations’ tends to be used with little 

precision and is often confused with states and nation-states (Heywood 2007, p. 

110). However, there is a clear difference. Nations are “social constructs based on 

real or imagined commonalities between people” whereas states are political 
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constructs and sovereign jurisdictions between territorial borders. Places where the 

social construct of the nation and the political construct of the state coincide are then 

called nation-states (Heywood 2007, p. 110).  

 

Nation-states are all recent creations (Tipton 2009, p. 150). The Netherlands, 

founded in 1581 when seven largely Protestant Seven Provinces of the Low 

Countries separated from Spanish rule and together formed the Dutch Republic, has 

been considered as one of the earliest examples of a successful nation-state 

although initially the people of the Dutch Republic had little in common other than 

their aversion to the Roman Catholic King Philip II of Spain (Pick 2011, p. 47). The 

provinces enjoyed a large degree of autonomy and ordinary citizens rarely ventured 

beyond their own place of residence as the omnipresence of water and other natural 

barriers made for a peculiar tyranny of distance (Blainey discusses this notion in the 

Australian context [1976]). It was only after 1815 and the creation of the Kingdom of 

the Netherlands that the country was linked through the construction of canals, 

railroads and other major infrastructure. Not entirely coincidentally, simultaneously 

newly-appointed King William I (1772-1843) dramatically stepped up efforts to create 

a national consciousness. Dutch became the official language and education was 

made a state responsibility (Mak et al. 2008). 

 

Until nation-states appeared in the 16th and 17th centuries, government was by rulers 

whose authority did not derive from the people whom they ruled, who were termed 

‘subjects’ (Pick 2011, p. 3). The view that nations are political entities is often traced 

back to enlightenment thinker Jean-Jacques Rousseau. In proclaiming that 

government should be based on the general will, Rousseau developed a powerful 

critique of monarchical power and aristocratic privilege. During the French Revolution 
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(1789-1799) this principle of radical democracy was reflected in the assertion that the 

people were citizens possessed of inalienable rights and liberties, no longer merely 

subjects of the crown. The form of nationalism that emerged from the French 

Revolution embodied a vision of a people or governing itself, and was inextricably 

linked to the principles of liberty, equality and fraternity (Heywood 2007, p. 113).  

 

As the nation building efforts of King William I of the Netherlands demonstrate, the 

creation of a national consciousness is not a matter of course. Reminiscent of the 

Dutch interpretation of enlightenment as developed in France and Germany in the 

18th century, Tipton (2009, p. 150) observes that the establishment in virtually all the 

emergent nation-states during that era shared the conviction that the mass of the 

population required education to become the kind of citizens the nation required. As 

these states came into existence, they developed a range of characteristic practices 

to mould their citizens into a common pattern. Their leaders created institutions and 

implemented programs explicitly intended to create a shared identity. What children 

learned in school would become their culture. It would determine their view of the 

world, of their nation, of their nation’s place in the world, and of their place in the 

nation (Tipton 2009, p. 150). Tipton’s (2009) analysis reveals a contradiction with 

Hofstede (2001, p, 11). Whereas the former echoes the view that national culture is 

the product of institutions, the latter argues that institutions are the product of national 

culture. German sociologist and philosopher Jürgen Habermas (1929) introduced the 

term ‘public sphere’ to explain the advance of nation-states. In his 1962 thesis  

Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit (English: The Structural Transformation of the 

Public Sphere) Habermas describes the public sphere as a realm within social life in 

which public opinion can be formed and which is accessible to all. Facilitated by the 

emergence of the mass media by the late 18th century alongside growing literacy 
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rates, the public sphere enabled citizens to raise matters of concern and influence 

those in power. Habermas (1989) observes that sadly, the same forces that initially 

drove the development of the public sphere have contributed to its demise. Rather 

than a place where citizens influence those in power, the public sphere has 

transformed into a tool of those in power to control citizens (Habermas 1989). 

 

French philosopher Michel Foucault also explored the relationship between citizens 

and those in power. In his 1984 essay What is Enlightenment? Foucault challenged 

Immanuel Kant’s (1724-1804) expression of “sapere aude” (English: dare to know) in 

an attempt to understand the techniques and disciplines utilised by governments and 

their role in the creation of the individual. His aim was to expose the relationship 

between the subject and subjectivity and between power and knowledge. He sought 

to do this without condoning the disciplinary techniques of modernity as inevitable 

products of enlightenment, but at the same time without refuting the enlightenment as 

a whole (Caperchi 2011). Foucault developed the concept of governmentality to 

describe the organised practices (mentalities, rationalities and techniques) through 

which subjects are governed as well as the way those in power try to produce 

citizens that are best suited to fulfil their policy objectives (Mayhew 2004). Foucault 

proposed the concept of governmentality for the first time in his lectures at the 

Collège de France during the late 1970s. The notion of governmentality derives from 

the French word gouvernemental, meaning “concerning government” (Lemke 2002).  

Kant described enlightenment as “man’s release from his self-incurred tutelage” and, 

in his 1784 essay, encouraged readers to show courage and use their own reason to 

set themselves free. Foucault (1984) questioned Kant’s definition of enlightenment 

and argued that the genesis of knowledge not only depends on one’s eagerness to 

learn, but also on the practices of power. Each nation has its own hierarchy of truth, 
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its own politics of truth. Each nation accepts certain discourses, which it allows to 

function as truth (Bahr 2000, p. 101). Governmentality has also been described as 

the conduct of conduct, that is, the way in which governments shape human conduct 

by calculated means. As it is not possible to coerce every individual and regulate 

their actions in detail, governments operate by educating desires and configuring 

habits, aspirations and beliefs. Governmentality sets conditions, “arranging things so 

that people, following their own self-interest, will do as they ought” (Murray Li 2007, 

p. 275). In an attempt to gain consent, authorities may apply persuasive techniques. 

According to Murray Li (2007, p. 275) citizens often do not realise their conduct is 

being steered if power operates at a distance. Hence, the question of consent does 

not arise; citizens accept what they are told. Murray Li (2007, pp. 275-276) also notes 

that the will to govern and, more specifically, the will to improve the welfare of the 

population, is expansive. In Foucault’s definition, it is concerned with:  

 

…men [sic] in their relations, their links, their imbrication with…wealth 
resources, means of subsistence, the territory with all its specific qualities, 
climate, irrigation, fertility, et cetera; men in their relation to…customs, habits, 
ways of acting and thinking, et cetera; and lastly, men in their relation 
to…accidents and misfortunes such as famine, epidemics, death, et cetera 
(Foucault 1991, p. 93).  
 

  

Murray Li (2007, p. 276) observes that “experts intervene in these relations to adjust 

them. They aim to foster beneficial process and mitigate destructive ones”. 

Government communication professionals could be seen as among these experts. 

As observed in section 1.4, they share information or may seek to influence public 

opinion but always for the greater good where government communication 

professionals shape human conduct by calculated means.  

 



The Politics of Government Communication 

 41 

2.3. Cultural dimensions 

Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory (1980) may help clarify any differences or 

similarities between the work practices of government professionals from 

Queensland and the Netherlands. Introducing the terms “mental programs” and 

“software of the mind”, Hofstede et al. (2010, pp. 2-5) explain that every person 

carries within themselves patterns of thinking, feeling and behaviour learned 

throughout their lifetime. Combined, these patterns determine “the unwritten rules of 

the social game”. In other words, they form the basis of what is also known as 

culture. Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory (1980) is based on the idea that value 

can be placed upon six cultural dimensions. These include: 1) power distance or PDI 

(equality as opposed to inequality); 2) individualism versus collectivism or IDV (the 

degree to which people in a society are integrated into groups); 3) masculinity versus 

femininity or MAS (achievement, heroism, assertiveness and material rewards for 

success as opposed to cooperation, modesty, caring for the weak and quality of life); 

4) uncertainty avoidance or UAI (a society’s tolerance for ambiguity); 5) long-term 

orientation versus short-term orientation or LTO (the choice of focus for people’s 

efforts: the future or the present); 6) indulgence versus restraint or IND (the 

gratification versus control of basic human desires related to enjoying life).  

 

Each country investigated by Hofstede (1980) has been positioned relative to other 

countries through a score on each dimension between 0 and 100 points.  After the 

initial confirmation of the country differences dimensions and country scores were 

validated through replications by others, using the same or similar questions with 

other cross-national populations (Hofstede 2011). Initially, the number of dimensions 

identified by Hofstede (1980) was limited to four. New insights by the early 1990s led 
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him to add long-term orientation versus short-term orientation (LTO) followed by 

indulgence versus restraint (IND) in 2010. 

 

Hofstede developed his cultural dimensions theory after analysing the results of more 

than 116,000 questionaries from 72 countries in 20 different languages. The surveys 

took place in two rounds between 1967 and 1973 among employees of computer 

giant IBM (Hofstede 2001, p. 41). A statistical analysis of the country averages of the 

answers to questions about the values of similar IBM employees in different countries 

revealed common problems but with solutions different from country to country 

(Hofstede et al. 2010, p. 30). Hofstede first published the findings of these surveys in 

his 1980 book Culture’s Consequences: International Differences in Work-Related 

Values. Up until this day his work is regarded as ground-breaking for cross-cultural 

communication research (Steel 2010, p. 405). The original book and the subsequent 

update, entitled Culture’s Consequences: Comparing Values, Behaviors, Institutions, 

and Organizations Across Nations (Hofstede 2001), have inspired thousands of 

empirical studies of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory (Steel 2010, p. 405).  

 

Comparable theories have been developed by his disciples Hampden-Turner and 

Trompenaars (1998) as well as House et al. (2004) and Schwartz (1994). Hampden-

Turner and Trompenaars (1998) propose a model of seven cultural dimensions for 

understanding diversity in business. House et al. (2004) established nine cultural 

dimensions to capture the differences and similarities in norms, values and beliefs 

among societies. Building on Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions theory, Schwartz 

(1994) developed the Theory of Basic Human values, identifying ten motivationally 

distinct values and further describing the dynamic relations amongst them. Hofstede 

as well as other theorists have been criticised for failing to take into account a 
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concept such as multiculturalism, defined by Jacob (2005, p. 524) as “the 

management of subcultures within a nation”. She argues that in today’s world, 

individuals can be exposed to several different categories of people while growing up 

and going through the process of socialisation. Consequently, these individuals have 

the freedom to reinvent themselves as they take in the message of different 

subcultures and discover new meanings for themselves. Jacob (2005, p. 525) 

observes that organisations, especially large, complex ones, will have members who 

are drawn from various subcultures, which means that not only societies but also 

organisations can be multicultural. Furthermore, it has been argued that Hofstede’s 

country scores based on IBM subsidiaries around 1970 are obsolete (Hofstede 2011, 

p. 21). Hofstede (2011) refutes this criticism pointing to the fact that studies 

correlating the country scores with related variables available on a year-by-year basis 

in many cases find no weakening of the correlations.  

 

Hofstede continues to be recognised as one of the most influential thinkers in the 

field (Tipton 2009, p. 147). Of all studies that were inspired by Hofstede’s cultural 

dimensions theory (1984), the work of Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars (1998) 

comes closest to that of their example. However, while Hofstede’s aim was to 

evaluate work values, Trompenaars’ and Hampden-Turner’s questionnaires inquired 

into respondents’ preferred behaviour in a number of both work and leisure 

situations. Although the work of Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars (1998) may be 

more contemporary, despite its apparent shortcomings (Jacob 2005, p. 524) 

Hofstede’s work (1984) has stood the test of time. His status as the pre-eminent 

theorist of culture, the enduring relevance of his findings (Tipton 2009, p. 147) and 

the fact that Hofstede (1984) detailed country specific comparisons were important 
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reasons to prefer his cultural dimensions theory over other comparable theories 

developed by others.  

 

Hofstede (2001, p. 25) argues that institutions can be understood only in terms of 

their own cultures. Functional equivalence with institutions in other societies cannot 

be proved and according to Malinowski, “cross-cultural comparison of institutions is 

essentially a false enterprise, for we are comparing incomparables” (Goldschmidt 

1966, p. 8, quoted in Hofstede 2001, p. 25). Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory 

(1980) provides six independent dimensions of national culture differences, each 

rooted in a basic problem with which all societies have to cope, but on which their 

answers vary (Hofstede 2001, p. 29). Government communication professionals in 

Queensland and the Netherlands may have to deal with similar challenges, but 

depending on their cultural background their approach could differ. Hofstede’s 

cultural dimensions theory (1980) provides a framework to recognise and interpret 

these differences. As observed in section 1.3, Australia and the Netherlands score 

almost identically in Hofstede’s comparison. However, there are striking disparities 

with regard to long-term versus short-term orientation (LTO) and masculinity versus 

femininity (MAS). Australia scores only 21 points on the LTO dimension whereas the 

Netherlands receives 67 points. Hofstede (2001, p. 359) explains that: 

 

Long-term orientation stands for the fostering of virtues oriented towards 
future rewards, in particular, perseverance and thrift. Its opposite pole, short-
term orientation stands for the fostering of virtues related to the past and 
present, in particular, respect for tradition, preservation of ‘face’ and fulfilling 
social obligations. 

 

Hofstede (2015) concludes that a score of 21 on this dimension implies that Australia 

has a normative culture. People in such societies have a strong concern with 
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establishing the absolute truth; they are normative in their thinking. They exhibit great 

respect for traditions, a relatively small propensity to save for the future, and a focus 

on achieving quick results. By contrast, with a score of 67 the Netherlands has a 

pragmatic nature. Hofstede (2015) observes that in societies with a pragmatic 

orientation, people believe that truth depends very much on the situation, context and 

time. They show an ability to easily adapt traditions to changed conditions, a strong 

propensity to save and invest, with thriftiness and perseverance in achieving results. 

Australia scores 61 on MAS dimension and is therefore considered a masculine 

society by Hofstede (2015). On his academic website, he explains that:  

 

A high score (masculine) on this dimension indicates that the society will be 
driven by competition, achievement and success, with success being defined 
by the “winner” or “best-in-the-field.” This value system starts in school and 
continues throughout one’s life – both in work and leisure pursuits (Hofstede 
2015). 

 

The Netherlands scores 14 on the MAS dimension and is therefore considered as a 

feminine society in Hofstede’s comparison. Hofstede (2015) explains that in feminine 

societies it is important to keep the balance between work and private life. Managers 

are expected to be inclusive and supportive of their people while decision-making is 

achieved through involvement. People strive for consensus and value equality, 

solidarity and quality in their working lives. According to Hofstede (2015) conflicts are 

resolved by compromise and negotiation and the Dutch are known for their long 

discussions until consensus has been reached. 

 

Hofstede (2001, p. 279) argues that the duality of the sexes is a fundamental fact 

with which different societies cope in different ways. Surveys on the importance of 

work goals, both inside IBM and elsewhere, showed that almost universally women 
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attached more importance to social goals such as relationships, helping others and 

the physical environment while men attached more importance to ego goals such as 

careers and money (Hofstede 2001, p. 359). However, the IBM database revealed 

that the importance respondents attached to such “feminine” versus “masculine” work 

goals varied across countries as well as across occupations. Gender differences in 

values have been popularised by Deborah Tannen who showed the difference in 

female and male discourse in the United States. She argued that both genders have 

their own way of thinking, feeling and acting (Tannen 1990). The biological 

differences between women and men are universal but the social differences are 

society specific (Hofstede 1998, p. 11). Masculinity stands for a society in which men 

are supposed to be assertive, tough, and focussed on material success while women 

are supposed to be more modest, tender, and concerned with the quality of life. The 

opposite pole, femininity, stands for a society in which both genders are supposed to 

be modest, tender and concerned with the quality of life Hofstede (1998, p. 7). 

Hofstede (1988, p. 12) explains that the emergence of a social/ego factor in the 

analysis of values across countries shows that there are between-country culture 

differences on the same values that play a role in within-country gender culture 

differences. He argues that the emergence of a social/ego factor in national culture 

differences suggests fundamental reasons why gender role patterns vary and will 

continue to vary, even among western countries. Masculinity versus femininity is by 

far the biggest distinction between Australia and the Netherlands as has been 

illustrated in Hofstede’s diagram below.  
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Hofstede’s comparison of Australia and the Netherlands 

 
 

PDI = Power Distance 

IDV = Individualism versus collectivism 

MAS = Masculinity versus femininity 

UAI = Uncertainty avoidance 

LTO = Long-term versus short-term orientation 

IND = Indulgence versus restraint 

 

Source: http://geert-hofstede.com/countries.html  

 
Hofstede appreciates that an individual can be both masculine and feminine at the 

same time, but he found that national cultures are either predominantly one or the 

other (Hofstede 1998, p. 19). It should also be noted that societies and countries are 

not necessarily one and the same as societies may overlap national boundaries. 

Moreover, one country may include several societies. Hence, cultural diversity can 

exist within a single country as well as across nations (Jacob 2005, p. 515). 

However, according to Hofstede et al. (2010, p. 21) these variations are usually too 

small to be considered in an international comparison. Moreover, within countries 
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that have existed for some time there are strong forces toward further integration 

such as a shared national language, a national education system, a national political 

system and the mass media. According to Hofstede’s (2010) logic, most of his 

findings about Australia can be applied to Queensland as well. As far as the 

masculinity versus femininity dimension is concerned, the literature suggests that 

Queensland would score even higher than Australia on Hofstede’s scale. The state 

has long been viewed as a conservative stronghold. Bjelke-Petersen and his 

government sought to be perceived as forcefully promoting Queensland’s economic 

development and its status as the last bastion of free enterprise – despite evidence 

his Country (and later National) party created deeply protectionist agrarian socialist 

policies – at the same time staunchly protecting and defending the state’s moral and 

cultural values (Coaldrake 1989, p. 3). Williams (2009, p. 19) notes that lower levels 

of education reinforced base political values, with masculine and illiberal attitudes, 

predisposed to authoritarianism, prevalent in rural and regional Queensland. Prenzler 

(2009, p. 578) observes a “winner-takes-all mentality” in the state.  

 

Masculinity and femininity become apparent in many different ways. Hofstede et al. 

(2010, p. 175) observe for example that masculine societies are driven by 

competition, achievement and success, with success being defined by the “winner” or 

“best-in-the-field” — a value system that starts in school and continues throughout 

organisational behaviour. They also found that in masculine societies the style of 

political discourse tends to be strongly adversarial. This is not a recent phenomenon. 

In 1876, the Dutch-language newspaper De Standaard reported that “the American 

political parties eschewed no means to sling mud at their adversaries, in a way which 

foreigners find disgusting” (Hofstede et al. 2010, p. 175). In masculine societies there 

is a feeling that conflicts should be resolved by “a good fight”. In feminine societies 
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there is a preference for negotiation and compromise (Hofstede et al. 2010, p. 143). 

Hofstede et al. (2010, p. 175) observe that in feminine societies such as the 

Netherlands governments are nearly always coalitions between different parties that 

treat each other relatively gently. As members of society politicians translate 

dominant values into policy priorities. According to Hofstede et al. (2010, pp. 170-

171) the latter are most clearly visible in the composition of national budgets. 

Masculine societies strive for performance while by comparison feminine societies 

invest more in welfare. Masculinity and femininity are also visible in the workplace. 

Organisations in masculine societies stress results and try to reward achievement on 

the basis of equity, that is, to everyone according to performance. Organisations in 

feminine societies are more likely to reward people on the basis of equality (as 

opposed to equity), that is, to everyone according to need (Hofstede et al. 2010, p. 

167). Hofstede et al. (2010, p. 166) found that organisations in feminine societies 

tend to be more inclusive and less hierarchical than organisations in masculine 

societies. Managers are more likely to be first among equals rather than a superior. 

Historically, management is an Anglo-Saxon concept, developed in masculine British 

and American cultures.  Hofstede et al. (2010, p. 166) notes that classic American 

studies of leadership distinguish two approaches: initiating structure versus 

consideration, and concern for work versus concern for people. They argue that while 

both are equally necessary for success, the optimal balance between the two differs 

for masculine and feminine cultures. In other words, an approach that has proven to 

be effective in one society may not work in another. 

 

According to Hofstede’s reasoning, national culture plays a fundamental role in how 

people perceive the world around them. Not only Jacob (2005) but also Tipton (2009) 

challenges this view, reasoning that citizens who are committed to their national 
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culture dutifully and consciously they must be aware of alternatives that have been 

rejected or denied for reasons they regard as sufficient. He argues that equally 

consciously, they may choose to reject it, to be “committedly non-committed”, and 

may then attempt to persuade others of the correctness of this alternative vision. 

They may also be indifferent and unaffected, living their lives in parallels to a set of 

symbols that others may take with great seriousness but which they do not regard 

relevant to themselves (Tipton 2009, p. 150). However, according to Hofstede et al. 

(2010, p. 21) these are the exception rather than the rule. Although they recognise 

that today’s nations do not attain the degree of homogeneity of the isolated, usually 

illiterate, societies studied by anthropologists, Hofstede et al. (2010) argue that 

nations are the source of a considerable amount of common mental programming. In 

response to the fact that Hofstede’s original sample is drawn from the 1970s and 

1980s – arguably, when the culture of an organisation such as IBM might have been 

quite different to today’s iteration – Hofstede et al. (2010, p. xii) remonstrate that 

subsequent studies confirmed that while people’s practices may change, their values 

are remarkably stable. Values are implicit and belong to the invisible software of our 

minds (Hofstede et al. 2010, p. 23). Hofstede (2005, p. 13) warns to “never believe 

politicians, religious leaders or business chiefs who claim they will reform national 

values. These should be considered given facts, as hard as a country’s geographic 

position or its weather” (Hofstede 2005, p. 13). 

 

2.4. Patterns of democracy  

Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory (1980) may help clarify why communication 

professionals from Queensland and the Netherlands employed by the public service 

have similar ideas about the purpose of government communication; but it does not 
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explain the difference in organisational structure, or more specifically, why the 

responsibility for government communication in Queensland is scattered between 

departmental communication officers and media advisors while in the Netherlands 

government communication is supposed to be the exclusive domain of public 

servants. This is where Lijphart’s patterns of democracy (2012, p. ix) becomes 

relevant. Lijphart explains the differences between political systems including 

majoritarian and consensus democracy. Reminiscent of Hofstede’s analysis, Lijphart 

(2008, p. 100) characterises the Westminster system as the more “masculine model” 

and the multiparty system as “the more feminine model of democracy”. As previously 

observed, Lijphart (2012, p. 274) argues there is a correlation between political 

systems and government performance. He observes that while improving 

transparency, consensus democracy makes public servants less vulnerable to 

political pressures and decreases corruption (Lijphart 2012, pp. 264-265).  

 

Australia and the Netherlands are built on two competing visions of the democratic 

ideal. Australia is a majoritarian democracy based on a Westminster system inherited 

from the United Kingdom. Australia deviates from the original model most notably for 

the fact that it is a federation rather than a unitary state (Lijphart 1984, p. 16). 

Queensland is unique in having a unicameral parliament, meaning that there is only 

one house of parliament (Coaldrake 1989, p. 57). Minor parties with support spread 

across electorates usually cannot concentrate sufficient votes to win seats (Prenzler 

2009, p. 577). Unless they are geographically concentrated, all majoritarian 

democracies make it difficult for small parties to gain representation because they 

need to win majorities or pluralities of the vote in single-member electoral districts. 

Therefore, majoritarian democracies tend to systematically favour the major parties 

and produce disproportional election outcomes that discourage multipartism (Lijphart 
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1994, p. 20). Such hegemony would be impossible in the Netherlands. Dutch politics 

are characterised by a common striving for broad consensus both within the political 

community and society as a whole. Coexisting groups share power at multiple levels, 

including the political executive, representative bodies and the public service 

(Coakley 2009, p. 124). Since no party will ever come close to approaching a 

majority the only way to govern is through collaboration (Lijphart 2012). Lijphart 

(2012, p. 15) observes that by contrast, by concentrating power in the hands of the 

majority, the Westminster system sets up a government-versus-opposition pattern 

that is competitive and adversarial. He argues that although homogeneous and 

largely peaceful societies such as the United Kingdom may be able to afford the 

confrontational, “winner-takes-it-all culture” of the Westminster system, 

 

…especially in plural societies – societies that are sharply divided along 
religious, ideological, linguistic, cultural, ethnic, or racial lines into virtual 
subsocieties with their own political parties, interest groups, and media of 
communication – the flexibility necessary for majoritarian democracy is likely 
to be absent (Lijphart 2012, pp. 31-32). 

 

Lijphart (2012, pp. 31-33) further argues that 

 

…under these conditions, majority rule is not only undemocratic but also 
dangerous, because minorities that are continuously denied access to power 
will feel excluded and discriminated against and may lose their allegiance to 
the regime…What such societies need is a democratic regime that 
emphasizes consensus instead of opposition, that includes rather than 
excludes, and that tries to maximise the size of the ruling majority instead of 
being satisfied with a bare majority: consensus democracy. 

 

The Westminster system is otherwise known as “responsible government”. 

Farnsworth (2015) cautions the term should not be confused with “behaving 

responsibly”. He explains that it instead refers to the concept of a government being 

accountable to a lower house of parliament (Farnsworth 2015, p. 1). Lijphart (2012, 
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p. 9) uses the term ‘Westminster system’ to refer to a general model of democracy. 

The British version of the Westminster system is both the original and the best-known 

example. Lijphart studied 36 countries including majoritarian and consensus-based 

democracies. The conventional wisdom argues that majoritarian democracies are 

better at governing while consensus democracies are better at representing (Lijphart 

2008, p. 89). Lijphart (2008, pp. 9-10) analysed the majoritarians’ claim of 

effectiveness and found that, overall, the results turned out to be a great deal more 

favourable to consensus democracies. He found consensus democracies to be 

"kinder, gentler" states, having lower incarceration rates, less use of the death 

penalty, better care for the environment, more foreign aid work, and more welfare 

spending. By contrast, he argues that majoritarian democracies such as Queensland 

stand out for being exclusive, competitive and adversarial (Lijphart 2012, p. 2). 

Lijphart (2008, p. 13) suggests the only strong argument in favour of majoritarian 

democracies is power of accountability, that is, if one party is in power and has a 

governing majority, it can be credited or blamed for specific policies and their 

implementation. It should be noted that Lijphart’s analysis has not been without 

criticism. He has, among other things, been accused of finding a solution to a 

challenge that did not exist. It has been argued that pillarisation was not a problem to 

which the elites had to respond, but a conscious strategy on their part to strengthen 

their position in the face of an emerging proletariat (Andeweg and Irwin 2005, p. 33).  

 

Bormann (2010, pp. 9-10) observes that many of the virtues Lijphart attributes to the 

consensus model of democracy depend on more than the question on which vision of 

the democratic ideal has been implemented. Ostensibly unwittingly hinting at 

Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory, he suggests that sociohistorical factors may 

be at least as important. While according to Hofstede (2001, p. 11) national cultures 
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play a role in the development of political systems, there does not seem to be a 

correlation between the masculinity versus femininity dimension on the one hand and 

majoritarian versus consensus democracy on the other. Countries that top the list of 

Hofstede’s masculinity index – including Austria, Germany, Japan and Switzerland – 

all have a multiparty system (Hofstede 2001, p. 285). Many of the countries Hofstede 

characterises as feminine – such as Malta and Singapore – have a two-party system 

or are only just emerging as democracies. Other feminine countries – such as Spain 

and Sweden – have a multiparty system but their electoral threshold and the way 

seats are distributed means that for most of time since the end of the Second World 

War they still had “winner takes it all” governments (Lijphart 2012, p. 99). 

 

Despite its alleged flaws, the Westminster system continues to be widely admired. 

Former US President and political scientist Woodrow Wilson praised the Westminster 

system, going so far as to urge the abolition of the presidential model and the 

adoption of British-style parliamentary government (Lijphart 2012, pp. 9-10). Lijphart 

(2012, p. 10) observes that Wilson was not alone in his views and many features of 

the Westminster system have been exported not only to Australia but also to 

Canada, New Zealand and most of the United Kingdom’s former colonies in Asia, 

Africa and the Caribbean after independence. Wilson referred to the Westminster 

system as “the world’s fashion”. Australia’s federal government is based on a 

popularly elected parliament with two chambers, the House of Representatives and 

the Senate. Whereas the bicameral model incorporates elements of the fused 

executive inherited from the Westminster, the idea of a strong federalist Senate was 

adopted from the United States (Lijphart 2008). Each state except Queensland has a 

bicameral parliament, with a lower house called the Legislative Assembly or House of 

Assembly, and an upper house called the Legislative Council. The parliaments of 
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Queensland and the two territories are unicameral. Queensland abolished its 

Legislative Council in 1922 on the initiative of the ALP government which regarded 

the unelected upper house as an undemocratic tool of patronage. Sole responsibility 

for the construction and scrutiny of legislation has since rested with the Legislative 

Assembly (Coaldrake 1989, p. 57). Coaldrake (1989, p. 57) observes that the 

absence of a second chamber combined with the entrenching of a system in which 

power alternates between two major parties has worked against the development in 

Queensland of any notion of political compromise, in particular, any sense that there 

were limitations to the authority of parliament or government. During the rule of 

Bjelke-Petersen and his government, Queensland continued a long-entrenched 

pattern from the late 19th century where the state resembled a one-party polity with 

government members, and not independent commissioners, manipulating electoral 

boundaries to maximise his support base (Coaldrake 1989, p. 57). Bjelke-Petersen 

took advantage of introduction of a zonal system by the ALP in 1949 (Coaldrake 

1989, p. 30). As observed in sections 1.5 and 3.3, since the Fitzgerald Inquiry, 

successive leaders have publicly encouraged “a fair and open political system” by 

making considerable efforts to increase transparency although it has been observed 

that Queensland has seen an overall retreat from the Fitzgerald vision of open and 

accountable government (Prenzler 2009, p. 577). Moreover, proposals for the 

reinstatement of the Legislative Council have found little support (Atfield 2015). As 

recently as 2015, proposals for reinstatement from various minor parties, including 

The Greens, Family First and the now defunct Queensland Party, have been rejected 

by both the LNP and the ALP on the grounds that Queenslanders would not want an 

increase in the number of politicians (Atfield 2015). 
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Despite its proximity to other countries including the United Kingdom, the world’s 

fashion as observed by Woodrow Wilson never caught on in the Netherlands. 

Occasionally there are calls for the introduction of a majoritarian model of democracy 

but usually the discussion disappears quickly. Proponents of the Westminster system 

argue that it would dramatically accelerate the policy-making process and avoid a 

situation where irreconcilable ideological differences make it impossible to reach a 

workable coalition agreement and form a government (Brill 2012). However, the 

confrontational, “winner-takes-it-all culture” of the Westminster system is unlikely to fit 

with the Dutch propensity for negotiation and compromise (Lijphart 2008). Even 

proposals for the introduction a higher electoral threshold to limit the number of 

parties in the Lower House never managed to gain sufficient support (Van Outeren 

and Pinedo 2015). The main arguments against are the alleged difficulty to retain the 

same degree of proportionality for minor parties (Andeweg and Irwin 2005, p. 87). 

Currently, approximately 60,000 votes nationwide are sufficient to gain a seat 

(Andeweg and Irwin 2005, p. 82). Although criticised for its shortcomings, Lijphart 

argues that proportionality has served the Netherlands well; most importantly 

because despite historically deep religious and ideological cleavages, the country 

has remained remarkably stable (Lijphart 2008, p. 8).  

 

The multiparty system in the Netherlands can be considered as a legacy from the 

days of the pillarisation. Power sharing was regarded as the best way to avoid an 

escalation of tensions (Lijphart 2012, p. 31). Protestantism had long been the 

unofficial state religion much to the disgruntlement of the Catholics in the country’s 

southern provinces. The introduction of a new constitution in 1848, initiated by King 

William II (1792-1849) and drafted by liberal statesman Johan Rudolph Thorbecke 

(1798-1872), aimed to unite the people of the Netherlands by recognising the 
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position of religious minorities and limiting the powers of the monarch in favour of 

democratically elected parliamentarians. However, rather than create cohesion the 

constitution gave rise to demands for sphere sovereignty, the principle that each 

group has their own distinct responsibilities and authority or competence and stands 

equal to others. Consequently, by the beginning of the 20th century, society had split 

into Liberal, Socialist, Protestant and Catholic pillars (Dahl 1966, p. 188).  

 

A package deal – which would enter the history books as ‘the Pacification of 1917’ for 

its resemblance with a peace treaty – saw the end of majoritarian democracy in 

favour of proportional representation in combination with a list system and the 

treatment of the entire country as a single electoral district (Andeweg 1989, p. 45). 

Wigbold (1979, p. 169) characterises the Pacification of 1917 as “a gentlemen’s 

agreement to respect each other’s territories”. Although it proved effective in averting 

an escalation of tensions, the realisation of Thorbecke’s vision of one country and 

one people seemed further away than ever. Universal state funding accelerated the 

creation of not only schools but a range of other institutions founded on religious and 

ideological principles: newspapers, broadcasting organisations, political parties, trade 

unions and farmers’ associations, banks, schools, hospitals, universities, scouting 

organisations and sports clubs (Semetko 1998, p. 140). Moreover, each pillar 

developed its own subculture, with its own jargon, its own clothing style, and its own 

atmosphere and conventions (Cramer 1991, p. 26). 

 

A first attempt to realise Thorbecke’s vision was made during the Second World War. 

The war had put the question of government communication high on the agenda. The 

occupation of the Netherlands made the authorities realise that a coordinated 

approach was needed to provide counterweight to the abundance of Nazi 
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propaganda spread among the population. Before the war the Regeringspersdienst 

RPD (English: Netherlands Government Press Service) catered for the appointment 

of a small number of spokespeople to distribute news and information to the foreign 

press while the pillarised newspapers and broadcasting organisations took care of 

the rest. Shortly after their arrival to London, the Dutch government in exile 

disbanded the RPD and subsequently established the Netherlands Government 

Information Service (Dutch: Regeringsvoorlichtingsdienst or RVD). The primary 

responsibility of the RVD was to provide a daily radio broadcast from the BBC studios 

aimed at audiences in the Netherlands. Sinke (2009, p. 37) observes that 

propaganda was “an entirely new area” for the Dutch government. As a 

consequence, the tone of these programs – known as Radio Oranje – was rather 

tame. However, as the Nazis tightened their grip on the Netherlands the Dutch 

government in exile became more outspoken (Sinke 2009, p. 105).  

 

Following the liberation on 5 May 1945, then Prime Minister Wim Schermerhorn – 

appointed by Queen Wilhelmina in anticipation of fresh elections – decided to 

preserve the RVD and incorporate the organisation with the Ministry of General 

Affairs. The Schermerhorn cabinet consisted of ministers from the socialist SDAP 

(the forerunner of the Labour Party), two Protestant and one Catholic party (which 

would later merge into the Christian Democratic Appeal) as well as several 

independents. It was a royal cabinet (also known as emergency cabinet) meaning it 

was appointed by the head of state rather than the result of an election. In a radio 

address on 27 June 1945 prime minister Schermerhorn and his deputy social leader 

Willem Drees announced the newly installed government as “a national cabinet of 

recovery and renewal” (Mak et al. 2008, p. 457). Although his exact motives remain 

unknown, given his background it is not unlikely that Schermerhorn’s wanted to use 
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propaganda not only to mobilise popular support for the reconstruction effort but also 

to promote national unity. Schermerhorn ordered the RVD to “boost publicity with the 

benefit of all available means in order to maximise clear understanding between the 

government and the people” (Lagerwey 1997, p. 36). The liberal Schermerhorn 

wanted to break through the political stalemate that had occurred since the 

Pacification of 1917 and mobilise popular support for the reconstruction effort. The 

RVD created a subdivision responsible for “taking stock of the opinion of the Dutch 

people” (Lagerwey 1997, p. 36) but that could hardly conceal that the activities of the 

RVD was first and foremost promotional and probably even propagandistic. It led to 

an outcry from members of the opposition as well as his coalition partner. In 

response to the turmoil, Schermerhorn created a commission of inquiry to establish 

the boundary between government communication and political communication. 

Many other inquiries would follow.  

 

The 1946 inquiry was led by Gerrit Jan van Heuven Goedhart, during the war 

Minister of Justice in the government in exile, and from 1945 editor of former 

resistance newspaper Het Parool. In response to the inquiry, Schermerhorn denied 

that he had been trying to make propaganda, explaining that he merely wanted to 

avoid “misinterpretations of the facts” (Bloemendaal 2008, p. 42). Van Heuven 

Goedhart was unrelenting and rejected Schermerhorn’s defence. He pointed out that 

government communication was supposed to be the exclusive domain of the public 

service and not of the prime minister and his cabinet. Van Heuven Goedhart declared 

any form of politicisation out of bounds. He stipulated that government 

communication should be concerned with the clarification of legislation and policies 

passed by parliament. It led to the adoption of rigid guidelines. These so-called Basic 

Principles for Government Communications (Dutch: Uitgangspunten 
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Overheidscommunicatie) comprise a list of eleven “unwritten rules” (Rijksoverheid 

2015) to which public service communicators are expected to abide. The guidelines 

were last updated in 2002. They are publicly available online.  

 

Van Heuven Goedhart rejected the use of propaganda for political gain but as Katus 

(2000, p. 5) observes, this did not mean the authorities were not allowed to use it at 

all. Van Heuven Goedhart argued that once parliament had approved its policy on a 

particular issue, those in power were permitted to employ propaganda to promote it. 

According to Van Heuven Goedhart they even had “a certain propaganda duty” 

arguing that, “The government is charged with upholding the constitution and the 

implementation of its laws. The government must ensure that the true national 

interest is understood and served” (Katus 2000, p. 5). Propaganda in this sense was 

understood as a form of enlightenment and for that reason deemed permissible.  

 

Van Heuven Goedhart further found that the government should “speak with one 

voice” and therefore recommended to centralise all communication efforts. He 

suggested the RVD take charge of all government communication. Yet by the time 

the recommendations could be implemented, Schermerhorn was replaced by 

Christian Democratic politician Louis Beel, the first elected Prime Minister since 

1939. Beel adamantly opposed the plan fearing that centralisation would place too 

much power into the hands of a few. He ignored Van Heuven Goedhart’s advice and 

ordered his press secretary Hans Hermans to look into the matter again and come up 

with an alternative plan. Hermans proposed a compromise, the RVD was made 

responsible for the coordination of government communication but ministries and 

government agencies would continue to maintain their own press contacts just like 

before the war (Van Gisteren and Wassenaar 2010, pp. 16-19). Subsequently, things 
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remained stable for nearly 20 years. The government continued their self-imposed 

duty to enlighten the people but refrained from messages that could possibly be seen 

as political. Andeweg and Irwin (2005, p. 92) note that even most election campaigns 

were an oasis of calm. A survey conducted in 1954 showed that 55 per cent of voters 

were opposed to the idea that “candidates at the elections attempt to visit as many 

people as possible in order to clarify in a personal conversation what they will do if 

they are elected”. The main reasons mentioned for such opposition was that the 

voters might be influenced or bought off, or that easy promises might be made that 

could not be kept (Andeweg and Irwin 2005, p. 92).  

 

The status quo lasted until the 1960s when renewed prosperity on the back of the 

German economic miracle empowered citizens to venture out beyond the boundaries 

of their own bloc and caused the pillars to crumble within a few decades. Social 

institutions, media outlets, broadcasting organisations and political parties, their 

names might have revealed their religious or ideological heritage but by the 1990s 

most had largely been secularised. Opposition on the basis of religion dwindled, but 

the spirit of collaboration remained. This resulted in the so-called polder model in 

which the government, trade unions and employer organisation work together to 

achieve economic and social goals (Meijers and The Riele 2004, p. 4). It turned the 

Netherlands into an example of macroeconomic and social performance (Van Dyk 

2006, p. 408; Meijers and The Riele 2004, p. 4). Instrumental in the development of 

the polder model was the first cabinet of Prime Minister Wim Kok between 1994 and 

1998. This grand coalition between the Labour Party, the Party for Freedom and 

Democracy (VVD) and the Democrats (D66) – also known as the purple cabinet 

referencing to their blended colours red and blue – presented an entirely new political 
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situation previously thought impossible (Katus 2000, p. 33). According to Katus 

(2000, p. 33), it showed that, 

 

…the relatively autonomous and informed Dutch citizens do not want to be 
‘consumed’ by traditional institutions like political parties or the state. Securing 
public support depends not on claimed authority but on effectively 
substantiated legitimacy of leadership which presupposes efficient and 
effective functioning and, by no means in the last place, good communication.  
 

 

Although religious and ideological cleavages have been largely overcome, the 

Netherlands remains what Andeweg and Irwin (2005, p. 19) describe as “a country of 

minorities”, not only in a numerical but perhaps even more in a social-psychological 

sense. Proportionality has become so engrained in the national conscience that it 

has become almost synonymous with fairness (Andeweg and Irwin 2005, pp. 19-31) 

According to Andeweg and Irwin (2005, p. 31) “the Dutch are appalled when they 

learn how majoritarian electoral systems in other countries, such as the United 

Kingdom and the United States, ‘distort’ election outcomes”. Negotiation and 

compromise have become part of the national culture.  

 

Andeweg and Irwin (2005, p. 122) coin the term “collective and collegial government” 

to describe this relative lack of politicisation. They observe that if governments are 

placed on a scale from prime ministerial to collegial the Netherlands is clearly 

positioned towards the collegial end of the scale. Compared to his counterparts in 

countries such as the United Kingdom and Australia the prime minister of the 

Netherlands has few formal powers. He can neither recruit ministers nor remove 

them or reshuffle his cabinet by assigning cabinet members to other portfolios. As 

with many other decisions, the appointment of ministers depends on negotiation and 

compromise between coalition partners (Andeweg and Irwin 2005, p. 122). At least 
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until the 1960s cabinet members regarded themselves primarily as ministerial 

overlords rather than politicians while the government was seen as a relatively 

apolitical, technocratic body. Andeweg and Irwin (2005, p. 125) identify three factors 

that may account for this relative lack of politicisation. First, historically deep religious 

and ideological cleavages meant the only way to govern was through collaboration. 

The leaders of the pillars realised that they would threaten their own position if they 

would engage in subcultural strife. Second, was the relatively non-political nature of 

ministerial recruitment. Andeweg and Irwin (2005, p. 125) observe that even before 

the incompatibility of ministerial office and a seat in parliament was written into the 

constitution, it was customary for a member of parliament to resign the seat upon 

being raised to government rank. Moreover, ministers have often been recruited from 

outside parliament. Of all ministers appointed between 1848 and 1967 only 35 per 

cent had parliamentary experience (Andeweg and Irwin 2005, p. 125). Third was the 

absence of political appointees. Only recently do ministers have a political advisors, 

but they function primarily as their liaison with his or her party (Andeweg and Irwin 

2005, p. 126). Andeweg and Irwin (2005, p. 123) observe that the tradition of 

collective and collegial government in the Netherlands is constantly reinforced by the 

necessity to overcome their differences and work out ways to collaborate. In the 

introductory chapter it was observed that any purported attempt to politicise the 

public service could be taken as a breach of trust, put a strain on the relationship 

between coalition partners and threaten the stability of the government (Lijphart 

2012). Andeweg and Irwin (2005, p. 123) explain that as far as the prime minister is 

concerned, what they describe as the jealousy of coalition partners provides a 

powerful antidote to any monocratic ambitions. They add that the inability to recruit 

ministers, remove or assign them to other portfolios stem from the fact that cabinet 
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members will only accept their leadership as long as the prime minister is acting as 

leader of the coalition and not as leader of their own party. 

 

Despite their economic successes, the purple coalition eventually failed to keep the 

people happy. Despite a climate of collaboration and progress, and despite efforts to 

consult interest groups throughout the policy-making process, obtain valuable 

information and legitimacy, and give them influence and recognition (Andeweg 2000, 

p. 72), politicians as well as the government at large struggled to attract the interest 

of citizens. Voter turnout in the Netherlands sank to alarming levels. At the first 

parliamentary elections without compulsion, in 1971, 79.1 per cent turned out to vote. 

At the general elections of 1998, this figure dropped to 73.3 per cent (Andeweg and 

Irwin 2005, p. 79). The fact that by the 1990s society had already been largely 

secularised meant that parties built on religious or ideological foundations could no 

longer automatically count on the traditional constituencies. A once rigid society had 

become fluid and adaptive. However, depillarisation was not the only cause for the 

decline. Independent studies point to several more factors such as the rising level of 

education, seemingly ever-increasing prosperity and the advent of radio and 

television. Bovens et al. (2007, pp. 337-338) observe that by the 1990s, most citizens 

had an educational level that equalled or even surpassed that of the average 

politician or government official. Vos (2007, p. 1) observes that people no longer 

unquestionably accepted what their leaders bestowed on them and demanded a say 

in the policymaking process (Katus 2000, p. 8). Their empowerment posed significant 

communication challenges. These challenges will be further explored in the case 

study of government communication in the Netherlands. Attempts to strengthen the 

relationship between the government and citizens – such as making the public 
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service more responsive to the needs and wants of the people and involving them in 

the policymaking process – did not have the intended effect (Vos, 2007).  

 

Although beyond the scope of this study, it should be noted that these attempts were 

not limited to the national government. In fact, many initiatives started at a local level. 

Similar challenges can be seen in Australia, where there has been a decline in trust 

of government institutions in recent decades due to the exposure of scandalous 

behaviour by politicians, expansion of government and disappointment with the 

performance of governments and their service provision (Simmons 2014, p. 314). 

Simmons (2014, p. 318) observes that government communication is presently more 

focussed on information, promotion and persuasion than on listening and engaging. 

He argues that if our future is based on civic cooperation, new ways of 

communicating will evolve to be integral to governance, and communicators have an 

opportunity to play important and leading roles (Simmons 2014, p. 318).   

 

In order to understand the work practices of government communication 

professionals (that is, communication professionals employed with the public service 

as opposed to political communication professionals) in Queensland and the 

Netherlands (and the context in which they operate) it is important to understand the 

complex interplay between sociohistorical, cultural and political factors that shaped 

their environment; Queensland as a former penal colony and the Netherlands as a 

nation of merchants and seafarers. As previously observed, the study of national 

culture was preceded by a centuries-old interest in national character (Hofstede 

2001, p. 13). In his 1966 book The Tyranny of Distance, Geoffrey Blainey examined 

how Australia’s geographical remoteness, particularly from its colonisers in Europe, 
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has been central to shaping the country’s history and identity. According to Blainey 

(1966, p. IX):  

…distance offers new explanations of why Britain in 1788 decided to send 
settlers to Australia, why the first colony nearly collapsed and why it 
eventually survived, and why new military camps were placed at scattered 
points on the Australian coast – camps that gave Britain virtual possession of 
the entire continent. The idea of distance throws new light on the rise of and 
importance of whaling, wool, gold and the dynamic export industries of the 
nineteenth century, on the immigration of Chinese in the 1850s and Italians a 
few decades later, and on immigration from the British Isles through 
Australian history. 

 

Furthermore, “It illuminates the reasons why Australia was for long such a masculine 

society” (Blainey 1966, p. IX). As distance shaped Australia’s history, it certainly 

played a decisive role in the development of Queensland. Former journalist Peter 

Charlton (1988, p. 17) observes that most Queenslanders took “an almost perverse 

pride in the hardship of travel”. According to Charlton, “the remoteness of Brisbane 

from the rest of the state, and of Canberra from Brisbane, has shaped distinctive 

attitudes: suspicion; resentment; occasionally a kind of arrogant disdain. What would 

those people in Canberra know about it? Only a Queenslander can understand 

Queensland” (Charlton 1988, p. 17). Historian, Robert Lacour-Gayet (1976 p. 86), 

observes that “men would have had to be made of steel not to despair at times”. A 

similar toughness can be seen in Queensland. Political scholar Paul Williams (2009, 

pp. 16-17) discerns “a frontier mentality” noting that Queensland’s vastness and 

harsh terrain, its unforgivingly hot climate punctuated by drought and flood gave rise 

to several critical political and social phenomena including a pervading sense of 

isolation and a mistrust of central authority.  

 

In the Netherlands the idea of a Volksgeist has lived on. Bos et al. (2007) believe that 

Dutch propensity for negotiation and compromise dates back to the days before 
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pillarisation of society. They observe that the age-long battle against the sea forced 

the people of the Low Countries to overcome their differences and work out ways to 

collaborate. Others draw a link with the foundation of the Dutch Republic in 1581. 

Andeweg and Irwin (2005, p. 35) observe that calling the package deal of 1917 a 

pacification is an echo of 1576, when the provinces made a united front against 

Spanish rule and agreed to respect their religious differences in the Pacification of 

Ghent. In any case, Hofstede (2001, p. 172) argues that political systems cannot 

survive for long if they are not in harmony with the mental programming of the 

citizens. He refers to Almond and Verba’s (1963) study which included data showing 

how “citizen competence” was fostered in family, school and the workplace. This may 

explain why calls for the introduction of a Westminster system in the Netherlands 

have never been taken seriously: the necessity to overcome their differences and 

collaborate has become instinctive. Similarly, the ‘gentle approach’ of the Dutch 

might not fit the mindset of Queenslanders.  

 

2.5. Summary  

According to Lijphart (2012, p. 274), there is a correlation between political systems 

and the degree to which those in power control the public service. Although it goes 

beyond the scope of this study to analyse the alleged advantages and disadvantages 

of the Westminster and multiparty systems, it appears that, at least in the case of 

Queensland and the Netherlands, there is a correlation between political systems 

and communication between citizens and government. As established in section 2.4, 

attempts by the then prime minister Schermerhorn to use propaganda to mobilise 

popular support for the reconstruction effort in the Netherlands led to an outcry from 

members of the opposition as well as his socialist coalition partner (Katus 2000, pp. 
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22-23). Schermerhorn could not ignore or reject their demands because, as Van 

Ruler (2007, p. 230) puts it, in the Netherlands “today’s enemy can become tomorrow 

ally”. By contrast, in Queensland, the winner takes it all (Prenzler 2009, p. 578). As 

will be discussed in section 3.3, a monopoly on power enabled Bjelke-Petersen to 

politicise the public service (Wear 2002, p. 186) and use taxpayer’s money to craft 

his image and promote the achievements of his government (Charlton 1988, p. 79) 

— a tradition that seems to have continued albeit in a more subtle form until this day.  
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3. Government communication in context 
 

3.1. Introduction 

Despite being a large growth industry in many countries, government communication 

has been “a neglected area of scholarly interest” (Canel and Sanders 2013, p. 2). 

However, over the past few years the topic of government communication has 

receiving growing attention. Canel and Sanders (2013, p. 2) observe that related 

fields such as political public relations, government public relations and government 

political marketing manage to attract the interest of researchers. While not attempting 

to be exhaustive, this chapter provides an overview of previous studies relevant to 

my study. It will help identify the research gap and build the theoretical framework 

required to contextualise case studies from Queensland and the Netherlands. The 

studies considered in this chapter can be roughly divided into three categories: 

government communication from a cross-national perspective; government 

communication in Queensland; and government communication in the Netherlands. 

Although the primary focus of this chapter is on government communication, it should 

be noted that many of the studies considered touch on political communication as 

well as exploring the blurring line between both phenomena.  

 

3.2. Government communication around the world 

Canel and Sanders (2013, p. 2) observe that, globally, there is a realisation of the 

need to build bridges between cognate areas and disciplines for the study of 

government communication. Observing that there is currently no thorough and 

systematic interdisciplinary study of the subject, they argue that there is still work to 

be done. Although there is research examining specific issues, concepts and 
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countries, no considered examination of the subject exists to provide either an 

account of the contemporary landscape with regard to government communication or 

an exploration of common and diverging themes on a cross-national basis (Canel 

and Sanders 2013, pp. 2-3). Previous studies from Australia often focus on elections 

and the campaigns that precede them rather than what governments actually do 

while in office (Young 2007, p. xxx). The communication activities of the executive 

arm of government concerning policy and operations have generally remained an 

under-researched area (Glenny 2008, p. 153). Moreover, a review of the literature 

has revealed that there is no consensus on the question of where to draw the line 

between government and political communication.  

 

Research from the Netherlands often focuses on the history of development of 

government communication in relation to pillarisation – the politico-denominational 

segregation that marked Dutch society from the start of the 20th century until the late 

1960s. More recent studies deal with the issue of government communication about 

policy intentions and the question of whether it would be appropriate to promote 

legislation that has not yet been adopted by parliament (Gelders 2005, 2010). 

However, an initiative such as communication in the heart of policy – introduced with 

the aim to win back public confidence through government communication has 

largely escaped academic interest. While the work practices of government 

communication professionals in the Netherlands have been studied extensively, in 

Queensland there appears to be a research gap. The dynamics between 

communication professionals in the public service and their colleagues who work 

directly for those in power have not yet been fully explored. Although it has been 

observed that departmental communication officers are generally driven by a genuine 
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desire to make a difference, little is known about the motivations of the media 

advisors who work directly for those in power (Head 2007, p. 45).  

 

In Chapter 1 it was noted that the term government communication continues to be 

open to various interpretations. Some argue that government communication should 

be limited to factual information while others are of the opinion that persuasion and 

‘spin’ are permissible not in the least because government communication 

professionals operate within politically-driven environments (Glenny 2008, p. 153). 

According to Vandebosch (2004, p. 9), political communication is “persuasive 

communication coming from politicians explicitly or implicitly striving for political, 

image and electoral points”. Vandebosch (2004, p. 9) defines government public 

relations as “communication efforts in which the government… tries to be non-

partisan, balanced and concise” adding that “these efforts are not aimed to put a 

political party or politician in the picture, but focus on the interest of the receiving 

citizen who needs to be informed”. Gelders and Ihlen (2010, p. 60) suggest that 

government public relations is as likely to be persuasive as political communication.  

 

Much research into government communication and political communication 

originates from the United States. Topics that have been the subject of academic 

interest in the United States include presidential rhetoric and presidential 

communication strategies (Denton and Hahn 1986; Smith and Smith 1994; Denton 

and Holloway 1996; Ryfe 2005; Farnsworth 2009; Coe and Reitzes 2010), 

presidential news operations (Kurtz 1998), presidential power and communication 

(Buchanan 1978; Kernell 1986, 1997), presidential media relations (Hess 2000; 

Spragens 2003), and presidential public relations (Kiousis and Strömbäck 2010; 

Eshbaugh-Soha 2011). Blumenthal (1982) introduced the phrase permanent 
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campaign, popularised in the early 1980s in a book of the same name. It describes 

officials campaigning for re-election throughout the electoral cycle, leaving no time to 

focus exclusively on governing. By the same token, Mann and Ornstein (2000, p. 

219) observe that the process of campaigning and the process of governing have lost 

their distinctiveness. They describe the permanent campaign as “a school of 

democracy” where they teach “that nothing is what it seems, everything said is a ploy 

to sucker the listener, and truth is what one can be persuaded to believe” (Mann and 

Ornstein 2000, p. 219). The concept of the permanent campaign is in sharp contrast 

with Canel’s and Sanders’ (2013, p. 4) working definition of government 

communication as proposed in section 1.4 which puts the emphasis on the people 

rather than those in power. Horsley et al. (2010, pp. 269-270) observe that there is 

minimal theory-driven research is what they describe as “this vital field” as the 

prevailing research from the United States has not explored government 

communication on its own merit but instead has studied government within the scope 

of corporate communication theory and practice. They argue that more research is 

needed to develop theory that explains and predicts communication practices and 

decision-making in government and its ultimate impact on publics. According to 

Horsley et al. (2010, p. 270) public organisations are sufficiently different from 

corporations and therefore deserving of study in their own context.  

 

In the United Kingdom, scholars have devoted much attention to the relationship 

between the country’s prime ministers and the press (Seymour-Ure 2003), as well as 

the blurred line between government and political communication (Andrews 2006; 

Gaber 2000, 2007; Franklin 2004; McNair 2011). Organisational issues including the 

structure and operations of media relations have been the focus of several studies 

(Ingham 2003; Moloney 2001; Gaber 2000, 2004). Moloney (2001, p. 8) argues that 
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public relations in the United Kingdom “has been and still is, public communication 

designed to manipulate or persuade. It is weak propaganda – more ‘ordering’ and 

‘telling’ than ‘listening’ and ‘talking’.” Media advisors are believed to play a pivotal role 

in the process. Ward (2007, p. 7) observes that while in the past they were primarily 

concerned with writing political speeches and press releases, they now occupy a key 

role between ministers, government departments and the fourth estate. Their aim is 

to maximise the impact of good news and to minimise the impact of bad news. In 

other words, their effort is not just to influence the content of news coverage, but also 

its prominence, duration and extent (Savage and Tiffen 2007, p. 88).  

 

Gaber points to the growing influence of media advisors in the United Kingdom, 

portraying them as an unscrupulous collection of ‘spin-doctors’ prepared to do 

anything to keep their political masters in power (Gaber 2000, pp. 60-70). Gaber 

further discusses a wide range of tactics which media advisors employ to generate 

positive publicity. He observes that, as those in power attempt to stay “on message”, 

media advisors stand by ready to ‘spin’ should the politician commit a ‘gaffe’ (Gaber 

2000, p. 63). They put out a stream of daily announcements, create diversions to 

distract journalists, and damage the reputations of rival politicians while building 

those of their political masters (Gaber 2000, pp. 60-64). Gaber analyses the impact 

of persuasion and spin by using the marketing concepts of “above” and “below-the-

line”. Any activities in the former category are traditionally the realm of departmental 

communication officers and include relatively straightforward forms of communication 

ranging from writing press releases to arranging interviews. Above-the-line activities 

are defined as those, more or less overt initiatives, “that in very simple terms, would 

have caused an ‘old fashioned’ press officer no great difficulty” (Gaber 2000, p. 508). 

Persuasion and spin mostly bear on below-the-line communication, which is “usually 
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covert and as much about strategy and tactics as about the imparting of information” 

(Gaber 2000, p. 60). According to Gaber (2000, p. 508) “it could be argued that they 

have very little to do with imparting information”.  

 

In later work, Gaber (2007, pp. 220-221) argues that the problem of political 

communication is that it is generally designed to serve the interests of the sender, 

rather than public enlightenment. As previously observed, the primary objective of 

political communication is to mobilise and maintain support for those in power as 

opposed to government communication, which ideally takes a more neutral approach 

in the interest of the people. Gaber (2007) argues that over time, political 

communication leads to an undermining of citizens’ fundamental trust in democracy. 

Andrews (2006, pp. 21-41) notes that persuasion and ‘spin’ have made the 

progression from “a simple election post-debate tactic” to a comprehensive word for 

government communication. Moreover, it has become a global phenomenon. Knight 

(2015, p. 30) observes that spin appears increasingly as a misconceived term. He 

argues that what is often referred to as spin is “simply the daily art of practicing 

politics used by political parties in government or opposition”.   

 

A study of government communication inevitably raises questions about the role of 

propaganda. Jowett and O’Donnell (2012, p. 2) explain that in its most neutral sense, 

propaganda means to disseminate or promote particular ideas. Because the 

propaganda of the Roman Catholic Church intended to spread its faith across the 

western hemisphere in opposition to Protestantism, the word propaganda lost its 

neutrality, and subsequent usage has rendered the term pejorative. Jowett and 

O’Donnell (2012, p. 3) observe that persuasion and ‘spin’ are often assumed to be 

analogous yet they point out the differences. Persuasion could be defined as a 
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communication process to influence others (Jowett and O’Donnell 2012, p. 32) while 

‘spin’ is often used with reference to the manipulation of political information; 

therefore, media advisors, press secretaries and government communication 

professionals are sometimes referred to as ‘spin-doctors’ (Jowett and O’Donnell 

2012, p. 3). Propaganda, by contrast, is “the deliberate, systematic attempt to shape 

perceptions, manipulate cognitions, and direct behaviour to achieve a response that 

furthers the desired intent of the propagandist” (Jowett and O’Donnell 2012, p. 7). 

They observe that while propaganda takes many forms, it is almost always in some 

form of activated ideology (Jowett and O’Donnell 2012, p. 17). Sometimes 

propaganda is agitative, attempting to rouse an audience to certain ends and usually 

resulting in significant change; sometimes it is integrative, attempting to render an 

audience passive, accepting and non-challenging (Jowett and O’Donnell 2012, p. 

17). Jowett and O’Donnell (2012, pp. 17-18) suggest various shades of propaganda 

depending on the acknowledgement of its source and accuracy of information, so 

White propaganda comes from a source that is identified correctly, and the 

information in the message tends to be accurate. Black propaganda is when the 

source is concealed or credited to a false authority and spreads lies, fabrications and 

deceptions. Grey propaganda is somewhere between white and black propaganda, 

however the source may or may not be correctly identified and the accuracy of the 

information is uncertain (Jowett and O’Donnell 2012, pp. 17-20). 

 

Propaganda has become notorious for its divisive impact. During the world wars of 

the 20th century, all sides in the conflicts manipulated truths to mobilise supporters 

and demonise enemies. The German National Socialists boasted a Ministry of 

Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda headed by Dr Joseph Goebbels, who 

famously asserted, “It would not be impossible to prove with sufficient repetition and 
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a psychological understanding of the people concerned that a square is in fact a 

circle”. The Soviets had their Department for Agitation and Propaganda, which 

continued to exist until the fall of the USSR in 1989 (Taylor 2003, p. 2). Taylor, who 

documented the history of propaganda from the ancient world to the present era, 

observes that the historical function of propaganda has been to fuel fear, hypocrisy 

and ignorance, and it has earned itself a bad reputation for so doing (Taylor 2003, p. 

324). Taylor views the growing influence of media advisors as recognition that 

democracy is now as much about presentation as it is about policy. He argues that 

while some may find propaganda lamentable, it is a reflection of the need to do 

something proactive, to package politics as one would a marketing exercise.  

 

Jowett and O’Donnell (2012, p. 95) point to the emergence of consumerism and the 

similarities between propaganda and advertising. They observe that social media and 

other forms of online communication offer the potential for ingenious new methods of 

spreading propaganda (Jowett and O’Donnell 2012, p. 96). According to Taylor 

(2003, p. 324) propaganda is not necessarily a bad thing as it has the potential to 

serve a constructive, civilised and peaceful purpose. On the contrary, Taylor argues 

that we need more attempts to influence our opinions and to arouse our participation 

in a democratic process, which depends for its survival upon public opinion (Taylor 

2003, p. 320). Although the understanding of propaganda is grounded in the 

understanding of rhetoric (Jowett and O’Donnell 2012, p. 44) it is important to note 

that propaganda and rhetoric are not necessarily the same thing. Among other 

things, if the sender does not regard the well-being of the audience as a primary 

concern, is detached from the recipients, and does not believe in their own message, 

rhetoric could be seen as propaganda (Jowett and O’Donnell 2012, p. 45). While 

propaganda is widely seen as unacceptable, rhetoric does not carry the same 
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suspicion. In fact, it may be regarded as an essential tool for political and government 

communication professionals in a liberal democracy. However, Tilley (2004) 

observes that as far as the techniques are concerned, rhetoric and propaganda are 

identical. Consequently, the line can get blurred, either deliberately or unintentionally. 

In response to allegations that the Australian federal government’s 2003 ‘terror kit’ 

was propaganda, Tilley (2004) developed a so-called “propaganda index”, which 

intends to help demarcate that very line.  Gelders and Ihlen (2010, p. 60) observe 

that propaganda has been argued to be a “necessary instrument for the state and the 

authorities” as it would be the most effective way of mobilising popular support. 

However, due to the negative connotation of the word, many governments have 

latched onto the concept of public relations instead (Gelders and Ihlen 2010, p. 60).  

 

As noted in Chapter 1, public relations has been perceived historically in the 

Netherlands as sales techniques only to be used by the advertising industry (Van 

Ruler 2003, p. 239). The Dutch aversion to public relations has its roots in history, 

something that will be further explored in section 3.4. In any case, it is important to 

acknowledge that propaganda is not the same as public relations. Johnston et al. 

(2009, p. 7) define public relations as “the development and management of ethical 

strategies using communications to build relationships with stakeholders or publics”. 

Gelders and Ihlen (2010, p. 60) observe that professionals and scholars point to how 

public relations fosters dialogue between organisations and their audiences, and 

seeks mutually beneficial outcomes and relationships. However, it has been argued 

that in some cases it may be ‘doublespeak’ rather than a genuine alternative to 

propaganda. Herman and Chomsky (2002) suggest that governments use public 

relations to “manufacture consent”. Their argument not only encompasses 

government itself, but also the interlocking interests of commercial media proprietors, 
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think-tanks, lobby groups and advocacy (Herman and Chomsky (2002). Indeed, it 

was “the father of public relations” Edward Bernays who, in his 1928 book 

Propaganda, argued that the manipulation of public opinion was a necessary part of 

democracy. Bernays (1928, pp. 9-10) stated that: 

 

…Intelligent men must realise that propaganda is the modern instrument by 
which they can fight for productive ends and help to bring order out of chaos. 

 

Ironically, only five years later Joseph Goebbels became an attentive student of 

Bernays’ ideas (Chernow 1998).  

 

3.3. Government communication in Queensland 

Canel and Sanders (2013, p. 3) observe that Australian scholar Sally Young (2004, 

2007, 2013) has produced perhaps the most inclusive country-based overview of 

government communication. Young (2007) edited a book, entitled ‘Government 

Communication in Australia’, that brings together contributions from scholars from 

various disciplines covering a wide range of issues. Although most chapters focus on 

national rather than state issues, together they provide a useful starting point for an 

exploration of government communication in Queensland. The book reveals striking 

similarities with the situation in the United Kingdom. Authors such as Ward (2007) 

and Young (2007, 2008, 2013) decry the contours of a “PR state” in Australia, a 

development discussed by British scholars such as Gaber (2000, 2007). Ward (2007, 

p. 13) points to a 1994 study by Deacon and Golding in which they expose the 

extensive use of media advisors and other communication professionals by 

governments to promote policy and outmanoeuvre their opponents. Ward (2007, pp. 

5-6) appreciates that a full exploration of the Australian PR state would require case 
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studies comparable to the work of Deacon and Golding but he argues that the signs 

are there. At federal and state level billions of dollars are being spent on government 

communication that may be supposed to be non-partisan but in reality often has a 

strong political undertone. The mass media are believed to play a pivotal role in the 

development of the PR state. Young (2013, p. 104) argues that while the mass media 

always had a heavy reliance on established and authoritative sources, since the 

2000s declining audiences, revenues and a reduction in journalism staff have made 

the mass media more receptive to information that is already neatly packaged and 

available. Orr (2007) has looked at government communication from a legal 

perspective. Echoing the observations made by Ward (2007) he argues that in the 

absence of regulations, guidelines or legal control, both sides of politics have treated 

government communication as “a spoil of office” (Orr 2007, pp. 19-20). He notes that 

the 1993 warning from the Queensland Electoral and Administrative Review 

Commission (implementing the anti-corruption agenda of the Fitzgerald Inquiry after 

the fall of the Bjelke-Petersen government) has remained remarkably prescient:  

 

The possibility arises within the context of modern communications 
techniques that spending may become extravagant and directed towards 
“corporate image building” and persuasion rather than the provision of factual 
and balanced information (Electoral and Administrative Review Commission 
1993, as cited in Orr 2007, p. 20). 

 

According to Orr (2007, p. 20), government communication in Australia cannot be 

seen separately from developments that have also been observed in the United 

Kingdom, such as the blurred line between government and political communication 

as well as the growing influence of media advisors. Moreover, he expresses concern 

that there are no real controls on expenditure on government advertising in Australia 

(Orr 2007, p. 22). Orr concludes that the lack of political will to restrain and regulate 
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in this regard has led to an incremental worsening of the situation, with taxpayers’ 

money spent on campaigns that are not always well targeted (2007, p. 35).  

 

Weller (1989, 2002, 2004) and Tiernan (2005, 2007) discuss the dynamics between 

public servants and their colleagues who work directly for those in power, also known 

as ministerial staff. Head (2007), Mulgan (2007), Stockwell (2007, 2009, 2010) as 

well as Pearson and McLean (2010) narrow their focus to departmental 

communication officers and media advisors. Mulgan (2007, pp. 271-272) observes 

that the concept of neutrality cannot be taken literally. He argues that although, by 

convention, they abstain from partisan communications such as political 

campaigning, the reality is that no public service is wholly neutral between 

government and opposition; each is obliged to serve those in power against the 

interests of the other side. Weller observes that, contrary to what the development of 

the PR state may suggest, at least on a federal level politicisation is rare in Australian 

politics (Weller 2004, p. 644). He argues that loyalty of public servants and ministerial 

staff should not be interpreted as blind obedience (Weller 1989, p. 371). However, 

according to Tiernan (2005, p. 1) some features of the ministerial staffing system in 

Australia are inherently problematic. She argues the presence of ministerial staff 

challenges key tenets of good governance, notably the traditionally close relationship 

between ministers and their public service advisors.  

 

Queensland has sought to address the issue by making formal arrangements for the 

engagement of personal staff by ministers (Tiernan 2005, p. 9). Ministerial staff may 

be recruited from outside or seconded from the public service. In either case they are 

employed in accordance with the provisions of Section 112 of the Public Service Act 

1996. As employees of the Department of the Premier and Cabinet (DPC), they are 
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subject to the Code of Conduct for Ministerial Staff. The code is based on principles 

set out in the Public Sector Ethics Act 1994, and applies to all people employed 

within ministerial offices (except the minister) including volunteers and consultants if 

they use public resources or have access to official information (Tiernan 2005, p. 10). 

Tiernan (2005, p. 21) suggests that measures as taken in Queensland are a step in 

the right direction. However, she argues that in constitutional and managerial terms, 

not just in Queensland but also elsewhere in Australia, the ministerial staffing system 

is “out of control” (Tiernan 2007, p. 233). According to Tiernan (2007, p. 234) 

ministerial staff pose a more general management challenge that has yet to be fully 

acknowledged by political leaders. In 2010, the Bligh government adopted the single 

Code of Conduct for the Queensland Public Service which came into effect from 1 

January 2011. The Code of Conduct for Ministerial Staff has remained in force but 

ministerial staff are also subject to the Code of Conduct for the Queensland Public 

Service. Nevertheless, it appears that the activities of the PR state and the powerful 

position of ministerial staff as observed by Tiernan (2005, 2007) continue to have 

clear implications for the work practices of communication professionals in the public 

service. Head (2007, p. 46) argues that departmental communication officers may 

feel hampered in their ability to provide frank and fearless advice. He notes there are 

important community expectations that governments are open and transparent in 

their decision-making, are mindful of equity and civil rights, and ensure fairness and 

due process. These values may be written into codes of conduct for public servants 

but are not generally applied to ministerial staff and politicians.  

 

Young (2007, pp. 284-285) observes that when institution-boosting and the media 

are the focus of the day for governments, direct engagement with citizens tends to be 

a much lower priority. Head (2007, p. 39) warns that when elected leaders are largely 
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motivated by organisational private-interest considerations – that is, maintaining 

incumbency – public-interest considerations are necessarily diminished and 

additional pressures are placed on public servants to be complicit with partisan 

communications. According to Head (2007, p. 46), the primacy of image over 

substance in much of government communication may have wider consequences. 

First, it may enhance the likelihood that policy settings will be influenced more by 

populist messages than by proper research and evaluation. Second, the activities of 

the PR state pose the risk of a chilling effect: employees engaging in self-censorship 

(Kenyon 2010). 

 

Stockwell (2007) recognises the dangers of these pressures. He acknowledges that 

the line between political and non-political work can be obscure and argues the 

situation is not helped as more and more ministerial and party officials privatise their 

activities to become freelance consultants (Stockwell 2007, p. 133). However, he 

challenges the widely-held view that these consultants, also known as spin-doctors, 

are to blame for a decline in political discourse. Rather, he observes that they work 

with ministers to ensure that the government’s political message reaches the 

citizenry (2007, p. 131). Stockwell regards the work of spin-doctors “a necessary part 

of politics in mass media democracy” arguing that it should be interpreted as “a result 

of the ubiquity if the mass media, not a significant cause” (2007, p. 138). Spin-

doctors have a variety of formal names: minders, media advisors, communication 

managers and press secretaries. According to Stockwell (2007, p. 132) their main 

duty is “patently to look after their minister’s political well-being in the media”. Other 

ministerial employees may be drawn into the work of spin; speechwriters, policy 

advisors or even administrators may make a contribution to coming up with the right 

phrase at the right time (Stockwell 2007, p. 132). The minister employs these staffers 
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and their terms of office often expire with their minister’s. They are paid for by the 

taxpayer to do the political bidding of their minister, “but at least their terms of 

employment are transparent” (Stockwell 2007, p. 132).  

 

Government communication in Australia takes places at three levels: federal, state 

and local. Although local government would have made for an interesting 

comparison, as outlined in section 1.1, this thesis focuses on government 

communication at a state level in Queensland and national level in the Netherlands to 

limit the size of the sample and to create the ability to put the findings of the case 

studies in perspective with political systems and national cultures. There appears to 

be little research specific to government communication in Queensland per se but the 

work of Charlton (1988), Coaldrake (1989), Dickie (1991), Wear (2002), Prenzler 

(2009) and Williams (2009) as well as Pearson and McLean (2010) provides a useful 

starting point for further investigation. Charlton (1988) looked into the question as to 

what extent Queensland is different from other parts of Australia. He concluded that 

whereas the uniqueness perceived by some Queenslanders might have been “a 

state of mind” rather than a reality, the politics of Queensland certainly was one of a 

kind. Bjelke-Petersen ran the state with an iron fist nearly two decades (Charlton 

1988, p. 13). A series of revelatory articles in The Courier-Mail by reporter Phil Dickie 

in 1986 followed by the landmark ABC current affairs Four Corners television report, 

‘Moonlight State’ by reporter Chris Masters in 1987, triggered the Fitzgerald Inquiry 

(1987-1989) into the Queensland Police, the judiciary, and government corruption 

that ultimately led to the jailing of four government ministers, Bjelke-Petersen’s own 

resignation from office and, in 1989, the National Party’s comprehensive defeat 

(Wear 2002, p. 186). Dickie (1991, p. 283) observes that when the Premier finally 
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resigned, Queensland had long left the Westminster ideal and was “starting to adopt 

some of the attributes of the Third Reich”. 

 

In her biography of Bjelke-Petersen, Wear (2002, pp. 211-214) recounts how Bjelke-

Petersen controlled the news media. The Premier was quick to punish journalists 

who offended him, either by withdrawing government advertising, by denying 

interviews and, eventually, by issuing defamation writs. Anyone who wrote critical 

articles about the Premier risked becoming the subject of rumour-mongering or 

harassment. Each minister in the Bjelke-Petersen government had a press secretary 

yet their task was “not just to relay the information emanating from the departments 

for which the minister might happen to bear responsibility” but also to serve as “his 

political eyes and ears in the media, reporting back with information and gossip, 

perhaps passing on that slight titbit of news that might help to reinforce his minister’s 

position” (Charlton 1988, p. 78). According to Wear (2002, p. 214) for most of Bjelke-

Petersen’s rule the media seemed to accept his authoritarian behaviour “in 

acquiescence” and even actively collaborated. Indeed, The Courier-Mail endorsed 

the return of a coalition Liberal-National (Country) Party government in every state 

election between 1957 and 1986, and it was not unusual to publish media releases 

issued on behalf of the Premier without alteration (Wear 2002, p. 214). 

 

Wear (2002, p. 219) argues that although Queensland defamation laws may not have 

been as prohibitive as other states, the climate of opinion was such that self-

censorship became the norm. The line between government communication and 

political communication was blurred if not absent. Taxpayer’s money was used to 

produce five-minute promotional film clips in which the Premier would deliver – often 

from atop a bulldozer – his weekly Queensland Unlimited broadcasts just before the 
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6pm news, simultaneously on all three commercial networks, to promote the 

achievements of his government (Salisbury 2013). Wear (2002, p. 12) observes that, 

while in other parts of Australia Bjelke-Petersen’s leadership was viewed mirthfully as 

corruptly authoritarian, in Queensland the Premier was marketed as a strong, 

benevolent, grandfatherly leader destined to protect his people against the pernicious 

influences from the south (Wear 2002, p. 213). His image was carefully crafted by 

pioneer spin-doctor Allen Callaghan (Charlton 1988, p. 79) who described his role as 

being “to promote the government, promote the Premier and also to more or less be 

an intelligence service” (Wear 2002, p. 215). A former ABC journalist, Callaghan 

became one of Bjelke-Petersen’s most trusted advisors (Wear 1999, p. 271). Wear 

(1999, p. 273) observes that under Callaghan’s tutelage, Bjelke-Petersen learned to 

be himself and make himself available to the media. Callaghan helped the premier to 

become an effective communicator despite his verbal stumbling. Bjelke-Petersen’s 

famously awkward speeches lend support to the proposition that small flaws bring a 

leader closer to ordinary people (Wear 1999, p. 273). Bjelke-Petersen elevated 

Callaghan from news and information officer to head the Department of Tourism, 

National Parks, Sports and Arts. Callaghan succumbed to “the tendency to confuse 

public and private resources” and was eventually jailed for misappropriating 

government money (Wear 1999, p. 250). 

 

From 1987, Bjelke-Petersen’s administration came under the scrutiny of a Royal 

Commission into police corruption, also known as the Fitzgerald Inquiry (1987-1989). 

It was found that the entire institutional fabric of Queensland had been manipulated 

and politicised to broaden support for Bjelke-Petersen and his National Party and 

maintain power (Coaldrake 1989, p. xiv). The Premier was responsible for 

politicisation of the public service, the judiciary, the police service, conflict of interest 
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and downright corruption (Wear 2002, p. 186). Bjelke-Petersen was unable to 

recover from a series of damaging findings and, after initially resisting a party vote 

that replaced him as leader, resigned from politics on 1 December 1987. Fitzgerald 

(1989) later recognised the need for governments to “ensure the public is kept 

informed” but warned there was “no legitimate justification for taxpayers’ money to be 

spent on politically motivated propaganda (Fitzgerald 1989, p. 142). He pointed to the 

role of the fourth estate, observing that “the media is able to be used by politicians, 

police officers and other public officials who wish to put out propaganda to advance 

their own interests and harm their enemies”. Fitzgerald (1989) appreciated that it was 

journalists who exposed the police corruption that led to the establishment of the 

commission of inquiry yet he also noted that “parts of the media in this state have 

over the years contributed to a climate in which misconduct has flourished” 

(Fitzgerald 1989, p. 141). The report that emanated from the Fitzgerald Inquiry 

triggered a series of reforms to increase transparency and create “a fair and open 

political system” (Prenzler 2009, p. 577).  

 

It has been observed that Queensland has remained a masculine state with 

politicians who stand out for their populist tendencies and constituents who have a 

penchant for strong and charismatic leaders (Williams 2009, pp. 16-18). While 

propaganda of the sort seen during Bjelke-Petersen’s government may be a thing of 

the past, reflecting a trend that can be seen both in other states and overseas (see 

also section 3.3.) there are signs that Queensland has also become a PR state. 

Wanna and Williams (2005, p. 63) point to former Premier Peter Beattie (1998-2007) 

who “reinvented Queensland populism in a way that would furnish him an 

unparalleled political advantage”. Although they do not suggest that Beattie crossed 

the line between government communication and political communication, they 
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observe that the ALP leader heavily relied on his media advisors in terms of how to 

play issues, what image to project and what line to take (Wanna and Williams 2005, 

p. 78). Pearson and McLean (2010) attempted to quantify how much the Queensland 

government spends on media relations and other communication activities. Their 

estimation amounts to approximately $50 million annually although Pearson and 

McLean (2010, p. 29) note that a precise account would require an examination of 

the job descriptions of all public servants involved — a task they deem nearly 

impossible given the extent to which public relations activities have permeated the 

management culture and operational systems of government in the modern era. 

Pearson and McLean (2010, p. 30) argue that while much government 

communication might genuinely attempt to clarify policy, share information and 

engage with citizens, there is reason for concern when those in power are using 

government communication for political purposes. They conclude that more research 

is needed to demarcate the line between government communication and political 

communication. Although there is no evidence to suggest that Queensland 

governments spend more than other states, Pearson and McLean’s (2010) findings 

highlight the urge of those in power to boast on their achievements. 

 

3.4. Government communication in the Netherlands 

A review of the literature on government communication in the Netherlands reveals 

that previous studies overwhelmingly approach the subject from a practical, 

organisational or historical analytical perspective. Some of the key authors in the field 

of government communication include Brants and Voltmer (2011), Groenendijk, 

Hazekamp and Mastenbroek (1989), Katus and Van Gent (1995), Katus and Volmer 

(2000), as well as Jumelet and Wassenaar (2010). They are the respective editors of 
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four comprehensive books, which together provide a broad overview of the main 

issues pertaining to government communication in the Netherlands. As observed in 

Chapter 1, a contemporary phenomenon such as ‘communication in the heart of 

policy’ (Wallage 2001) has largely escaped academic scrutiny. Brants and Voltmer 

(2011) conducted a comparative study of political communication in the United 

Kingdom and the Netherlands. They established that the degree and forms of 

changes in political communication are to a large extent determined by the cultural 

and political context in which they take place and thus cannot be assumed universal 

(Brants and Voltmer 2011, p. 11). Brants and Voltmer (2011, p. 12) found that the 

majoritarian system in the United Kingdom has led to what they described as “a 

confrontational communication culture” compared to “a more consensus-oriented 

communication culture in the Netherlands”. Groenendijk, Hazekamp and 

Mastenbroek (1989) and their contributors discuss the differences and similarities 

between public relations and voorlichting — best translated to English as information 

sharing. As noted in Chapter 1, public relations has been perceived historically in the 

Netherlands as sales techniques only to be used by the advertising industry (Van 

Ruler 2003, p. 239). By contrast, information sharing aims to enlighten people. It 

almost seems an altruistic exercise, enlightenment for their own good (Groenendijk, 

Hazekamp and Mastenbroek 1989, p. 10). Oomkes (1989, p. 57) discusses the 

differences and similarities between information sharing and public relations. He 

argues that the latter aims to influence public opinion as well as the opinion of 

specific target audiences. The former, however, seeks to “while respecting their 

freedom, assist people to make up their own mind” (Oomkes 1989, p. 57). Oomkes 

acknowledges that information sharing and public relations bear some similarities. He 

observes that public relations professionals in the corporate sector “attach great 
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value to the formation of individual opinions” because their feedback ultimately helps 

to improve goods and services.  

 

The notable difference…lies with the fact that clarification in the framework of 
public relations is not in the interest of the people but rather in the interest of 
the organisation that provides it (1989, p. 57). 
   
 

Another difference according to Oomkes (1989, p. 58) is that “audiences targeted by 

public relations often not only receive clarification but are often approached through 

other means of communication as well”. He emphasises that although there are 

“subtle differences between clarification and public relations” there is “no 

fundamental contradiction”. Oomkes reasons (1989, p. 57) that, 

 

Clarification in the framework of public relations ceases to be clarification 
when the public relations professional responsible does not adhere to the 
standards and criteria that apply to clarification. 

 

Katus and Van Gent (1995) connect the theory with practical examples. They 

acknowledge that, unlike public relations, information sharing is based on the 

conviction that citizens should not be pushed in a particular direction (Katus and Van 

Gent 1995, p. 9). Katus and Volmer (2000) put information sharing in a broader 

context and look at government communication in the Netherlands at large. They 

note that the idea of information sharing fitted in with the political culture of the pillar 

system, characterised as it was by the passivity of the population. Katus (2000, pp. 

21-22) notes that it was relatively easy to convince people as they were “far more 

compliant and carried more respect for authority than today”. Political business took 

place largely behind closed doors. When the leaders of the pillars deemed the time 

right, they simply deployed their own pillarised newspapers and broadcasting 

organisations to inform their rank and file about the outcome of their negotiations. 
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Katus (2000, p. 23) observes that the effectiveness of these mechanisms did not 

become problematic until the late 1960s when political democratisation started to 

rock the foundation of the pillar system. 

 

As times changed it was observed that government communication was 

indispensable in order to establish, build and maintain beneficial relationships with an 

increasingly assertive population. Moreover, persuasion and spin may still be taboo 

among government communication professionals but public relations have been 

recognised as a useful tool in the development of behavioural campaigns (Katus and 

Van Gent and 1995, p. 30). Interestingly, the term public relations is usually avoided 

as it has become a metaphor for all that can be seen as bad for one’s image and is 

widely associated with the aggressive style of communication seen in the United 

States. Instead, the Dutch prefer denotations such as corporate communication, 

communication management or simply communication (Van Ruler 2003, p. 226). A 

more recent perspective on government communication in the Netherlands comes 

from Jumelet and Wassenaar (2010). They take a similar approach to Katus and Van 

Gent (1995) and put the theory into practice. Jumelet and Wassenaar (2010, p. xv) 

observe that as in Queensland, in the Netherlands the line between government 

communication and political communication is blurring. They note that the situation is 

not helped by the fact that government communication professionals are not always 

identifiable as such. Other authors in the field of government communication in the 

Netherlands include Lagerwey (1997), Van Ruler (2000, 2003, 2007), Galjaard 

(2002), Vos (2007), Bloemendaal (2008), Pol, Swankhuisen and Van Vendeloo 

(2007) as well as Gelders and Ihlen (2005, 2007, 2010). Lagerwey (1997) has 

meticulously documented the history of development of government communication 

in the Netherlands after the Second World War. He also discusses the role of public 
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relations. Five years of Nazi indoctrination bestowed the Dutch with a deeply 

ingrained aversion to propaganda (Van Ruler 2003, p. 225). Although some argued 

that public relations was clearly less pernicious, the term continued to be viewed with 

suspicion (Lagerwey 1997, p. 58). Attempts by then-liberal Prime Minister Wim 

Schermerhorn (1945-1946) to use propaganda to mobilise popular support for the 

reconstruction effort led to an outcry from members of the opposition as well as his 

socialist coalition partner. A subsequent commission of inquiry recommended the 

introduction of rigid guidelines to separate strictly government communication from 

political communication. All parties agreed that government communication should 

adhere to the facts and be neutral in tone and choice of words (Katus 2000, pp. 22-

23). As observed in Chapter 1, at the time of writing the guidelines were current.  

 

Government communication in the Netherlands takes places at three levels: national, 

provincial and local. As outlined in section 1.1, this thesis focuses on government 

communication at a national level. At the time of the study the organisational 

structure behind government communication in the Netherlands was still largely 

identical to how it had come into being shortly after the Second World War. Initially, 

only the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had the luxury of a designated media officer. 

Other ministries left the responsibility for the distribution of news and information to 

senior public servants. The position of media officer was created during the First 

World War in an attempt to improve the relationship with the foreign press. The 

Netherlands come under fire for allegedly supporting the Germans despite their strict 

neutrality. By hiring an experienced journalist the authorities hoped they could set the 

record straight. It was supposed to be a temporary measure but by the time the war 

was over they had come to realise that the increasing interdependence of national 

states made a more streamlined provision of news and information indispensible 
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(Katus 2000, p. 22). This led to the creation of the Netherlands Government Press 

Service (Dutch: Regeringspersdienst or RPD) in 1932. The RPD was under strict 

orders to keep the news and information they distributed “as objective as possible” 

(Sinke 2009, p. 37). Sinke (2009, p. 37) observes that, 

 

Particularly with regard to the Netherlands [the RVD] was not allowed to use 
propaganda [as] such would only arouse aversion and suspicion among 
journalists and the educated readership. [They] saw it as their duty to provide 
the press and the people with the true facts so that they would be able to form 
their own opinion.  

 

As the main focus of the RPD was on foreign audiences, departments other than the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs would leave media advice mostly to senior officials (Van 

Ruler 2003, p. 224). The outbreak of the Second World War put the question of 

government communication back high on the agenda. With the occupation of the 

Netherlands by the Germans the authorities realised that a coordinated approach 

was needed to provide counterweight to the abundance of Nazi propaganda spread 

among the population. Shortly after their arrival to London, the Dutch government in 

exile therefore established the Netherlands Government Information Service (Dutch: 

Regeringsvoorlichtingsdienst or RVD). After the liberation of the Netherlands on 5 

May 1945, it was decided to preserve the RVD and incorporate the organisation with 

the Ministry of General Affairs. From now on, the RVD would serve as the official 

information service of the government and be the first point of contact on behalf of 

the prime minister, his cabinet and the Dutch Royal House. The RVD was also made 

responsible for providing public information on government policy, the prime minister 

and the Ministry of General Affairs. Ministries and government agencies enjoyed a 

large degree of autonomy. Most notably, they continued to maintain their own press 

contacts (Van Gisteren and Wassenaar 2010, pp. 16-19). Beljon (2001, p. 268) notes 
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that the decentralised character of the government apparatus presents a significant 

challenge when it comes to communicating clearly with the outside world, carrying 

out central communication management as well as steering the public discourse in 

the desired direction and creating the phrases and language that figure prominently 

in that discussion. He argues that public officials manage to get it right most of the 

time within the confines of their own ministry but as soon as it becomes an 

interdepartmental affair, problems arise (Beljon 2001, p. 268).   

 

Proposals for the centralisation of government communication shortly after the war 

were stranded on fears that such place too much power in the hands of a few (Van 

Gisteren and Wassenaar 2010, pp. 16-19). The origins of government 

communication in the Netherlands can be found in the 17th century (Katus 2000, pp. 

21-22). Consular assistants throughout the Dutch colonial empire were ordered to 

report regularly on events in the country where they were stationed. It would aid 

merchants in their pursuit of trading opportunities. By gathering intelligence in a 

purposeful and systematic way and making it available to the general public, the 

authorities of that time laid the groundwork for what would later become known as 

voorlichting. Van Ruler (2000, 2003, 2007) explains how the Dutch attitude towards 

government communication has been shaped by enlightenment as developed in 

France and Germany. In the 18th century, science and knowledge were no longer 

seen as the attributes only of the establishment but as things that had to be diffused 

among all members of society. Inspiration was found in Immanuel Kant’s (1724-

1804) expression of sapere aude (which literally means dare to know): “All people 

must be willing to be informed on what is going on and made enlightened, so that 

they can take part in the ongoing debate about and development of society” (Van 

Ruler 2003, p. 224). Besides education, information sharing was seen as the main 
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way to help people become better citizens (Van Gent 1995, p. 11). A consequence is 

that the Dutch have built the questionable reputation of pretending to know how 

others should behave. Van Ruler (2007, p. 223) points to the Dutch Uncle, an 

informal term for a person who issues frank, harsh, or severe comments and criticism 

to educate, encourage, or admonish someone. The Oxford Dictionary (2015) defines 

the Dutch Uncle as “a person giving firm but benevolent advice”. Van Ruler (2003, p. 

224) applies this in a more considered way to the notion of information sharing: the 

Dutch uncle always knows what is best for you. 

 

Galjaard (2002) discusses how the work practices of government communication 

professionals have evolved. Together with Gelders and Ihlen (2005, 2007, 2010) and 

Vos (2007) Galjaard is one of the few authors who touch on the idea of 

communication at the heart of policy, which was conceived by a commission of 

inquiry headed by Labour Party figure Jacques Wallage in an attempt to close the 

perceived gap between citizens and the government. Previous initiatives did not 

produce the desired result. A radical rethink of government communication was 

deemed essential to turn the tide (Vos 2007). As observed in Chapter 1, 

communication in the heart of policy is based on the premise that citizens become 

co-producers of government policy through information sharing and dialogue 

throughout the policymaking process. Rather than to simply enlighten people – or 

give firm but benevolent advice – communication in the heart of policy makes use of 

social media and other forms of online communication to engage in an open 

conversation and provide citizens with ample opportunity to have their say and gain 

ownership of the end product (Wallage 2001). Wallage (2001, p. 38) envisaged that 

the advent of the network society, as described by Spanish sociologist Manuel 

Castells in his book of the same name, would eventually replace mass 
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communication with one-to-one communication meaning citizens and the 

government would become equal conversation partners. His plan came at the right 

time. Mounting community dissatisfaction in the wake of the murder of Pim Fortuyn in 

2002 urged the authorities to leave the beaten track and try a new approach to 

government communication. Galjaard (2002, pp. 147-154) observes that the 

introduction of communication in the heart of policy has had profound consequences 

for work practices of government communication professionals in the Netherlands. 

Among other things, their role has become more strategic. As the Wallage committee 

(2001, p. 49) argued in its final report, “communication is a management task”. 

 

Wallage’s approach to government communication has not been without criticism. 

Gelders and Ihlen (2010) raise the issue of government communication about policy 

intentions. The guidelines that have been in place since the late 1940s stipulate that 

those in power should be circumspect about the use of government communication 

regarding legislation that has not yet been passed by parliament. It is based on the 

conviction that citizens should not be pushed in a particular direction (Katus and Van 

Gent 1995, p. 9). Gelders and Ihlen (2010) observe that the guidelines have come 

under increasing pressure since Wallage (2001) found that citizens had “the right to 

know the content of the government’s intentions and its motives” (Gelders, 2005, pp. 

78-79). Wallage’s remark was prompted by the behaviour of the mass media, which 

in his experience often deliberately misinterpreted the words of those in power. He 

argued that, “In case of factual errors it is paramount to immediately rectify in order to 

prevent misinformation from taking on a life of its own” (Wallage 2001, p. 41). 

 

One of Wallage’s fiercest opponents is former parliamentary reporter Frits 

Bloemendaal. In his 2008 book De Communicatieoorlog (English: The 
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Communication War) he discusses another important suggestion made by Wallage 

(2001) to pay close attention to the reputation of cabinet members. Wallage (2001, p. 

35) reasoned that, “If the authorities have an unreliable image, citizens won’t accept 

information shared on behalf of the government as true and therefore not bother to 

express their opinion”. Jumelet and Wassenaar (2010, p. xv) already observed that in 

the Netherlands the line between government communication and political 

communication was blurring. Bloemendaal (2008, p. 159) goes further and argues 

that as a consequence of Wallage’s endorsement, persuasion and spin have become 

as conventional in the Netherlands as in any other country. He seems convinced that 

the Wallage committee marked the beginning of a process of Anglicisation of 

government communication in the Netherlands. Reminiscent of observations made 

by Gaber (2000, 2007) and other authors with regard to the rise of the PR state, 

Bloemendaal (2008, p. 6) coins the term “PR cabinet” to describe what he considers 

the highly orchestrated fashion in which authorities present themselves to the public. 

Pol, Swankhuisen, Van Vendeloo (2007, p. 151) draw a link with what they describe 

as “the commercialisation of the public sector”. The government is now a brand like 

any another business or product. At the core of the brand are those in power. Pol, 

Swankhuisen, Van Vendeloo (2007, p. 151) observe there is nothing undemocratic 

about this because government communication professionals operate within a 

politically-driven environment (see also Glenny 2008, p. 153). They argue that 

 

…immutability is only possible in a dictatorship…If the identity of a 
government department doesn’t alter with the arrival of a new coalition, now 
that’s when citizens should really start to worry (Pol, Swankhuisen, Van 
Vendeloo 2007, p. 151). 

 

Bloemendaal (2008) is a journalist rather than an academic, however, his 

observations are supported by scholarly research. Drawing on ideas introduced by 
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Blumenthal (1982) more than three decades ago, Gelders (2005, p. 76) observes 

that in the Netherlands, politicians and political parties are now involved in permanent 

campaigning during which the techniques of spin doctoring, opinion polls, and 

professional media management are increasingly applied to routine everyday 

politics”. This should not necessarily be a problem if not for the fact there is no such 

thing as a ministerial office in the Netherlands. Bloemendaal portrays today’s 

departmental communication units as sophisticated, taxpayer-funded propaganda 

machines where public servants resort to sales techniques that not so long ago were 

unthinkable in the Netherlands. According to Bloemendaal (2008, p. 151), 

 

A whole new jargon is growing up including phrases such as ‘visual rhetoric’, 
‘written rhetoric’, ‘corporate communication’, ‘public branding’, ‘proactive 
communication’, ‘rapid response’, ‘framing’, and ‘news management’. 

 

I further explore the arguments outlined by Bloemendaal in the case study of 

government communication in the Netherlands (see Chapter 7).  

 

3.5. Summary 

Government communication has received growing attention from scholars around the 

world but there is still work to be done. Canel and Sanders (2013, pp. 2-3) observe 

that no considered examination of the subject exists to provide either an account of 

the contemporary landscape with regard to government communication or an 

exploration of common and diverging themes on a cross-national basis. Previous 

studies from Australia often focus on elections and the campaigns that precede them 

rather than what governments actually do while they are in office (Young 2007). 

There appears to be little research specific to government communication in 

Queensland yet the work of Charlton (1988), Coaldrake (1989), Dickie (1991), Wear 
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(2002), Prenzler (2009), Williams (2009) and Pearson and McLean (2010) provide 

some context. Queensland is a masculine state with politicians distinctive for their 

populist tendencies and for constituents who have a penchant for strong and 

charismatic leaders (Williams 2009, pp. 16-18). The Dutch are believed to be more 

moderate although the popularity of maverick politician and prime minister-designate 

Pim Fortuyn by the turn of the century could suggest otherwise. Previous studies 

from the Netherlands overwhelmingly approach government communication from a 

practical, organisational or historical analytical perspective. The work of Groenendijk, 

Hazekamp and Mastenbroek (1989), Katus and Van Gent (1995), Katus and Volmer 

(2000), as well as Jumelet and Wassenaar (2010) provides a broad overview of the 

main issues pertaining to government communication in the Netherlands but an 

initiative such as communication in the heart of policy (Wallage 2001) has largely 

escaped academic scrutiny.  
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4. Methodology 
 

4.1. Introduction 

Methodology lies at the heart of any research project. The validity of a study depends 

on a coherent, plausible, convincing story from data collection to interpretation of 

results (Illari and Russo 2014, p. 17). This requires an approach that logically 

supports the research project, identifies its objectives and offers a set of ordered 

assumptions about the nature of knowledge and its characteristics (Shaw and 

Woodward 1990, p. 179). Hence, great care was taken in the design of the 

methodology of the study, the details of which will be considered in the following 

sections. Inspired by award-winning author Sarah Lawrence-Lightfoot and her 

pioneering work with social science portraiture (1983) which she later developed with 

Jessica Hoffman Davis (2003), I travelled to the Netherlands to conduct a series of 

qualitative semi-structured interviews with the people entrusted with government 

communication on a daily basis with communication directors, spokespeople, 

speechwriters and other communication professionals in the public service. Upon my 

return to Queensland I took an identical approach. In the Netherlands, seventeen 

interviews were conducted. In Queensland, the number of interviews was limited to 

eleven. Despite the disparity, the qualitative nature of the interviews allowed for a 

successful comparison of the work practices of government communication 

professionals in both jurisdictions.  

 

Among my interviewees were departmental communication officers, media advisors 

and other communication professionals who either work in the public service or 

directly for those in power. In addition, I spoke with one former state minister. As will 
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be explained in section 4.6. while participants in the Netherlands were happy to meet 

at their workplace, the majority of interviews in Queensland took place at neutral 

locations in an atmosphere of secrecy. Consequently, in Queensland the fieldwork 

was largely made up of qualitative interviews rather than portraiture. Still, some 

elements of portraiture were retained as the participants and interviewer kept in touch 

for some time after the fieldwork to provide the latter with additional information. 

 

The data obtained through the qualitative interviews form the basis of two case 

studies (Chapters 6 and 7) followed by a discussion chapter in which the findings will 

be compared and linked back to the theory. Case studies have been described as a 

way of organising social data so as to preserve the unitary character of the social 

object being studied. Punch (2005 p. 144) observes that this strategy for 

understanding contrasts strongly with the reductionist approach of some quantitative 

research. Case studies often contain a substantial element of narrative (Flyvbjerg 

2001, p. 96). Flyvbjerg argues that as a consequence, such narratives may be 

difficult or impossible to summarise in neat scientific formulae, general propositions 

and theories. Not only in the case studies but also throughout this thesis I have 

aimed to partially depart from a traditional scholarly writing style and be accessible to 

both insiders and outsiders without sacrificing academic rigour. Lawrence-Lightfoot 

(2005, pp. 6-9) argues that if we want to broaden the audience for our work, then we 

must begin to speak in “a language that is understandable, not exclusive and 

esoteric”. Literary or rhetorical features in sociological texts in no way undermine 

their scholarly credibility and status (Atkinson 1990, p. 1).  
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4.2. Methodology, theory and other conceptual tools 

A methodology is best explained as a strategy, linking the objectives of the research 

project to the type, range and sequence of techniques to be used during data 

collection (Lindlof 1995, p. 94). Each part of this strategy can be seen as contributing 

its own piece of the puzzle in the investigator’s quest for rich, detailed pictures of the 

phenomena under study (Atkinson 1990, p. 167). Research has been characterised 

as a systematic investigation or inquiry whereby data is collected, analysed and 

interpreted in an effort to understand, describe, predict or control social phenomena 

(Mackenzie and Knipe 2006, p. 194). Mackenzie and Knipe (2006, p. 194) observe 

that what was relatively simple to define only a few decades ago, has become far 

more complex as the number of research methods has increased dramatically. 

According to Mertens (2005, p. 2), the exact nature of the definition of research does 

not depend as much on the methodology as on the theoretical framework with the 

theory being used “to establish the relationships between or among constructs that 

describe or explain a phenomenon by going beyond the local event and trying to 

connect it with similar events”. Therefore, it is important to carefully consider the 

various concepts that facilitate the design of the methodology.  

 

Oxford Dictionaries (2015) explains a theory as “a supposition or a system of ideas 

intended to explain something”. A theoretical framework – as distinct from a theory – 

is sometimes referred to as a paradigm and influences the way knowledge is studied 

and interpreted. A paradigm is a way of looking at the world. It is composed of certain 

philosophical assumptions that guide and direct thinking and action (Mertens 2015, p. 

7). Mackenzie and Knipe (2006, p. 194) argue that without nominating a paradigm as 

the first step, there is no basis for subsequent choices such as the methodology and 

literature review. Commonly used paradigms include post-positivism, constructivist, 
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transformative and pragmatist (Mertens 2015, p. 8). This thesis takes a constructivist 

approach where the basic assumptions are that active research participants socially 

construct knowledge, and that researchers should attempt to understand the complex 

world of lived experience from the point of view of those who live it.  

 

A mix of qualitative and quantitative techniques has been utilised: in addition to open-

ended questions to guide the conversation, each interview commenced with a series 

of ten statements in relation to government communication to which participants were 

invited to respond in accordance with a balanced five-point Likert scale (Esterman 

2003, p. 47). Mackenzie and Knipe (2006, p. 201) observe that, as research 

approaches have become more flexible in their application of methods, a mix of 

qualitative and quantitative techniques has become both acceptable and common. 

Mackenzie and Knipe (2006, p. 201) also note that, where mixed method research 

requires a greater level of skill on the part of the investigator, it is likely to lead to less 

waste of potentially useful information, creates researchers with an increased ability 

to make appropriate criticisms and often has greater impact because of the 

persuasive power of numbers in addition to words. The constructivist paradigm 

emphasises among other things that research is a product of the values of the 

researcher and cannot be independent of them (Mertens 2015, p. 16). Mertens 

(2015, p. 8) observes that some authors use the label “qualitative” rather than 

“constructivist” for this paradigm; although he notes the term ‘qualitative’ is more 

indicative of an overall methodology, rather than a paradigm.  

 

The theory for this study is provided by Dutch social psychologist Geert Hofstede’s 

cultural dimensions theory (1980) and Dutch-American political scientist Arend 

Lijphart’s patterns of democracy (2012). Significantly, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions 
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theory (1980) and Lijphart’s patterns of democracy (2012) are both grounded in 

quantitative research as opposed to this thesis which is largely a qualitative study. 

Quantitative research is more concerned with the deductive testing of hypotheses 

and theories, whereas qualitative research deals with exploring a topic, and with 

inductively generating hypotheses and theories (Punch 2005, p. 234). Taken 

together, both concepts provide a solid background to explore the work practices of 

government communication professionals in Queensland and the Netherlands. It 

should be noted that this thesis does not seek to assess political systems, national 

cultures nor the content of the government communication itself. Rather, the study 

sets out to elucidate the different approaches to government communication in 

Queensland and the Netherlands by putting them in their politico-cultural contexts.  

 

4.3. Recruitment of participants 

Mackenzie and Knipe (2006, p. 196) argue that constructivist researchers are more 

likely to rely on qualitative methods and analysis, or a combination of both qualitative 

and quantitative techniques, also known as mixed methods. Mertens (2015, p. 19) 

notes these are applied in correspondence with the assumption about the social 

construction of reality in that research can be conducted only through interaction 

between investigator and respondents. Consistent with the above, this thesis applies 

mixed methods. In order to define the context in which government communication 

occurs, and to obtain a better understanding of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory 

(1980) and Lijphart’s patterns of democracy (2012), a literature review followed by a 

historical analysis of politics and governance in Queensland and the Netherlands are 

necessary. Information gathering can take place in a variety of ways; that is, data can 

be collected directly from a human source or from written documentation either 
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printed or online (Cook 1994, p. 802). Initially, the study relied on sources such as 

research papers, books, reports and newspaper articles. Later, this was 

complemented by the oral accounts of government communication professionals. 

Over a period of three weeks, I conducted a series of qualitative interviews with 

seventeen communication professionals in the public service as well as two 

freelancers who either had worked or were still working for one of the eleven 

government ministries of the Netherlands. Participants did not only share their views 

on the work of government communication professionals in general, but also helped 

to reconstruct the events that had shaped their environment. 

 

I followed an identical approach in Queensland although here the interviews were 

spread over a period of several months. Moreover, I not only spoke with former and 

current communication professionals in the public service (also known as 

government communication professionals) but also with their colleagues who either 

worked, or were still working, directly for those in power (also known as political 

communication professionals). As mentioned above, I also enjoyed the opportunity to 

interview a former state minister. They had not worked as a communications 

professional but their political experience meant they were able to share a unique 

perspective. Although participants had different job titles, for convenience of 

comparison, Queensland communication professionals in the public service 

(government communication professionals) will be referred to as departmental 

communication officers while their colleagues whom work directly for those in power 

(political communication professionals) will be going by the name media advisors.  

 

Most participants in Queensland and the Netherlands had been recruited prior to the 

fieldwork through existing professional networks. Some were found through 
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“snowball sampling” and they were invited to participate on the recommendation of 

others who had just been interviewed. This strategy made it possible to gain access 

to sources that would otherwise remain out of reach (Doreian and Woodard, 1992). 

Interviews lasted approximately one hour each and occurred in person either in their 

office, at participants’ homes or another convenient location.  

 

4.4. Data collection methods 

Lawrence-Lightfoot spent a considerable amount of time at six secondary colleges to 

discover what had earned them their reputation for excellence. Lawrence-Lightfoot 

claims she was neither “a fly on the wall” nor “an active participant” yet her enduring 

presence in the field enabled her to develop a relationship of trust with participants in 

the study, and to understand better, their working environment (Lawrence-Lightfoot 

and Hoffmann Davis 1997, p. 69). My intention was to follow a similar approach and I 

repeatedly sought permission from gatekeepers to be ‘embedded’ with departmental 

communication units in the Netherlands and Queensland. In the Netherlands my 

request was refused on the grounds of practical difficulties and, in Queensland, I 

received no response. The apparent reluctance of departmental communication to 

participate may have been related to the political climate at the time. As it became 

clear that access to departmental communication units was unlikely to be granted, I 

assessed other data collection methods including focus groups and interviews. Focus 

groups were deemed unsuitable due to risk factors such as social dominance (some 

people in the group doing most of the talking), some members’ eagerness to please, 

anxieties of group members regarding privacy and professional confidentiality, and 

other issues (Berger 2011, p. 137). Qualitative interviews were considered the most 

appropriate alternative as they allowed the method to retain some of the benefits of 
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portraiture. Interviews enable researchers to speak with participants on a confidential 

basis and obtain information that they cannot gain through other methods (Berger 

2011, p. 135) while still listening for a story. 

 

Lawrence-Lightfoot (2005, pp. 10-11) explains that the “subtle, but crucial distinction 

between listening to a story and listening for a story” is that while the former is a 

“more passive, receptive stance”, the latter presupposes an “active, engaged 

position” in which the narrator “participates in identifying and selecting the story and 

helps to shape the story’s coherence and aesthetic”. Heyl (2007, p. 369) observes 

that, contrary to most other forms of questioning, qualitative interviews are based on 

a genuine exchange of views and offer sufficient time and openness for participants 

to explore purposefully with the researcher the meanings they place on events in 

their worlds. Also during this research project, the interaction between participants 

and investigator often went beyond the formal interview setting. First, there was the 

preparatory phase of making contact. Second, having built a relationship of trust, 

several participants after interview continued to communicate with the investigator to 

share additional thoughts and information. 

 

4.5. Five-point Likert scale 

In addition to open-ended questions to guide the conversation, each interview 

commenced with a series of ten statements in relation to government communication 

to which participants were invited to respond in accordance with a balanced five-point 

Likert scale (Esterman 2003, p. 47). Possible answers were “strongly agree”, “agree”, 

“disagree”, “strongly disagree” or “no comment”. A central neutral position was 

deliberately omitted to prevent participants from wanting to please the interviewer or 
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appear helpful or not be seen to give what they perceive to be a socially 

unacceptable answer (Garland 1991, p. 4). Particularly in the Netherlands, there was 

a real possibility that such effect would occur as the Dutch are culturally inclined to 

look for “middle ground” (Hofstede and Bond 1984). The statements were based on 

findings from the literature review and invariably dealt with issues in relation to 

political systems, national cultures and the work practices of the interviewees. 

Leading questions were avoided when interviewing to ensure participants were not 

pushed toward an answer (Berger 2011, p. 139). However, as the purpose was to 

provoke discussion, a degree of subjectivity was evident. Although the absolute 

number of participants was insufficient to warrant any form of quantitative analysis, 

the statements proved useful to conversation initiation and to “cultivate a questioning 

frame of mind” (DiYanni 2015, p. 54). A “questioning frame of mind” suspends our 

assumptions about the existence of one reality and puts us in an interpretative (multi-

perspectival) frame of mind. It frees us from the world of facts enabling us to engage 

in the fruitful process of what Geertz (1973, p. 24) describes as “imaginative 

abstraction”. Moreover, the responses informed the analysis of the transcripts that 

emerged from the semi-structured interviews and, as such, the quantitative 

reinforced the qualitative element of the study. A snapshot of the most relevant 

responses to the statements can be found in the appendix. 

 

4.6. Data analysis 

With consent, interviews were recorded with a digital voice recorder and later 

transcribed and coded thematically using QSR NVivo 10 software package. In 

addition, the transcriptions were examined with the help of Leximancer Desktop 

Academic Edition – Version 4. Leximancer is text-mining software that can be used 
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to analyse the content of collections of textual documents and to visually display the 

extracted information in a browser. The software differs from standard content 

analysis in that particular word strings are not required (Cretchley et al. 2010, p. 319). 

Thematic analysis was used to examine codes, categories and themes within the 

data. The process was performed through seven phases: familiarisation with the 

data, generating initial codes, combine codes into categories, searching for themes 

among categories, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing 

the final report in the form of two case studies. Coding and categorisation helped to 

reduce the data to a more manageable feat. Subsequently, through the allocation of 

themes it became possible to identify segments of the data that shared certain 

commonalities. The process was carried out for both the interviews in the 

Netherlands and Queensland although eventually eight identical themes were 

applied to allow for a comparison between both jurisdictions: 1) Professional 

experience, 2) Personal motivations, 3) Definition of government communication, 4) 

Collaboration with colleagues, 5) Dealing with political pressures, 6) Ethical 

considerations, 7) Expectations for the future, 8) Anything else.  

 

Professional experience covered the interviewees’ career paths. Personal 

motivations covered their reasons to enter their profession. The definition of 

government communication covered their understanding of the work of government 

communication professionals. Collaboration with colleagues covered the relationship 

between government communication professionals and political communication 

professionals. Dealing with political pressures covered the relationship between 

government communication professionals and those in power. Ethical considerations 

covered the implications of political pressures for the ability of government 

communication professionals to provide frank and fearless advice. Expectations for 
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the future covered their personal career outlook but also the direction the 

interviewees believed the profession of government communication professional 

would take in the years to come. Anything else covered all other things that were 

discussed during the interviews that did not fit under themes 1-7. The themes would 

form the basis for most of the chapters of the case studies.  

   

During the fieldwork, a research diary was maintained to record study activities, 

personal impressions and reactions as well as document progress. The research 

diary is one simple and easy-to-use tool that can significantly help researchers to 

become more reflexive and achieve their goals (Nadin and Cassell 2006, p. 216). 

Historical analyses, interviews and notes from the diary were woven into a narrative 

presented in the case studies, and followed by a discussion chapter in which the 

findings are discussed in the contexts of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory and 

Lijphart’s patterns of democracy. The discussion chapter is both chronological and 

comparative as it looks at changes over time as well as changes over space – an 

approach that has proven effective for other researchers (Berger 2011, pp. 165-166).  

 

4.7. Anonymity of participants  

Anonymity and confidentiality of participants are central to ethical research practice in 

social research. I have aimed to assure participants that every effort will be made to 

ensure that the data they provide could not be traced back to them. I have sought to 

preserve anonymity and confidentiality using pseudonyms for participants and 

omission of the location of the research (Crow and Wiles 2008). However, according 

to Crow and Wiles (2008) “there are several issues that such practices raise. One is 

that it is difficult for researchers to know how far to take anonymisation of individuals 
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in order for them not to be identifiable, given that research findings may be presented 

to a variety of audiences, including members of participants’ communities. A second 

issue is that research participants hold differing views about the desirability of 

anonymisation, presenting researchers with difficult choices between respecting the 

preferences of those participants who wish to be identifiable and those who prefer to 

remain anonymous. A third issue is that of whether or not to attempt the 

anonymisation of the location of the research, which may be adjudged more or less 

practical or impractical (depending on its distinctiveness) and more or less desirable 

(depending on its importance in providing the social context of the analysis that is 

being developed)”. Even in the preparatory phase it became apparent that 

communication professionals from the Netherlands were more willing to participate in 

the study than their Queensland counterparts. The former almost always immediately 

accepted the invitation whereas the latter requested time to consider their options. 

After three weeks of field research in the Netherlands, I had already conducted 17 

interviews through “snowball sampling” with the list of potential participants 

continuing to grow. Given my previous experience as a government communication 

professional, the interviews assumed the form and feel of talk between peers: loose, 

informal, interactive, committed, open-ended, and empathic (Lindlof, 1995, p. 164). 

Whereas my familiarity may have posed a challenge in terms of impartiality, 

combined with the fact that I am a native Dutch speaker, it made it easier for me to 

interpret the distinctive language often used by communication professionals in the 

Netherlands including vocabularies, idioms, jargon and forms of speech, and so 

understand their perspective (Lindlof 1995, pp. 167-168). Participants from the 

Netherlands readily consented to being identified whereas their Queensland 

counterparts demanded anonymity. However, perhaps most striking was that 

participants in the Netherlands were happy to meet at their workplace, while the 
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majority of interviews in Queensland took place at neutral locations in an atmosphere 

of secrecy. Several participants explained that, given the political environment, they 

feared the consequences should their superiors assume a leaking of potentially 

sensitive information. Although most participants in the Netherlands gave their written 

consent to be identified, for reasons of privacy and consistency it was decided all 

interviewees would be allocated pseudonyms. The nature of the recruitment of 

participants, and the great contrast in the approach of the interviewees, will be 

discussed as part of the findings. 

 

4.8. Research across languages and cultures 

Whereas the possibility of retaliation appeared to be a legitimate concern, other 

factors may explain the reluctance of Queensland communication professionals 

compared to the Dutch. According to Filep (2009, pp. 63-64), when the researcher is 

perceived to be a community insider, it is more likely that participants will readily 

reveal information they would not otherwise have disclosed. He observes that the 

background of the researcher can have a negative effect on interviews with people 

not belonging to the same but an opposing, imagined community. Moreover, apart 

from the cultural differences there was also a language barrier to overcome. 

Interviews in the Netherlands were conducted in Dutch, the investigator’s mother 

tongue, while interviews in Queensland were conducted in English, the investigator’s 

second language. Despite my linguistic proficiency and intercultural awareness it was 

not always easy for me to ‘listen between the lines’ as every language carries 

particular cultural, social and political meanings not easily read through mere 

translation (Filep 2009, p. 60). Language is not a neutral medium (Temple and 
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Edwards 2002, pp. 3-4) and single words can carry certain meanings and messages 

in one cultural context and not in another (Filep 2009, p. 68). 

 

The role of the Dutch language extended beyond the interviews. Much of the 

literature as well as other source materials on government communication in the 

Netherlands are in Dutch. Consequently, I had to navigate between two languages 

throughout the project, often an arduous, time-consuming and sometimes daunting 

task. As translation-related decisions have a direct impact on the validity of the study 

(Birbilli 2000, pp. 1-2), different strategies were considered to strike the right balance 

between efficiency and authenticity. Interviews conducted in English were transcribed 

and analysed in English while interviews conducted in Dutch were transcribed and 

analysed in Dutch. Source materials from the Netherlands and quotations from Dutch 

participants suitable for inclusion in the thesis were translated into English in situ. 

The process of gaining comparability of meanings was facilitated by not only being 

bilingual but as a dual citizen also having an intimate knowledge of the Dutch as well 

as Australian culture (Birbilli 2000, p. 2). Quotations could not always be translated 

literally. Birbilli (2000, pp. 2-3) observes that a literal translation could be seen as 

doing more justice to what participants have said and make the reader understand 

the foreign mentality better. However, while a literal translation is not always 

possible, at the same time such practice can reduce the readability of the text which, 

in turn, can test readers’ patience and understanding (Birbilli 2000, p. 4). 

 

Birbilli (2000, pp. 2-3) warns that researchers who opt for “a more elegant free 

translation” need to think of the implications of creating quotations that read well. 

Even in one’s own language, editing quotations always involves the risk of 

misrepresenting the meaning of the conversational partner. In translated quotations 
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the risk of losing information from the original is greater. Birbilli (2000, pp. 2-3) 

suggests back-translation as a possible solution: a technique commonly used in the 

social sciences that involves an independent translation back into the source 

language followed by a comparison of the original and the back-translated version 

(Birbilli 2000, p. 4). Back-translation has been widely used by researchers to test the 

accuracy of their conversion and detect any errors (Douglas and Craig 2007, p. 31). 

During this project the technique proved its merit. However, some discrepancies will 

always remain when conducting research across languages and cultures. As Temple 

and Edwards (2002, p. 1) observe 

 

…there is no one correct translation and…the translator is like Aladdin in the 
enchanted vaults: spoiled for choice. Rather than there being an exact match, 
word for word, in different languages, the translator is faced with a dazzling 
array of possible word combinations that could be used to convey meaning. 
Issues concerning translation and interpretation are not always the same, not 
least because the latter usually involves face-to-face interaction rather than 
working with written texts. 

 

Berger (2011, p. 144) points to the fact that, regardless of their background, different 

witnesses frequently offer different accounts of the same events. Hence, interviewers 

must be mindful of judgements, criticisms, and evaluations made by the informants, 

for they point to important attitudes and beliefs (Berger 2011, p. 145). Furthermore, it 

is important to consider the extent to which national cultures shape the way 

participants express themselves. In other words, is the information respondents give 

‘the truth’ or ‘their truths’? (Berger 2011, p. 151). Lindlof (1995, p. 176) observes that 

interviews are speech events informed by norms and rules, in which every utterance 

and nonverbal sign contributes to the social reality created in the interview. He 

argues the challenge facing the investigator is how to encourage self-expression and 

a sense of empowerment in the participant yet also achieve the aims of the study 
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(Lindlof 1995, p. 177). Research across languages and cultures requires 

interpretation and a certain degree of subjectivity seems inevitable. As in any project 

based on a constructivist paradigm, there is no objective reality. The goal is not to 

understand words but rather the meaning behind them (Mertens 2005, p. 18). 

 

4.9. Summary 

As observed in the beginning of this chapter, the validity of a study depends on a 

coherent, plausible, convincing story from data collection to interpretation of results 

(Illari and Russo 2014, p. 17). In the above sections I have sought to explain the 

steps I have taken on my journey of discovery including some of the challenges I met 

along the way. To the backdrop of Dutch social psychologist Geert Hofstede’s 

cultural dimensions theory (1980) and Dutch-American political scientist Arend 

Lijphart’s patterns of democracy (2012), the study explores the work practices of 

government communication professionals in Queensland and the Netherlands and 

puts these in perspective with political systems and national cultures. Inspired by the 

methodology of social science portraiture I have sought to “capture the texture and 

nuance of human experience” (Lawrence-Lightfoot 2005, p. 6) of the people 

entrusted with government communication on a daily basis. It has been observed 

that no considered examination of the subject exists that provides either an account 

of the contemporary landscape with regard to government communication or an 

exploration of common and diverging themes on a cross-national basis (Canel and 

Sanders 2013, p. 3). This thesis aims to bridge that gap. 
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5. Participant background and approach to work 
 

5.1. Introduction 

This research is based on a series of qualitative interviews with government 

communication professionals in Queensland and the Netherlands. Over a period of 

three weeks, I spoke with seventeen communication professionals in the public 

service as well as two freelancers who either had worked or were still working for one 

of the eleven government ministries of the Netherlands: communication directors, 

spokespeople, speechwriters and other communication professionals in the public 

service. Upon my return to Queensland I followed an identical approach although 

here the interviews were spread out over several months rather than weeks. 

Moreover, reflecting the fact that in Queensland the responsibility for government 

communication is scattered between departmental communication officers who are 

part of the public service and media advisors in ministerial offices, I not only spoke 

with former and current communication professionals in the public service but also 

with their colleagues who either worked or were still working directly for those in 

power. Participants not only shared their views on the work practices of government 

communication professionals in general, but also helped to reconstruct the events 

that had shaped their environment. Although participants had different job titles, for 

convenience of comparison, communication professionals in the public service will be 

referred to as departmental communication officers while their colleagues whom work 

directly for those in power will be going by the name media advisors.  
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5.2. Queensland 

Approximately half of the communication professionals consulted in Queensland 

were or had been employed by the public service while the others served or had 

been serving as media advisors. Put simply, each worked or had worked directly for 

those in power. The daily activities of departmental communication officers depended 

on their roles and responsibilities. Some were predominantly concerned with 

research and analysis, while others drafted media releases and speeches. The 

media advisors that took part in the research used to have a wide range of duties 

including but not limited to developing and maintaining relationships with journalists 

on behalf of those in power and providing them with strategic guidance. All media 

advisors had their roots in the Labor movement. It was not possible to speak with any 

media advisors of the Newman government Requests for interviews remained 

unanswered. The interviews took place at a time when the public service had just 

gone through a major restructure initiated by the Newman government (LNP). 

Participants in the study included current departmental communication officers 

“Abigail” (QLD-1), “Alastair” (QLD-2) and “Sheryl” (QLD-3), former departmental 

communication officers “Karin” (QLD-4) and “Rita” (QLD-5), current media advisor 

“Lachlan” (QLD-6) as well as former media advisors “Damien” (QLD-7), “Henri” 

(QLD-8), “Lisa” (QLD-9) and “Seymour” (QLD-10). Finally, there was former state 

minister “Jan” (QLD-11). Most interviewees were born and raised in Queensland. 

Regardless of whether they were employed with the public service or worked directly 

for those in power, few held degrees in public relations or broader communications 

and most had studied journalism and started their careers in the media industry.  

 

Former media advisor QLD-9 described her job as “the realisation of a dream” (QLD-

9, 2014). She lost her position with the defeat of the Bligh government during the 
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2012 state election, which she admitted had been a ‘traumatising’ experience for her. 

Media advisor “QLD-6” once produced Queensland Unlimited broadcasts for the 

Bjelke-Petersen government. Through the agency of a mutual friend he subsequently 

became a media advisor for then Opposition leader, the late Wayne Goss. After a 

break from politics of several years QLD-6 made a comeback as Peter Beattie took 

office. QLD-6 too worked for Anna Bligh but unlike QLD-9 he was allowed to stay 

after the fall of the government. Former media advisor QLD-7 suffered the same fate 

as QLD-9 following the defeat of the Bligh government. He described the work of 

media advisors as “a rough game” (QLD-9, 2014) saying it was “not for everyone” 

(QLD-9, 2014). Former media advisor QLD-8 strongly related to that. He did not live 

up to expectations and was dismissed within six months after he was hired. His 

short-lived career in the minister’s office left QLD-8 deeply disappointed and 

determined never to work for politicians again. 

 

During the interviews it quickly emerged that departmental communication officers 

and media advisors had divergent interests. Moreover, their relationship appeared to 

be professional yet antagonistic. Former as well as current departmental 

communication officers complained that most of the time they simply ran errands for 

the media advisors who worked directly for those in power. Current departmental 

communication officers QLD-1, QLD-2 and QLD-3 unequivocally stated that while 

they were driven by a genuine desire to make a difference (see also Head 2007, p. 

45), their efforts were often hampered by media advisors who allegedly seized every 

opportunity they could possibly get to politicise the message. Perhaps not 

surprisingly, former and current media advisors alike saw that differently. Although he 

appreciated the principle of an impartial public service, former media advisor QLD-10 

for example argued that departmental communications officers operated within a 
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politically-driven environment and could therefore be expected to comply with the 

wishes of those in power. With the exception of QLD-8 most former and current 

media advisors were clearly passionate about their job. The same could not be said 

about some former and current departmental communication officers. Some admitted 

they had left the public service out of frustration with, among other things, the 

dominant role of media advisors. Others had fallen victim to the restructure in the 

wake of the 2012 state election. Those who stayed behind seemed to have lost their 

motivation. One current departmental communication officer likened her role to that 

of an “overpaid typing monkey” (QLD-2, 2014) complaining that most of the time she 

was “just writing stuff” (QLD-2, 2014). Fellow departmental communication officer 

QLD-3 lamented the amount of red tape. She argued that a climate of fear caused 

people to “stick to the rules” and “cover their arses” (QLD-3, 2014) in the hope that 

their position would be spared. Former departmental communication officer QLD-4 

described the atmosphere as “toxic” (QLD-4, 2014). She found a job outside the 

public service shortly before the restructure commenced hence forfeiting a potentially 

lucrative redundancy payout (see further section 6.3.). 

 

5.3. The Netherlands 

Most of the communication professionals consulted in the Netherlands were or had 

been employed by the public service while only a few had always worked as a 

freelancer. In the absence of a ministerial office no media advisors were interviewed 

as pointed out in section 1.3. In the Netherlands government communication 

including the provision of information to the press is supposed to be the exclusive 

domain of public servants. Media advisors in the Netherlands go by the name 

spokespersons and are – like any other government communication professionals – 
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supposed to maintain impartiality.  Participants in the study included spokesperson 

“Melle” (NL-1), internet coordinator “Winston” (NL-2), freelance speechwriters 

“Renske” (NL-3), “Marlies” (NL-4) and “Matthijs” (NL-5), former departmental 

speechwriters “Kirsten” (NL-6) and “Wijnand” (NL-7), current departmental 

speechwriters “Henk” (NL-8), “Jaap” (NL-9) and “Joris” (NL-10), communication 

directors “Daan” (NL-11), “Maurits” (NL-12), “Jasmine” (NL-13), “Siebe” (NL-14) and 

“Sven” (NL-15), and finally knowledge advisors “Joke” (NL-16) and “Jason” (NL-17). 

Unlike their counterparts in Queensland, some of whom were born and raised 

outside Australia, all communication professionals consulted in the Netherlands were 

natives. They all received their education in the Netherlands and most had never 

lived outside the country. Freelance speechwriter NL-4 worked as a foreign 

correspondent in Asia for several years. Her colleague NL-5 grew up in Australia as 

the son of Dutch immigrants but moved back to the Netherlands as a teenager. 

 

Similar to their counterparts in Queensland, most of the communication professionals 

consulted in the Netherlands attended university. A few of them completed a 

Bachelor of Journalism while others held a degree in communication or public 

relations. Former departmental speechwriter NL-6 studied cultural anthropology. 

Current departmental speechwriter NL-9 held a degree in history. The notable 

exception was communication director NL-15. He never finished high school but 

worked his way up from editorial assistant to political reporter for newspapers and 

broadcasting organisations. Some participants in the study entered the public service 

immediately upon graduation. However, most started their careers either in the 

private sector. When asked what triggered them to work for the government, the 

interviewees invariably stated they wanted to make a meaningful contribution to 

society. Although some participants admitted the relatively high level of employment 
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security enjoyed by public servants was a bonus, most denied this was important to 

them. Remuneration was apparently no motive either. Former departmental 

speechwriter NL-7 said communication professionals in the private sector earned a 

lot more money than public service. He merely joined the government because he 

wanted to “try something new” (NL-7, 2014).  

 

After a successful career in the advertising industry, around ten years ago NL-7 was 

headhunted to join the Ministerie van Onderwijs, Cultuur en Wetenschappen 

(English: Ministry of Education, Culture and Science). In line with one of the 

suggestions made by Wallage in 2001 the experienced copywriter was assigned to a 

new taskforce (made up of a spokesperson, a communication advisor and a 

speechwriter) created with the specific aim to build and sustain the reputation of then 

assistant minister Annette Nijs. NL-7 said it was a deliberate strategy to recruit a 

relative outsider as it was hoped that an open mind would lead to innovative 

approaches to government communication. Moreover, according to NL-7 the 

assistant minister – having worked for Royal Dutch Shell in a variety of international 

sales and management roles – was an outsider too and “did not have much affinity 

for the bureaucracy” (NL-7, 2014). His stint with the public service ended when the 

taskforce was disbanded under mounting pressure from policy officers who according 

to NL-7 complained that government communication professionals had gained too 

much influence on the direction of the ministry. At the time of the interview NL-7 was 

working in the private sector again. Former colleague and current departmental 

speechwriter NL-8 used to work as a copywriter in the advertisement industry too 

before he joined the public service. 
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For most participants in the study working in the public service was never a 

conscious career choice, they started there by chance. Current departmental 

speechwriter NL-10 and former departmental speechwriter NL-6 for example entered 

the organisation through an internship program. Current departmental speechwriter 

NL-9 and knowledge advisor NL-17 landed their first jobs as communication advisors 

in the private sector before they made the switch to the public service. 

Communication director NL-12 worked as a media advisor for a city council. 

Spokesperson NL-1 once was a customer service representative with a mobile 

phone company while communication director NL-15, internet coordinator NL-2 and 

current departmental speechwriter NL-10 started their careers as newspaper 

reporters. So did freelance speechwriters NL-5 and NL-4. Fellow freelance 

speechwriter NL-3 worked as a barrister, and communication director NL-11 used to 

be an army officer. Ironically, fellow communication director NL-14 refused to join the 

army on moral grounds and was by means of alternative national service placed with 

the public information service of the Ministry of Defence from where he worked his 

way up. Only communication director NL-13 and knowledge advisor NL-16 made a 

deliberate decision to join the public service. Both graduated during an economic 

crisis when the private sector offered limited job opportunities. NL-13 and NL-16 

admitted they were lured by a relatively high level of employment security and the 

prospect of a stable income.  

 

The interviewees appeared to pride themselves on their impartiality. As previously 

observed, some even regarded themselves as an extension of the fourth estate, 

scrutinising the actions of those in power. They seemed to agree that there was no 

place for politics in the public service. Communication director NL-13 had 

volunteered for the Labour Party but stressed that, although there was no legal 
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requirement to do so, she terminated her membership as soon as she joined the 

public service. A similar story applied to current departmental speechwriter NL-9 and 

freelance speechwriter NL-3, the latter of whom was employed by the public service 

before she started her own practice. NL-3 said it was important to avoid the 

semblance of a conflict of interest in order to retain your credibility. Most participants 

in the study were surprisingly frank compared to their counterparts in Queensland. 

Moreover, with the exception of NL-3 (who turned out to have been made redundant 

after a work dispute) they spoke highly of their employer as well as their colleagues. 

Former departmental speechwriters NL-6 declared the only reason she left the public 

service was because she wanted to work closer to home. Former departmental 

speechwriter NL-7 said he never had the intention to spend the rest of his career with 

the public service anyway. He regarded the disbandment of the taskforce as “a 

natural moment to move on to the next adventure” (NL-7, 2014). 

 

5.4. Ten statements 

As observed in the methodology chapter, in addition to open-ended questions to 

guide the conversation, each interview commenced with a series of ten statements in 

relation to government communication to which participants were invited to respond 

in accordance with a balanced five-point Likert scale (Esterman 2003, p. 47). 

Because the statements were designed to get the conversation going and provoke 

discussion and cultivate a questioning frame of mind rather than to specifically test 

Hofstede’s hypothesis, reflecting the constructivist paradigm of this thesis their 

answers were open to interpretation. They nevertheless provided some useful 

insights as to how Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory may translate to the work 

practices of government communication professionals. It is interesting to note that in 
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line with Hofstede’s (2015) findings participants in Queensland and the Netherlands 

came up with very similar responses (see the appendix for details). Most 

interviewees agreed for example that a key role of the government was to actively 

disclose information (Statement 1) and that government communication should be 

aimed at providing information rather than promotion of any political ideas (Statement 

2). Also other statements (3 and 6-10) resulted in comparable answers. However, 

there were two notable exceptions. First, most participants in Queensland either 

disagreed or even strongly disagreed with the suggestion that communication 

professionals in the public service enjoyed a large degree of autonomy from those in 

power, while in the Netherlands the responses were almost exactly opposite 

(Statement 4). Second, whereas the vast majority of participants in Queensland 

strongly agreed that communication professionals in the public service had a duty to 

inform citizens to their best knowledge even if this would go against the interest of 

those in power, their counterparts in the Netherlands took a more moderate stance 

and mostly disagreed (Statement 5). 

 

Although she had never been in a situation like that herself, former departmental 

communication officer QLD-5 argued government communication in the public 

service had a moral obligation to blow the whistle should the need arise. Her 

counterparts in the Netherlands were clearly less principled. Departmental 

speechwriter NL-10 said he was not in the position to release confidential information 

or contravene the interests of the government. The responses to Statement 5 in 

particular, could be interpreted as a cultural difference. It is tempting to conclude that 

there is a correlation with Hofstede’s masculinity versus femininity dimension, in that 

the masculine Queenslanders might be prepared to take up a fight whereas the 

feminine Dutch rather prefer a more ‘negotiated’ approach. Some may describe it as 
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“political administrative sensitivity” but as will be observed in paragraph 7.2 it does 

raise questions about loyalty versus collaborationism. Hofstede et al. (2010, p. 5) 

acknowledge that national culture is not the only factor at play. Personality is another 

one. Individuals may share similar cultures but this doesn’t mean they behave in 

identical ways. It should be noted that government communication professionals in 

the Netherlands who had a close working relationship with those in power, such as 

spokespeople and departmental speechwriters, were noticeably more sympathetic to 

the interests of those in power than their colleagues elsewhere in the organisation 

including knowledge advisors and communication officers. 

 

5.5. Summary 

Already in the preparatory phase it became apparent that communication 

professionals from the Netherlands were more willing to participate in the study than 

their counterparts from Queensland. As observed in the methodology chapter, the 

former almost invariably immediately accepted the invitation whereas the latter 

requested time to consider their options. After three weeks of field research in the 

Netherlands, I had already conducted seventeen interviews through snowball 

sampling and the list of potential participants kept growing. Participants from the 

Netherlands readily consented to be identified whereas their counterparts from 

Queensland only wanted to collaborate on the basis of anonymity. However, most 

striking was that participants in the Netherlands were happy to meet at their 

workplace, while the majority of interviews in Queensland took place at neutral 

locations in an atmosphere of secrecy. Several participants explained that given the 

political climate they feared the consequences should their superiors find out they 

gave away potentially confidential information.  
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Approximately half of the communication professionals consulted in Queensland 

were, or had been, employed by the public service while the others served or had 

been serving as media advisors. That is, they worked or had been working directly 

for those in power on employment contracts tied to the success and re-election of 

their political masters. These types of positions usually operated on fixed-term 

contracts, rather than secure, permanent positions enjoyed by those employed by the 

public service. Most of the communication professionals consulted in the Netherlands 

were, or had been, employed by the public service. In the absence of a ministerial 

office no media advisors were interviewed as in the Netherlands government 

communication, including the provision of information to the press, is supposed to be 

the exclusive domain of public servants.  

 

Most participants from Queensland studied journalism and started their careers in the 

media industry. Their counterparts from the Netherlands appeared to have a similar 

level of education though the majority held a degree in communication or public 

relations rather than journalism. Departmental communication officers from 

Queensland and their fellow government communication professionals from the 

Netherlands were united in the fact that working in the public service was never a 

conscious career choice. Although participants in both groups stated they were 

driven by a genuine desire to make a difference, departmental communication 

officers from Queensland were not as happy with their working environment as their 

counterparts from the Netherlands. Much of their dissatisfaction seemed to stem from 

their antagonistic relationship with media advisors who, according to some 

interviewees were too dominant. The next chapter will explore the work practices of 

government communication professionals in Queensland.  
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6. Case study 1: Queensland 
 

6.1. Introduction 

In 2012 it was estimated that in the United States since 1980 the ratio of 

communication professionals to journalists had grown from 1:2 to one to almost four 

to one (Edgecliffe-Johnson 2012). Two years later, this figure had further increased 

to 4.6 to one (Greenslade 2014). As the literature review suggests, there is reason to 

believe that this explosion of public relations power is not confined to the United 

States nor to the corporate sector. Although an exact figure is not available, the 

number of communication professionals employed by the public service and working 

directly for those in power has dramatically increased recently (Ward 2007, p. 3). Not 

only within the government but also in the corporate sector public relations has 

become big business. As pointed out in the previous chapter, I not only spoke with 

former and current communication professionals in the public service but also with 

their colleagues who either worked or were still working directly for those in power.  

 

Participants in the study included current departmental communication officers 

“Abigail“ (QLD-1), “Alastair” (QLD-2) and “Sheryl” (QLD-3), former departmental 

communication officers “Karin” (QLD-4) and “Rita” (QLD-5), current media advisor 

“Lachlan” (QLD-6) as well as former media advisors “Damien” (QLD-7), “Henri” 

(QLD-8), “Lisa” (QLD-9) and “Seymour” (QLD-10). Finally, there was former state 

minister “Jane” (QLD-11). She not only shared her views on the work of government 

communication professionals in general, but also helped to reconstruct the events 

that had shaped their environment. In addition to open-ended questions to guide the 

conversation, each interview commenced with a series of ten statements. The 
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statements were based on findings from the literature review and invariably dealt with 

issues in relation to political systems, national cultures and the work practices of the 

interviewees. The most relevant responses to the statements have been included in 

this chapter. More responses can be found in the appendix. 

 

Four key findings emerged from the interviews in Queensland: First, several 

participants in the study recognised that Queensland society had masculine traits. 

Consistent with Williams (2009, pp. 16-18) they pointed to politicians who stand out 

for their populist tendencies and constituents who have a penchant for strong and 

charismatic leaders. They observed that in this respect Queensland was different 

from other states. The interviewees shared the observation that the state’s apparent 

penchant for strong, populist leaders was rooted in a unique set of geographical, 

economic and social conditions (see further section 6.2. Key Finding 1: Queensland’s 

unique political environment). Second, the restructure of the public service initiated 

by the Newman government in the wake of the landslide victory of the LNP during the 

2012 state election had not been without consequences for departmental 

communication officers. They complained among other things about a 

disproportionately heavy workload due to reduced staff numbers and said the 

operation had caused a toxic atmosphere (see further section 6.3. Key Finding 2: 

Political biases and ‘sympathies’). Third, and as previously observed, during the 

interviews it quickly emerged that departmental communication officers and media 

advisors had divergent interests and a different mindset. Departmental 

communication officers argued that while they were driven by a genuine desire to 

make a difference, their efforts were often hampered by media advisors who 

allegedly seized every opportunity they could possibly get to politicise the message. 

Not surprisingly, media advisors saw that differently (see further section 6.4. Key 
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Finding 3: Conflicting loyalties, conflicting priorities). Fourth, departmental 

communication officers and media advisors agreed that the role of the mass media 

was far from played out. On the contrary, they observed that newspapers, radio and 

TV would continue to play an important part in selling the message of the 

government. Meanwhile, media advisors argued that the use of spin was not only 

legitimate but simply a necessary evil to counterweight attacks from the opposition 

(see further section 6.5. Key Finding 4: Persuasive power of the mass media 

unparalleled). The above four key issues will be discussed in sections 6.2 to 6.6. 

 

6.2. Key Finding 1: Queensland’s unique political environment  

In section 2.3 it was noted that Queensland has long been considered a home to 

conservative political culture. Lower levels of education compared to the southern 

states reinforced base political values, with masculine and illiberal attitudes, 

predisposed to authoritarianism prevalent in rural and regional parts of the state 

(Williams 2009, p. 19). Although they argued that much had improved, several 

participants in the study shared the view that Queensland had remained what 

Williams (2009, pp. 16-18) described as a masculine state with politicians who stand 

out for their populist tendencies and constituents who have a penchant for strong and 

charismatic leaders. Former media advisor QLD-9 pointed to the label of The Deep 

North used by people from the southern states during the reign of conservative 

premier Joh Bjelke-Petersen in allusion to the Deep South of the United States and 

the socio-political stereotype associated with it (Wells 1979). QLD-9 was still a child 

when she moved from Melbourne to Brisbane. She remembered that it had taken 

considerable time to get used to her new living environment. QLD-9 recalled that 
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…in Victoria people used to poke fun of Queensland for it was corrupt and 
behind the times and unfortunately that turned out to be not far off from the 
truth. When I started working as a political reporter in 1987 Queensland was 
still pretty much the laughing stock of Australia. We were coming to the end of 
three decades of very conservative government that had completely debased 
the democratic institutions. It took a long way to rebuild what they had 
destroyed and in fact it’s still work in progress. It was a very fraught situation 
in Queensland (QLD-9, 2014). 

 

As noted previously, the Fitzgerald Inquiry (1987-1989) ultimately led to Bjelke-

Petersen’s downfall (Wear 2002, p. 186). By the time Bjelke-Petersen finally 

resigned, Queensland had long left the Westminster ideal and was “starting to adopt 

some of the attributes of the Third Reich” (Charlton 1988, p. 154; Dickie 1991, p. 

283). The existence of corruption was widely known but its extent and practical 

operation was not fully evident until Chairman Tony Fitzgerald submitted his final 

report on 3 July 1989 (Sampford 2010, p. 559). Queensland had been a unicameral 

state since 1922 and lacked an independent parliamentary committee system to 

oversee the operations of government (Sampford 2010, p. 560). By tweaking 

electoral boundaries – popularly but often inaccurately referred to as gerrymandering 

– Bjelke-Petersen’s government made it virtually impossible for any opposition party 

to assume office (Wear 2002, p. 206).  

 

The Bjelke-Petersen government was characterised by close and often opaque links 

between business and politics, and an, authoritarian, leadership style that vilified 

perceived enemies of the state (Hughes 1980, p. 10; Sampford 2010, p. 560). 

Sampford (2010, p. 560) observes that the modus operandi of the Bjelke-Petersen 

government included a laissez faire attitude to development unencumbered by 

environmental or moral constraints, an overt use of Christian moralism for policy 

justification, an ignorance of the doctrine of the separation of powers, and a 

politicised public service and police force that largely behaved as an extension of the 
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cabinet. Prior to the second half of the nineteenth century, a politicised public service 

was the norm in the English-speaking world, with vacancies being filled through 

partisan patronage and usually with little consideration of the competence of 

appointees (Colley 2005, p. 142). A crisis in administration in the United Kingdom led 

to the landmark Northcote-Trevelyan Report of 1853, which provided a blueprint for 

the transformation of the patronage system to a career service model. Subsequently, 

not only in the motherland but also in Australia reforms were made to foster a 

politically neutral career service in accordance with Westminster traditions. Mulgan 

(2007, p. 3) observes that politicisation may be invoked in two general areas: in 

relation to the methods of appointing and dismissing public servants and in relation to 

the activities in which public servants engage.  

 

Wear (2002, p. 190) observes during Bjelke-Petersen’s premiership, the public 

service in Queensland was characterised by centralised decision-making, lack of 

planning, lack of inquiry and analysis into problems, and inadequate information with 

which confidently to make recommendations. She describes the organisation during 

this era as “an old-fashioned one, relatively untouched by the public service inquiries 

and managerialist reforms undertaken by the commonwealth and other state 

jurisdictions” (Wear 2002, p. 190). Nevertheless, throughout his premiership the state 

public service often enjoyed annual growth rates well beyond population and labour 

force growth rates (Wear 2002, p. 190). According to Wear (2002, p. 190), the Bjelke-

Petersen government was so entrenched that there seemed no prospect of change, 

leading to what she describes as “cosy relationships” between the public service and 

those in power. Outsiders were kept at a distance: recruits from outside the state lost 

all prior entitlements upon relocating. Queensland was the only jurisdiction to not 

grant reciprocity but Bjelke-Petersen felt that people should be prepared to make 
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sacrifices in order to avail themselves of the benefits of working here. Most public 

servants entered at the base grade and worked their way through the various levels 

until retirement. Academic qualifications were rare (Wear 2002, pp. 191-197). The 

Fitzgerald Inquiry exposed, among other things, how the Bjelke-Petersen 

government had ushered in a culture of corruption that some critics believed only 

paralleled that of the New South Wales Rum Corps almost two centuries earlier 

(Sampford 2010, pp. 560-561).  

 

Although it had been nearly 30 years since Bjelke-Petersen resigned, departmental 

communication officers as well as media advisors observed a continuing Bjelke-

Petersen legacy. Former media advisor QLD-10 noted that despite the efforts of 

successive premiers to bring Queensland in line with the rest of Australia the state 

had “not entirely undeservedly” (QLD-10, 2014) continued to carry the Deep North 

stigma. In his view, the landslide victory of the LNP during the 2012 state election 

proved that the base political values with masculine and conservative attitudes 

observed by Williams (2009, p. 19) had endured.  

 

According to QLD-10 Queensland was still one of the most conservative states in 

Australia. “It would be compared to your Alabamas or your Louisianas and South 

Carolinas and places like that in the United States” (QLD-10, 2014). Consistent with 

Blainey (1966), Lacour-Gayet (1976) and Charlton (1988), current media advisor 

QLD-6 noted that the geographical, economic and social conditions of Queensland 

had brought about “a certain toughness” (QLD-6, 2014) in people. QLD-6 argued that 

the remoteness of the capital from the rest of the state caused people in rural and 

regional parts of the state to be hardly interested in politics. QLD-6 observed that 

Queensland’s unique political environment and its distinct culture posed some 
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challenges for government communication professionals. He argued that the majority 

were not interested in politics or governance and “just want to get on with their lives” 

(QLD-6, 2014). Therefore, it was often difficult to attract their attention, properly 

explain policy or evoke their passion. Other interviewees arrived at similar 

observations. According to current departmental communication officers QLD-1 and 

QLD-2 much of their efforts were directed at the mass media and they observed that 

the level of interaction with citizens was relatively low. Instead, there was a general 

expectation that journalists would turn information in readily-digestible chunks and 

spread the message for them (see further section 6.5.).  

 

Several other interviewees noted that while culturally Queensland may still be 

different from other parts of Australia, in terms of politics and governance the gap 

had narrowed. They pointed among other things to the establishment of an 

independent electoral commission by the Goss government in 1992 that put an end 

to the practice of gerrymandering and the implementation of freedom of information 

legislation during the same year. The Goss government (1989-1995) also reinstated 

the parliamentary committee system (Prenzler 2009, p. 577). Former media advisor 

QLD-9 boasted that former Premier Peter Beattie had “changed the face of 

Queensland”. Beattie introduced the idea of community cabinet meetings, giving 

citizens throughout Queensland an opportunity to meet cabinet members and raise 

matters of concern (McCann 2012).  

 

The whole cabinet of 18 or so ministers plus departmental heads from 
directors-general to other senior officials would go to visit various regional 
centres. It was taking democracy to the people and that still continues today 
under the Newman government. It was adopted federally as well. It is a 
wonderful thing (QLD-9, 2014).    
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One participant in the study pointed to what she described as a growing cultural 

disparity between the southeast corner of Queensland and the rest of the state. She 

observed that while Brisbane had always been ahead of the others the city was likely 

to increase its lead as mass immigration from non-Anglo countries was drastically 

altering the ethnic composition of the population and bringing new ideas.  

 

Brisbane used to be very white but recently it has become a very multicultural 
place. Particularly the Asian and Middle Eastern communities are starting to 
really participate and wanting political influence (QLD-9, 2014).  

 

QLD-9 remonstrated that despite immigration, the decentralised nature of 

Queensland and the fact that more than half of the population lived in rural, regional 

and provincial areas meant political values including the masculine and illiberal 

attitudes as observed by Williams (2009, p. 19) were likely to dominate the state’s 

political landscape for some time. As previously noted, while former media advisor 

QLD-9 moved from Melbourne as a child two other interviewees had their roots 

overseas. Current departmental communication officers QLD-1 and QLD-2 were born 

in Europe and moved to Australia when they were adults. QLD-2 remembered the 

early days of his life in Queensland as a challenging time. He migrated from Ireland 

during the early 1980s in pursuit of a better life. After he had arrived QLD-2 started to 

realise that Queensland was not exactly what he had hoped it would be. “I had come 

from a country where politics were very corrupt but in Queensland it was even worse” 

(QLD-2, 2014). It didn’t take long until QLD-2 experienced the oppressiveness of the 

state by himself. Recounting an anecdote:  

 

It was a Sunday night around eight o’clock. I had spent the day on the Gold 
Coast and got off the bus in Brisbane. I was walking along Ann Street in the 
CBD and there was nobody around. It was dead. Then a police car came up 
behind me. They put on their lights and asked me what I was doing. Two 
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officers came out and they went rifling through my bag. I got the full body 
search. I would never have expected that. It was really bad. You could see 
the social injustices everywhere (QLD-2, 2014). 

 

QLD-2 said in the beginning he had problems understanding the people of 

Queensland. Although they spoke the same language he noticed they behaved 

differently from what he was accustomed.  

 

People were polite but…underneath that politeness, they were actually 
thinking something else. Whereas back home, they would tell you to your 
face. I found them a bit hypocritical dare I say (QLD-2, 2014).  

 

QLD-2 obtained a university degree in journalism but due to his accent he could not 

find an employer willing to give him go.  

 

It didn’t matter to them that I graduated with top honours. I was going for a job 
at Channel Nine and I was up against another person and this happened to 
me a few times. I was up against somebody else and they finally said the only 
reason we won’t employ you is your accent. We don’t like your accent, people 
won’t understand you. And the same thing with The Courier-Mail, I was going 
for a job and I came second again and they said oh, no, we don’t understand 
you (QLD-2, 2014).   

 

According to QLD-2 his experience was telling of what he describes as a culture 

where it did not matter what you knew but who you knew; a culture also of fear and 

mistrust of outsiders, and even of locals who failed to fit the Queensland mould 

(Williams 2009, p. 17). QLD-2 argued that while on the surface Brisbane might have 

become a world city; deep below it still bore traces of the overgrown country town 

that had given him such a hard time. A general atmosphere of anti-intellectualism 

combined with a general lack of opportunities for white-collar workers caused some 

people to be suspicious of newcomers and protective of their jobs, a trait that 

according to QLD-2 had been amplified by the restructure of the public service 
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initiated by the incoming Newman government. Other departmental communication 

officers made similar observations. QLD-3 lamented the level of red tape adding 

there was a lack of trust among colleagues, making their jobs harder than necessary.  

 

Every little thing has to be approved by a senior official. People are covering 
their arse because nobody wants to get in trouble (QLD-3, 2014). 

 

After having worked for several years as a freelance journalist and public relations 

advisor, QLD-2 eventually found his current job with the public service. He was hired 

after a lengthy selection process that started with addressing a list of selection 

criteria, a standard procedure in government recruitment designed to ensure that all 

applicants are given an equal chance of getting the job. While the “it doesn’t matter 

what you know but who you know culture” (QLD-3, 2014) may not have hindered 

QLD-2 and other departmental communication officers to get a public service job, 

media advisors were usually recruited through existing networks. It was a friend who 

introduced former media advisor QLD-8 to the chief of staff of a minister in the then-

Bligh government.  

 

I had a couple of mates in the Labor Party and when they heard that I was 
looking for work, they said with all those amazing things I had done in my life I 
would make an excellent media advisor. So I threw my resume in and they 
called me three days later and they said, come in for an interview tomorrow 
(QLD-8, 2014).  

  

Former media advisor QLD-10 argued that the ostensibly cursory selection process 

had neither anything to do with cronyism or fear and mistrust of outsiders nor was it 

typical for Queensland. He explained it was simply the consequence of a fast-paced 

environment in which there was absolutely no time for loitering. According to QLD-10 

another reason to rely on referrals was because politicians wanted to know whom 
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they were dealing with. Party membership was regarded as an advantage but not a 

prerequisite. Current media advisor QLD-6 said he had always refused to become a 

party member fearing it could hamper his career prospects outside politics.  

 

You tend to get branded a bit in our profession. I have sort of moved in and 
out of the job to go back to the mainstream, or to go back to a newspaper, or 
an organisation, or work for a not-for-profit, and I just always felt that if you’re 
going to do that, then it’s easier not to be a member, so that, there are no 
questions about your independence or bringing an unbiased attitude to any 
sort of discussions (QLD-6, 2014). 

 

6.3. Key Finding 2: Political biases and ‘sympathies’  

The interviews took place at a time when the public service had just gone through a 

major restructure initiated by the incoming conservative Newman government, which 

had resulted in the retrenchment of nearly 14,000 employees. The operation had not 

been without consequences for departmental communication officers. They 

complained among other things about a disproportionately heavy workload due to 

reduced staff numbers and said the operation had caused a toxic atmosphere. 

Former departmental communication officer QLD-4 observed that some colleagues 

became “quite frantic” (QLD-4, 2014) due to the uncertainty that surrounded them. It 

quickly emerged that political biases and sympathies play a role in the work practices 

of government communication professionals in Queensland. Departmental 

communication officer QLD-2 said things were not made easier by the fact that most 

public servants were ideologically strongly opposed to the Newman government. 

According to fellow departmental communication officer QLD-1 it was “fair to say that 

the majority of us have left-wing sympathies” (QLD-1, 2014). Former departmental 

communication officer QLD-4 observed that she and her colleagues tried to “keep the 

politics out of it as much as possible” (QLD-4, 2014) but admitted her team was “very 
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left-leaning” (QLD-4, 2014). “It’s not something we talked about but it was just 

obvious from their behaviour” (QLD-4, 2014). QLD-4 alleged that, as could be 

expected after many years of Labor rule, left-wing sympathies were prevalent 

throughout the organisation right to the top. “I’m pretty sure that my manager was a 

card-carrying member of the Labor Party too” (QLD-4, 2014). 

 

QLD-2 went a step further and suggested that there had “always been a degree of 

politicisation” (QLD-2, 2014). According to the departmental communication officer 

especially in the higher ranks of the public service “there used to be a fair bit of 

cronyism” which in his words “trickled down to the lower strata of the organisation” 

(QLD-2, 2014). QLD-3 had noticed something similar. “Friends appointed friends… 

especially in the more senior roles,” she recounted (QLD-3, 2014). QLD-1 on the 

other hand believed it wasn’t so much cronyism as much as “a form of natural 

selection” (QLD-1, 2014) as the ALP held on to power. Although she was never 

asked to declare her allegiance QLD-1 imagined politics did play a role in the 

recruitment process of public servants. QLD-2  went so far as to assert their left-wing 

sympathies had caused some departmental communication officers to lose their 

ability to think critically, hence creating a “cult relationship” (QLD-2, 2014) in which 

they had lost their impartiality without realising it. 

 

Whatever the minister wanted, there was just this sense of pleasing all the 
time. They say jump, you ask how high. Anything the Bligh government did 
was fantastic. Alternative views were not liked. We were not independent. 
Rather than looking after the people of Queensland, it makes us look after the 
minister and his or her whims, which puts huge question marks over the 
whole sense of democracy in the state because if we’re not separate, we’re 
just a tool of government (QLD-2, 2014). 
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QLD-1 observed that while criticism of those in power was never particularly 

appreciated, the risk of retaliation had substantially increased since the Newman 

government had taken office. “I would probably have got away with under the 

previous government but with these guys there’s no way,” QLD-1 observed. Fellow 

departmental communication officer QLD-3 was not so sure whether criticism of 

those in power would result in dismissal. 

 

But it’s quite likely that your life could be made either really so difficult you 
might choose to leave yourself or they may find some sneaky way to get rid of 
you. My former executive director for example, she wasn’t made redundant in 
the restructure but the minister didn’t like her so her position got downgraded. 
She was then offered to accept a reduced pay rate or take redundancy (QLD-
3, 2014).   

 

Campbell Newman took office as the 38th premier of Queensland on 26 March 2012 

after a landslide victory during the state election two days earlier. Newman spent 13 

years as an army engineer and would later serve almost two four-year terms as the 

Lord Mayor of Brisbane via a public relations campaign that presented him as the 

energetic “Can Do Campbell”. At the launch of his campaign for the 2012 state 

election Newman announced a reworked version of the slogan “Can Do 

Queensland”. Despite criticism from his own ranks for his accession to the role of 

leader from outside of parliament public support for Newman remained strong 

(McKenna 2011). Although the defeat of the Bligh government and the return of 

conservative politics to Queensland had not come unexpectedly many were shocked 

by the large number of votes for the LNP. Even worse than the opinion polls had 

predicted, from a comfortable 51 seats out of 89 seats by the start of the second 

Bligh government in 2009, the ALP tumbled to a mere seven.  
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Much to the dismay of the interviewees, the LNP jumped from 34 to 78 seats winning 

the largest majority in the history of Queensland. Outgoing premier Anna Bligh quietly 

left the political arena while former Bligh government minister Annastacia Palaszczuk 

became leader of the opposition. Newman had barely been sworn in when the new 

premier already confirmed he would press ahead with plans for a restructure of the 

public service. He declared the operation was necessary to reduce expenditure and 

get Queensland’s debt-ridden economy back on track. After two years the number of 

public servants had been reduced from 240,597 to 228,597 — just two-thousand 

short of the target (Queensland Government 2014). Although it remained unclear 

how many of those let go were involved in government communication, the 

departmental communication officers consulted for the case study alleged they had 

lost a considerable number of colleagues. Departmental communication officers on 

temporary contracts left as soon as their term ended. Others accepted a redundancy 

package, went on early retirement or simply moved on. Those who stayed behind 

were facing an uncertain future as nobody knew what as to come.  

 

Departmental communication officer QLD-2 alleged that rather than an economic 

necessity the restructure of the public service was “a clean-up operation” (QLD-2, 

2014) by the Newman government to dispose themselves of potentially hostile 

elements. According to QLD-2 the Newman government did not trust public servants 

that were appointed under the ALP. And probably for a good reason, as former and 

current departmental communication officers consulted observed that in spite of their 

impartiality requirement most public servants made no secret of the fact they had 

little affinity for the right side of politics. They did not only loathe the LNP but also 

seemed to fear them. QLD-2 said their overwhelming parliamentary majority 

combined with the ostensible lack of consultation surrounding the restructure had 
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made some people suspicious that ‘Can Do Campbell’ would reveal himself as the 

new Bjelke-Petersen. According to media advisor QLD-9 the first signs of things to 

come were already visible.  

 

I’m sad for Queensland. A lot of the improvements made under the Labor 
Party over the last decades are put in jeopardy by the Newman government. 
Public servants are robbed of their tenure and get demoralised. And just the 
general loss of compassion and concern for those who need it most. It’s really 
concerning (QLD-9, 2014).  

 

While the interviewees seemed to regard a lack of employment security for media 

advisors as an acceptable occupational hazard, the loss of tenure for departmental 

communication officers caused widespread concern. Departmental communication 

officer QLD-1 argued that the restructure, the uncertainty it caused in terms of 

employment as well as what she regarded as a lack of respect for the public service 

from the Newman government had disheartened her and her colleagues. QLD-1 

observed that she did what she was asked to and refused to do more than she was 

required to do. 

 

Actually, I feel embarrassed to tell people I’m a public servant. Newman has 
made us look like a bunch of lazy fat cats. Why would I do my best for these 
hypocrites? I wouldn’t mind to be offered a severance pay (QLD-1, 2014). 

 

Departmental communication officer QLD-3 said the restructure had decimated her 

unit and it could not be excluded that more jobs would be shed. Approximately 75 per 

cent of her colleagues had been made redundant. A positive team spirit had made 

way for mutual distrust and infighting. 

 

There was originally about fifty or so staff and after the restructure there were 
fifteen of us left. It’s really frustrating. Previously, people I knew were quite 
cheerful and always happy to help. Now they are like, I haven’t got time, 
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sorry. They have become pretty grumpy and uncooperative. It is like they are 
trying to make themselves look really valuable to justify their position (QLD-3, 
2014). 

 

QLD-3 said compared to the Bligh government the new regime had dramatically 

increased the level of managerial control.  

 

They micromanage every detail and want you to seek permission for anything 
that goes out. There are lots of layers to get through (QLD-3, 2014).  
 

 

QLD-2 brought out a copy of a flow chart distributed to him and his colleagues. The 

diagram showed the approval process public servants were now supposed to follow 

before they were allowed to put out press releases.  

 

They want to cut red tape but if you look at this you get a different impression. 
We stick to the process to save our butts but actually it’s unworkable (QLD-2, 
2014). 

 

QLD-2 believed that while most departmental communication officers made a real 

effort to live up to their impartiality requirement as outlined in the Code of Conduct for 

the Queensland Public Service 2011, the top-down structure in which they operated 

made it very difficult to go against the will their superiors. QLD-1 described the Code 

of Conduct as “a joke” and observed that particularly in the run-up to the 2012 state 

election the line between government communication and political communication 

was blurring as the Bligh government took hit after hit in the opinion polls and was 

desperately looking for good news in a last-ditch attempt to lure back voters. QLD-1 

claimed that media advisors developed a habit of disguising political messages as 

factual information. Press releases were heavily edited by the minister’s office before 

being distributed on behalf of the department. QLD-2 observed that media advisors 
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often deliberately pushed the boundaries in order to “make things look better” (QLD-

2, 2014) than they really were. 

 

It’s been kind of seeping in, bit by bit. Mind you, the previous government 
used to do the same thing, they used to take our press releases, now there 
was nothing we could do about it because the minute they go to the minister’s 
office, they are out of our hands. This is how it works and what they do: they 
send them out to the local member, the local member changes the name from 
whoever the minister was to their name and then puts it under their electorate 
(QLD-2, 2014). 

 

In Chapter 3, it was observed that during the Bjelke-Petersen’s rule the entire 

institutional fabric of Queensland had been manipulated and politicised to broaden 

support for Bjelke-Petersen and his National Party and maintain power. The Premier 

presided over an era infamous for its politicisation of the public service, nepotism, 

conflicts of interest and official corruption. It was also observed that since the 

Fitzgerald Inquiry, successive governments have made considerable efforts to 

increase transparency. However, according to QLD-1 the term transparency was a 

relative concept. She was cynical about their good intentions.  

 

I never found them honest no matter which party was in power. It’s not that 
they go out and lie. They don’t have to do that. It’s much more sophisticated. 
All they have to do is control the content and put particular views up (QLD-1, 
2014).  

 

The interviewees remembered the Bjelke-Petersen era as a dark chapter in the 

history of Queensland. The Fitzgerald Inquiry and the subsequent return to power of 

the Labor Party were viewed as the beginning of a better, more progressive future. 

However, consistent with Prenzler (2009, p. 580), who argued that Queensland’s 

system of government had remained “ordinary” former departmental communication 

officer QLD-5 declared that while the situation initially improved when she joined the 
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public service, after several years complacency set in. QLD-3 said she and her 

colleagues “tried very hard” (QLD-3, 2014) to keep government communication 

honest and transparent but stressed they were dependent on the people above them.  

 

For example, when it comes to press releases, the minister’s office may sit on 
it for a while and wait for a good time…wait for a distraction and then slip it 
out quietly and hope that nobody notices. We can’t always prevent that (QLD-
3, 2014). 

 

6.4. Key Finding 3: Conflicting loyalties, conflicting priorities 

In the introductory chapter I noted that during my internship with a Queensland 

government department in 2009 the departmental communication officers I worked 

with lamented that most of the time they simply ran errands for media advisors who 

worked directly for those in power and whose main goal it was to generate significant 

positive publicity for their political masters. They complained about what they 

described as “an unequal power relationship” in which media advisors would not 

hesitate to draw public servants into the work of spin. Although several years had 

passed the departmental communication officers consulted for this case study 

expressed nearly identical criticism. As observed in section 5.2, during the interviews 

it quickly emerged that departmental communication officers and media advisors had 

divergent interests. Moreover, their relationship appeared to be professional yet 

antagonistic. The departmental communication officers seemed to be genuinely 

concerned with the relationship between citizens and the government declaring they 

were driven by a desire to make a difference.  

 

QLD-1 for example left her job as a tabloid reporter in the United Kingdom and 

subsequently pursued a public service career in Queensland in the hope it would 
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enable her to "finally contribute something positive to society” (QLD-1, 2014). 

However, the focus of the media advisors was directed at the mass media. They 

prepared press releases, dealt with media enquiries, negotiated interviews, planned 

doorstops and other media events, and monitored coverage. In doing so, they 

occupied a key role between ministers, government departments and the media 

(Ward 2007, p. 7). Former and current departmental communication officers declared 

in the past they responded to media inquiries too. However, already under the Bligh 

government this responsibility had been taken away from them.  

 

Perhaps the most notorious media advisor in the history of Queensland was Bjelke-

Petersen’s spin-doctor Allen Callaghan (Charlton 1988, p. 79). He described his role 

as being “to promote the government, promote the premier and also to more or less 

be an intelligence service” (Wear 2002, p. 215). Bjelke-Petersen and the mass media 

maintained an ambiguous relationship. In Chapter 3, I noted that political historians 

described how the former Premier was quick to punish journalists who offended him, 

either by withdrawing government advertising, by denying interviews and, eventually, 

by issuing defamation writs. Anyone who wrote critical articles about him risked 

becoming the subject of rumour mongering or harassment (Wear 2002, pp. 211-214). 

Ward found that the employment of media advisors in Australia has been traced back 

to 1918 (2007, p. 6). He observed that by the early 1930s it had become the 

established practice that prime ministers should recruit a senior journalist to serve as 

a press secretary in their private office. Subsequently, this custom was gradually 

extended to include other senior ministers. Over time, their role evolved, just as their 

numbers multiplied. Also at a state level media advisors have become a central part 

of the organisation. Many of them have a background in journalism. As media advisor 

QLD-6 put it: “We know how journalists think, what they want and when they want it 
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because we were journalists ourselves” (QLD-6, 2014). By 2007, an estimated 4,000 

former journalists worked for federal and state governments. Savage and Tiffen 

(2007, p. 20) observe that in a complaint common across the country, it was asserted 

that the Beattie government employed more journalists than The Courier-Mail. 

Knowing him personally, former media advisor QLD-9 said she admired Beattie.  

 

People say he was obsessed with spinning but I don’t share that view. No one 
liked the camera more than Peter but every word he said came straight from 
his heart (QLD-9, 2014). 

 

In section 3.2 Gaber portrayed media advisors as an unscrupulous bunch of spin-

doctors prepared to do anything to keep their political masters in power (Gaber 2000, 

pp. 60-70). Other authors pointed to the development of a “PR state” in which 

governments deploy media advisors and other communication professionals to 

promote policy and outmanoeuvre their opponents. Tiernan (2005, 2007) observed a 

general lack of accountability and argued that ministerial staff had too much power 

compared to public servants. Former media advisor QLD-9 remained unmoved by 

the opprobrium. “They call us spin-doctors but we all have a bit of a laugh about it” 

(QLD-9, 2014). Media advisor QLD-6 admitted his and his colleagues’ purpose was 

to help those in power win the next election. However, according to QLD-9 the 

competitive spirit of media advisor did not mean they were not idealistic. On the 

contrary, QLD-9 regarded her work for the minister as a way of “making the world a 

better place” (QLD-9, 2014).  

 

I’ve always been crazy about politics. When I was a little girl and they asked 
me what I wanted to be I always said that I wanted to be the first female 
Prime Minister of Australia. I just love the campaigning. I love the contest of 
ideas. I love politics. Because politics is the way that we change things (QLD-
9, 2014). 
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Former media advisor QLD-10 said he was not surprised that departmental 

communication officers were no longer allowed to respond to media inquiries without 

permission from the minister’s office. He observed that departmental communication 

officers lacked the knowledge and skills to speak on behalf of the government. 

Labelling the standard of the public service as “a disgrace” (QLD-10, 2014), the 

former media advisor argued that departmental communication officers were unable 

to understand “the political dimension” (QLD-10, 2014) of their work.  

 

They don’t actually appreciate what the minister’s office wants. They see 
them as unnecessary or just more of a nuisance. They are going to neither 
praise the government nor criticise the opposition. They see their role as 
providing the facts for the communication — not to provide any type of sales 
or marketing. They are about giving you the message but politics is about 
selling the message (QLD-10, 2014). 

 

The former state minister (QLD-11) consulted for this case study had a similar 

impression. Whereas media advisors were “incredibly important” (QLD-11, 2014) to 

this interviewe they couldn’t care less about departmental communication officers. 

 

I don’t think they were very good value. Too bureaucratic, useless really, I 
never found a public servant who could write a speech or even write a good 
media release. The press releases that they would send up, I didn’t rate. The 
speeches that they sent up, I never used (QLD-11, 2014).  

 

Former media advisor QLD-8 argued that it was necessary to control information to 

prevent it from being used against those in power.  

 

Ultimately, the minister needs to be aware of whatever they are 
communicating. It’s not about manipulating that message. It’s just that they 
have to know about it because at the end of the day they are responsible 
(QLD-8, 2014). 
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As much as they appreciated the idea of an impartial public service the media 

advisor argued that departmental communications officers had to be aware of the 

fact they operated within a politically-driven environment and were therefore bound to 

the will of those in power. Several departmental communication officers said they felt 

uncomfortable with the unequal power relationship between them and media 

advisors. However, they had accepted the fact there was not much they could do 

about it. According to former departmental communication officer QLD-5, it was 

“simply the way government works” (QLD-5, 2014). Departmental communication 

officer QLD-2 admitted that he never got along well with media advisors regardless of 

which side of politics they were on. “If they aren’t shouting or stomping, they either 

have their own agenda, are lazy or simply don’t care” (QLD-2, 2014). QLD-2 was of 

the opinion that media advisors had too much influence on government 

communication as “they can just about veto anything if they want to” (QLD-2, 2014).  

 

Everything we do feeds into the ministerial machinery anyway. The only 
output we have got in the department is what we put on the website and a lot 
of that is cleared and vetted by the minister’s office as well before it goes up 
there. If they don’t like something, they just forget about it (QLD-2, 2014). 

 

In section 3.3, Head (2007, p. 39) warned that when elected leaders are largely 

motivated by organisational private-interest considerations, that is, maintaining 

incumbency, public-interest considerations are necessarily diminished and additional 

pressures are placed on public servants to be complicit with partisan 

communications. However, former media advisor QLD-9 argued that because those 

in power had a mandate to govern, they also had a mandate to communicate as they 

saw fit. Nevertheless, as far as QLD-9 could remember departmental communication 

officers had never been draw into the work of spin.  
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The minister can put out anything as long as it’s true. The buck stops with 
him. But you’d never ask public servants to act politically (QLD-9, 2014).  

 

QLD-9 reasoned that the mandate to communicate meant that government 

communication was coloured by definition regardless whether it came from the public 

service or the minister’s office. 

 

It can’t be objective or impartial. And that is for a good reason, because in a 
democracy the message has to reflect the program of the government (QLD-
9, 2014). 

 

Mulgan (2007, p. 576) observed that it is not uncommon for ministers to attribute their 

comments to their department. By doing so, they not only sound more reliable but 

they also hedge themselves in case the information turns out to be incorrect. 

However, according to departmental communication officer QLD-1 it went much 

further than that. She alleged that media advisors willingly politicised government 

communication in an attempt to let those in power shine and make the opposition 

look bad. She claimed that particularly under the Bligh government media releases 

were heavily edited by the minister’s office before distribution by the department. 

 

It was the same everywhere. We supplied the basis, they tweaked it. 
Especially if something was going bad, media advisors tinkered the words, 
sent it back to us and said: you issue it. I have seen some pretty unpalatable 
things (QLD-1, 2014). 

 

According to QLD-1 another common tactic used by media advisors was to delay 

announcements or supress information altogether. The departmental communication 

officer claimed she had seen it happen “many times” (QLD-1, 2014). 

 

There was a great study done a few years ago by the department. It looked at 
how to help businesses move over to a carbon-neutral, green economy. A 
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brilliant piece of work but the Bligh government ignored it because they were 
getting hammered so much by the opposition and the mass media that it no 
longer suited them politically. It just sat there on the shelf. Never heard of it 
again (QLD-1, 2014).  

 

QLD-1 alleged that most of the information distributed by the public service was 

redesigned by media advisors to serve the interests of those in power.  

 

It’s propaganda. We only get one angle and it’s always positive news. We 
would never include contrary views let alone criticize our own policy. They 
would never allow that because it would cost them votes (QLD-1, 2014). 

 

Former media advisor QLD-9 downplayed the allegations. She argued there was “a 

difference between propaganda and steering perceptions” (QLD-9, 2014). 

 

Privately, we do it every single day. If my friend says to me ‘does my bum 
look big in these jeans?’ of course I’m not going to tell her it does. I will tell her 
that she looks gorgeous. It’s not that I lie to her. I just don’t want to give her 
the impression that the size of her bum is all that matters. I think people 
accept that governments have a program and there is going to be a political 
message around that. I don’t think anyone these days expects the 
government to put out an unvarnished policy (QLD-9, 2014). 

 

Former media advisor QLD-7 argued that media advisors were “not there to 

constantly cover up things” (QLD-7, 2014). 

 

That’s a bit of a stereotype. You can’t be there to cover things up all the time 
because it’s not sustainable. At the same time, you don’t need to proactively 
release unnecessarily embarrassing information just for the sake of it. It’s got 
to be in the public interest (QLD-7, 2014). 

 

It was found that the media advisors regarded their involvement in government 

communication as a natural consequence of the Westminster model of democracy in 

which one party controls the government. In the review of the literature in Chapter 3, 

Mulgan (2007, pp. 271-272) observed that the impartiality requirement for public 
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servants, as outlined in the Code of Conduct for the Queensland Public Service 

2011, cannot be taken literally. He argued that although by convention they abstain 

from partisan communications, the reality is that the public service is not neutral 

between the government and the opposition but is rather obliged not only to serve 

those in power but often against the interests of the other side. Consistent with these 

observations, they regarded the line between government communication and 

political communication as a theoretical principle rather something that could be 

maintained in everyday practice. Media advisor QLD-6 argued that the main objective 

was to highlight the achievements of the government. He said he was surprised to 

learn how things were done in some other parts of the world. 

 

I looked through a couple of government websites from the United States and 
came across statements like in New York where a fairly low-level bureaucrat 
announced a multimillion project. I couldn’t believe what I saw. The same 
wouldn’t happen in Queensland. Here, the minister would want to take the 
credits (QLD-6, 2014).     

 

Despite former media advisor QLD-9’s reassurances that no additional pressures 

were placed on public servants to be complicit with partisan communications, some 

departmental communication officers had a different experience. QLD-1 claimed that 

while it was often unclear who was in charge of what, some media advisors did not 

hesitate to use their authority to get things their way. Most departmental 

communication officers said they collaborated with media advisors to the best of their 

ability but they admitted that it was not without some reluctance. QLD-1, QLD-2 and 

QLD-3 declared they attached much value to the impartiality requirement and their 

ability to provide frank and fearless advice. However, in line with earlier observations 

by Head (2007, pp. 39-46) they felt that as a consequence of the dominant position 

of ministerial staff they were restricted in their ability to carry out this aspect of their 
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work. Formally, media advisors might not be their superiors but QLD-2 noted they 

had the capacity to “make your life quite difficult” (QLD-2, 2014).  

 

You don’t want to strain the relationship. You have to put up with them 
whether you like it or not (QLD-2, 2014). 

 

The departmental communication officers stressed the antagonistic power 

relationship with media advisors dated from before the arrival of the Newman 

government. In fact, some observed, despite their ideological differences, their 

collaboration with the incoming group of media advisors had been relatively 

constructive. Departmental communication officer QLD-3 even described them as 

“fantastic” (QLD-3, 2014).  

 

They appreciated any help that we could give them. Perhaps it’s because 
they are new and they know that without us they wouldn’t get anywhere 
(QLD-3, 2014).  

 

QLD-1 had no complaints either, stating that they were “clean as a sheet” (QLD-1, 

2014). “I find it difficult to work for them but I have nothing against them at a personal 

level” (QLD-1, 2014). 

 

6.5. Key Finding 4: Persuasive power of the mass media  

For politicians, publicity is indispensable to success. Savage and Tiffen (2007, p. 79) 

describe the relationship between those in power and the mass media as “mutually 

advantageous and mutually dangerous”, as journalists provide the publicity that is 

necessary for politicians, but also expose them to critical and potentially damaging 

scrutiny (Savage and Tiffen 2007, p. 80). Chapter 3 presented past research, which 

noted that the mass media are believed to play a pivotal role in the development of 
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the PR state (Gaber 2000, 2007). In line with these observations, departmental 

communication officers and media advisors consulted for this case study agreed that 

despite the advent of the network society the role of the mass media was far from 

played out. On the contrary, they argued that the agenda-setting role of radio, 

television and newspapers was still unrivalled. Former media advisor QLD-10 for 

example was sceptical about the suggestion that online platforms such as LinkedIn 

and Facebook could replace the more traditional channels of communication.  

 

They can be very handy for certain forms communication but we are still very 
much in a social media honeymoon. It’s way too early to write off the mass 
media. Let’s wait another ten years and see what happens (QLD-10, 2014).  

 

According to former media advisor QLD-9, the persuasive power of the mass media 

was unparalleled. She believed that radio, television and newspapers continue to 

play a pivotal role in “selling the message” of those in power. 

 

During the 20th century, there have been various attempts to explain the effects of the 

mass media on the political process. In the early 1920s, early theorists such as 

Harold Lasswell (1927) advanced what is now summarised as the “bullet” or 

“hypodermic” account of media influence. The skilful propagandist could so mould 

the content of a broadcast that it unerringly stimulated the audience’s dispositions 

and preconceptions to produce a desired response (Stockwell 2010, p. 114). 

According to Stockwell, this “strong effects theory held that the mass media was a 

vehicle through which selected content could “shape opinion and belief, change 

habits of life, actively mould behaviour and impose political systems”. Although the 

rise of the Nazi Party (1920-1945) and their use of propaganda were seen as a 

confirmation of the strong effects of the mass media, by the early 1940s the strong 
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effects theory was under empirical challenge from American researchers who 

claimed that exposure to campaign information communicated through the mass 

media had only “minimal effect”. By the 1970s, with the proliferation of television the 

“strong effects theory” made a comeback (Stockwell 2010, pp. 114-116).  

 

As observed in section 3.2, Herman and Chomsky (2002) argue that while in a 

democracy the mass media are supposed to be “independent and committed to 

discovering and reporting the truth”, the reality is that “the powerful are able to fix the 

premises of the discourse, to decide what the general populace is allowed to see, 

hear and think about and to manage public opinion by regular propaganda 

campaigns” (Herman and Chomsky 2002, p. xi). Chomsky (1996, p. 29) stated that 

their book was inspired by Australian social psychologist Alex Carey and his research 

into propaganda in Australia and the United States. Carey (1995) argues that far from 

being a natural outcome of market forces, the hegemony of corporations is the result 

of a consciously pursued goal (Carey and Lohrey 1995, p. 104). As the mass media 

are in the hands of a small group of businessmen, information and opinion that they 

will carry tends to be limited to their own values (Cook 2004, p. 170). Alternative 

voices are shouted down (Stockwell 2007, p. 138) while the use of persuasion and 

spin blur the line between facts and fiction (Stokes et al. 2004, p. 1). 

 

Several interviewees pointed to the historically ambiguous relationship between 

those in power and the mass media in Queensland. Savage and Tiffen (2007, p. 79) 

argue that the relationship between those in power and the mass media is marked by 

mutual dependence and mutual vulnerability. They explain that while reporters are 

looking for good stories and where possible a scoop, politicians are seeking positive 

publicity for themselves and negative publicity for their opponents. The mass media 
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provides necessary exposure but also poses a risk in terms of potentially damaging 

scrutiny. Former media advisor QLD-9 argued that while she appreciated that public 

servants wanted to keep government communication as factual as possible, spin was 

often necessary to ensure citizens understood the merits of policy and legislation. 

Moreover, she argued that the use of spin was not only legitimate but simply a 

necessary evil to counterweight attacks from the opposition aided by sensation-

seeking journalists. QLD-9 seemed to regard the blurring line between government 

communication and political communication as collateral damage, not ideal but 

unfortunately inevitable. QLD-8 came to a similar conclusion. He observed that 

newspapers such as The Courier-Mail would not hesitate to use their power to make 

or break political careers and send governments back to the opposition. 

 

We have got an overwhelmingly conservative newspaper in Brisbane 
determined to find the cracks in anything good that you are doing. They 
manage to always find something negative even if the story is essentially 
positive. This is what encourages spin because you want them to look at 
something else (QLD-8, 2014). 

 

The former state minister (QLD-11) who was consulted for this case study suggested 

that despite significant progress in other areas the relationship between those in 

power and the mass media had remained ambiguous. She was particularly critical of 

The Courier-Mail which in her opinion had been poised to bring down the Bligh 

government in favour of Campbell Newman and the LNP. The former state minister 

(QLD-11) lamented the extraordinary concentration of media ownership in Australia 

which she argued had led to superficial reporting. She pointed to the fact that the 

newspaper industry is dominated by two corporations, Rupert Murdoch's News 

Corporation and John Fairfax Holdings. Murdoch-owned titles account for nearly two-
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thirds of metropolitan circulation and Fairfax-owned papers account for a further 

quarter (Jones and Pusey, 2008 p. 587).  

 

According to the former state minister (QLD-11) not only the quality of the newspaper 

industry had gone down, also the standard of television journalism left a lot to be 

desired in her opinion. “We used to have nightly reporting of state affairs on the ABC. 

That has all disappeared and we are left with a pathetic half an hour show on Friday 

night,” she said in reference to the ABC’s 7.30 Queensland program (QLD-11, 2014). 

The former state minister (QLD-11) argued that the situation was not helped by the 

fact that many talented journalists had left Queensland in pursuit of career 

opportunities elsewhere. Consistent with Young (2013, p. 104), who argued that 

declining audiences, revenues and staff numbers have the mass media more 

receptive to information that is neatly packaged and readily available the former state 

minister (QLD-11) observed that those who had remained were more gullible than 

ever. “Because they are not high calibre they just accept the government’s view of 

the world without looking further afield because that’s easy” (QLD-11, 2014). 

However, in line with Cook (2004, p. 173), who observed individual items covered on 

radio and television today are rarely given more than three minutes, the former state 

minister (QLD-11) also argued that as a consequence of a lack of airtime she and her 

media advisors had no choice but to serve bite-sized chunks of information and omit 

crucial details that could help citizens form a balanced opinion. 

 

It’s hard to have an intelligent conversation in this state. Everything is being 
hyped up. Maybe on 7.30 Queensland you get a chance to make your point 
but in most other cases they don’t go beyond 30-second sound grabs. If you 
got more time than you would perhaps be able to present both the positive 
and negative aspects. The mass media are doing what the people want them 
to do, providing just as much information as they can tolerate (QLD-11, 2014).  
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Former media advisor QLD-10 observed that the mass media had become so 

insatiable that virtually anything could get published whether it was true or not. 

Although he appreciated that the rise of the network society presented opportunities 

to communicate with citizens in ways that were previously unimaginable, QLD-10 

found that as yet the hegemony of the mass media was unrivalled. “There is no other 

way to sell policy” (QLD-10, 2014). Former media advisor QLD-8 argued that while 

there might be more effective ways to get the message of the government across, 

media advisors were hesitant to leave the beaten track because publicity in the mass 

media was “measurable” (QLD-8, 2014).  

 

If you can’t measure it, some people get very nervous. The minister had at 
least four media advisors working for him. And they all had to prove that they 
were making a difference (QLD-8, 2014). 

 

QLD-8 observed that a strategic approach was absent. In his view, media advisors 

sustained a vicious circle in which there was no time for reflection. 

 

They only cared about the immediate future. No one was sort of standing 
back and say, okay, what are the main things that we are on about? This is 
our program, how is that being perceived? And if it’s being perceived as crap, 
what’s getting in the way of that? If it’s being perceived as good, then okay, 
why? (QLD-8, 2014). 

 

Gaber (2000, p. 63) observes that persuasion and spin can roughly take two forms, 

media advisors either set the news agenda or drive it. He argues that driving the 

news agenda varies from setting the agenda in that it refers to a sustained campaign 

of driving the news in a particular direction over a period of time. Gaber’s distinction 

is contestable — in Queensland there appears to be little difference. QLD-8 observed 

that a lack of time and resources implied that he and his colleagues were mostly 

preoccupied with tomorrow’s headlines. Desperately trying to stay head of the news, 
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QLD-8 said there was neither a possibility for introspection nor the drive to take their 

profession to the next level. As far as spin was concerned, QLD-8 observed that it 

was “quite shallow” (QLD-8, 2014). He argued that spin was “not very sophisticated 

in Queensland” adding that “ [those in power] don’t go beyond the usual blame 

games and mudslinging” (QLD-8, 2014). QLD-8 said it would not be fair to put the 

blame on media advisors alone. He argued that ultimately those in power bore or 

carried the responsibility. Moreover, as he experienced first-hand when he was 

working for the Bligh government, in the heat of the game politicians tend to ignore 

advice and listen to their gut feelings instead.  

 

They may have no idea what they are talking about but they still are the boss. 
If they want it a certain way, good luck changing their minds. I think we 
actually needed to be a lot more strategic in how we went about things and 
who we were going to approach. That never happened and so what we did 
was just some sort of scatter-gunning. I really couldn’t do it anymore and they 
said, well, that’s fine. Good luck, we will find someone else who might be able 
to do that for us (QLD-8, 2014).  

 

6.6. Summary 

In this chapter four key findings from the interviews in Queensland have been 

discussed. The data indicates four major themes emerging from interviews with 

Queensland government communication professionals. Firstly, interviewees note 

what they consider to be the unique Queensland political environment. Secondly, 

there is evidence of political biases and sympathies among the professionals and 

they self-identify this. Thirdly, they report conflicting loyalties and priorities due to this 

political stance. Essentially, they were conflicted in their professional conduct due to 

the fact that they were now working for a conservative government that they did not 

believe in. This runs counter to further recognition from the departmental 
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communication officers (rather than the far more overtly political media advisors) that 

there was an expectation that they should be ‘impartial’, possibly apolitical public 

servants. The fourth and final theme identifies the persuasive power of the mass 

media which according to the interviewees, in this case, particularly the media 

advisors, had remained unparalleled and this impacted upon the way they framed 

their work. Departmental communication officers and media advisors agreed that 

despite the rise of the network society the role of the mass media was far from 

played out. QLD-10 observed that there was “no other way to sell policy”.  

 

The case study suggests that despite the fact that in line with their Code of Conduct 

most departmental communication officers may regard themselves as impartial, 

depending on the extent to which their own convictions match those of the party in 

power, they are likely to, either actively or unconsciously, resist or give in to political 

pressures. It adds to their unequal power relationship with media advisors and 

strengthens the status quo. In good times, media advisors may regard departmental 

communication professionals as willing collaborators and treat them accordingly. In 

bad times, they may feel compelled to tighten the screws to get them back into line to 

ensure they continue to serve the interests of the PR state. Certainly, it shows that 

the unequal power relationship between departmental communication officers and 

media advisors is not only antagonistic but also ambivalent. It raises serious 

questions about the position of Queensland public servants in relation to those in 

power. These key findings, which relate to both the unique Queensland political 

culture and the strange antagonism that exists within the different fields of political 

communication in government, will be given more context in the following chapters. 

First, I will consider the data from the interviews conducted in the Netherlands, and 
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delve into both the unique political culture and ‘modus operandi’ for the Dutch 

political communicators.  
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7: Case Study 2: The Netherlands 
 

7.1. Introduction 

In the Netherlands government communication including the provision of information 

to the press is supposed to be the exclusive domain of public servants. Media 

advisors go by the name spokespersons and are, like any other government 

communication professional, supposed to maintain impartiality. I spoke with 

seventeen communication professionals in the public service as well as two 

freelancers who either had worked or were still working for one of the eleven 

government ministries of the Netherlands. They were communication directors, 

spokespeople, speechwriters and other communication professionals in the public 

service designated as spokesperson “SPO”, internet coordinator “IC”, freelance 

speechwriters “NL-3”, “NL-4” and “NL-5”, former departmental speechwriters “NL-6” 

and “NL-7”, current departmental speechwriters “NL-8”, “NL-9” and “NL-10”, 

communication directors “NL-11”, “NL-12”, “NL-13”, “NL-14” and “NL-15”, and finally 

knowledge advisors “NL-16” and “NL-17”. In addition to open-ended questions to 

guide the conversation, each interview commenced with a series of ten statements. 

The statements were based on findings from the literature review and invariably dealt 

with issues in relation to political systems, national cultures and the work practices of 

the interviewees. The most relevant responses to the statements have been included 

in this chapter. More responses can be found in the appendix. 

 

Four key findings emerged from the interviews in the Netherlands. First, the 

interviewees identified the murder of maverick politician and prime minister-designate 

Pim Fortuyn in 2002 as a watershed moment in the development of the 
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communication between citizens and the government. Fortuyn’s death and the chaos 

that ensued in the aftermath of his assassination had strengthened the belief that a 

new approach to communication could help close the perceived gap between citizens 

and the government (see further section 7.2. Key Finding 1: The murder of Pim 

Fortuyn and ‘a government that had lost control’). Second, the interviewees observed 

that the work of government communication professionals was becoming 

increasingly challenging as citizens had lost their respect for authority. Not only the 

murder of Fortuyn but also the decline of advocacy organisations, lobby groups and 

trade unions as well as the mass media meant that the traditional, linear 

communication processes that originated from the era of the pillars were no longer 

sufficient. The interviewees argued that altogether this highlighted the need for 

initiatives such as communication in the heart of policy (see further section 7.3. Key 

Finding 2: Citizens and the government as equal conversation partners). 

 

Third, the interviewees admitted that Wallage’s (2001) suggestion to pay closer 

attention to the reputation of cabinet members was taken up with quite a bit more 

enthusiasm than communication in the heart of policy. Particularly government 

communication professionals who had a close working relationship with those in 

power, such as communication directors, spokespeople and speechwriters, declared 

that while they appreciated the idea behind communication in the heart of policy, their 

work had little bearing on it (see further section 7.4. Key Finding 3: Building 

reputations and the art of public relations). Fourth, there appeared to be a growing 

divide between said spokespeople and speechwriters and their colleagues elsewhere 

in the organisation including knowledge advisors and communication officers. 

Several participants in the study observed that because those at the top were 

increasingly being subjected to political pressures, the line between government 
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communication and political communication was blurring (see further section 7.5. Key 

Finding 4: Communication is a management task).  

 

Above four key issues will be discussed in sections 7.2 to 7.6. 

 

7.2. Key Finding 1: The murder of Fortuyn and ‘a government 

that had lost control’ 

On the evening of 6 May 2002 the Netherlands was rocked by the first political 

murder since the assassination of Father of the Nation, Prince William of Orange in 

1584. Maverick politician and prime minister-designate Pim Fortuyn was shot in the 

head by a radical activist in a car park outside a radio studio where Fortuyn had just 

given an interview. It happened just nine days before the elections he was expected 

to win in a landslide victory. The interviewees identified the murder as a watershed 

moment in the development of the communication between citizens and the 

government. Fortuyn’s death and the chaos that ensued in the aftermath of his 

assassination had strengthened the belief that a new approach to communication 

could help close the perceived gap between citizens and the government. According 

to the interviewees tensions had been brewing for years. Large sections of society 

felt their leaders had abandoned them as widespread concerns about mass 

immigration and the loss of sovereignty to the European Union were dismissed as 

xenophobia and nationalism. As much as the establishment despised Fortuyn, 

ordinary citizens regarded the flamboyant professor as their saviour. Fortuyn, 

renowned for his verbal attacks on the country’s growing Muslim population and 

strident criticism of those in power, was seen as the man who would change the 

country for the better (Koopmans and Muis 2009). Their dreams of a new future were 
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scattered as the news of Fortuyn’s death broke that evening. Freelance speechwriter 

NL-3, at the time working for the then minister of the Interior Klaas de Vries, 

remembered the murder “as if it was yesterday” (NL-3, 2014). 

 

I received a phone call from my manager who ordered me to come back to 
the office immediately. I received instructions to prepare two statements, one 
to be used in case the murderer would turn out to be an immigrant and one in 
case he would be Dutch. After two hours it was revealed that he was Dutch. 
We had crafted a beautiful speech that would really have put people’s minds 
at rest but in his nervousness the minister accidentally read out the media 
release instead (NL-3, 2014). 

 

NL-3 argued that the incident was telling of “a government that had lost control” (NL-

3, 2014). This was a government that was also struggling with the downsides of 

globalisation and an increasingly multicultural society. According to NL-3, Fortuyn 

was never afraid to put his finger on the sore spot where others shrouded themselves 

in political correctness. NL-3 observed that rather than engage in a debate his 

opponents long tried to avoid Fortuyn, instead demonising the former socialist by 

labelling him a racist and a danger to democracy. Fortuyn seemed to realise he was 

in danger. In a television interview that took place two months before that fatal night 

in May he declared that “if anything happens to me, they are complicit” (De Jong 

2012). Politicians from left to right strongly condemned the murder but it was too little 

too late. Within hours, hundreds of angry protesters had occupied the tiny square in 

front of the parliament building in The Hague. NL-3 observed that she and her 

colleagues were terrified and said “It felt like the revolution had broken out” (NL-3, 

2014). According to internet coordinator NL-2 the incident revealed that although 

theoretically there was a clear distinction between the executive arm of government 

and the public service, “in the perception of the average citizen it’s all one and the 

same” (IC, 2014). Studies conducted in the wake of the murder not only found that 
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voters had lost their appetite for mainstream politics, it emerged that public 

confidence in the government at large had sunk to a historic low and continued to 

slide (Hafkamp 2012). NL-2 recognised the sentiment, stating that “people had the 

feeling we were running our own show and simply ignored them” (IC, 2014). 

 

Although further escalation was prevented, the tone was set. At the elections the 

following week, Fortuyn’s now leaderless party Lijst Pim Fortuyn (LPF) still managed 

to yield 17 per cent of the votes. With 26 out of 150 seats it became the second-

largest party in the Lower House (Koopmans and Muis 2009, p. 642). The LPF 

entered a coalition government with the winner of the elections – the Christian 

Democratic Appeal (CDA) and the People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy 

(VVD) who had come third. CDA leader Jan Peter Balkenende became the Prime 

Minister. Despite good intentions, the first Balkenende cabinet collapsed after 87 

days. In the subsequent elections in January 2003 the LPF, wracked by internal 

struggles due to the loss of their helmsman, lost no fewer than 18 seats and was 

thrown into opposition. Balkenende and his CDA took again the lead and formed a 

new government with the VVD and the Democrats (D66) as coalition partners. 

However, according to freelance speechwriter NL-3 this meant by no means a return 

to the old days. She observed that the murder of Fortuyn and the subsequent public 

backlash had created a sense of urgency among those in power that something had 

to change. A committee of inquiry headed by Labour Party heavyweight Jacques 

Wallage in 2001 advanced the idea that communication could hold the key to closing 

the perceived gap between citizens and the government. Wallage (2001, p. 59) 

suggested making communication an integral part of the policymaking process. 

According to NL-3, the proposal could not have been timelier. She argued that, 

contrary to what Fortuyn and his supporters had alleged, community dissatisfaction 
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was not so much the result of bad policy or political arrogance, but of a lack of mutual 

understanding. Previous initiatives to close the gap did not produce the desired 

result. It was hoped that communication in the heart of policy could finally restore 

public confidence (see further section 7.3).  

 

Internet coordinator NL-2 remembered when Fortuyn was still alive there was a great 

deal of discussion between him and his colleagues as to what do to should he 

become the next Prime Minister. Some opponents went so far as to liken Fortuyn to 

Adolf Hitler, a comparison which according to NL-2 evoked painful memories of the 

Second World War when public servants on all levels cooperated with the Nazis not 

necessarily because they shared their ideology, but simply because wanting to 

prevent a breakdown of society, prior to the occupation of the Netherlands the 

authorities had instructed the bureaucracy to be loyal to whoever might be in power. 

Some public servants realised what was coming and resigned. Many of those who 

remained, unwittingly participated in war crimes as their loyalty escalated into 

collaborationism (Zwaap 2009). After the war the concept of loyalty was revised. 

Blindly following orders is now a thing of the past. Today, public servants including 

government communication professionals are selected on their ability to display 

“political administrative sensitivity”, meaning they are expected to combine loyalty 

with common sense and take responsibility for their actions (Bovens et al. 2007, p. 

314). With this in mind NL-2 “seriously considered to resign” (NL-2, 2014) should 

Fortuyn come to power. After significant introspection he decided to give him a 

chance as he “didn’t want to give up that easily” (NL-2, 2014). 

 

Pim Fortuyn was born in 1948 in the village of Driehuis near Amsterdam. In 1980 he 

obtained his doctoral degree with a dissertation on socioeconomic policy in the 
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Netherlands from 1945 to 1949. For several years Fortuyn was an active member of 

the Labour Party but in 1989 he defected to the liberal People’s Party for Freedom 

and Democracy (VVD). During the first half of the 1990s Fortuyn lectured at the 

Erasmus University in Rotterdam and simultaneously built his profile as a public 

speaker and the author of articles and books critical of the then governing coalition 

between the Labour Party, his own VVD and D66. By the end of 2001, he quit his 

VVD membership to become the leader of the newly established party Leefbaar 

Nederland (English: Liveable Netherlands). Two months later the party executive 

already dismissed Fortuyn after a controversial interview in newspaper De Volkskrant 

in which he favoured putting an end to Muslim immigration to the Netherlands. The 

next day Fortuyn launched his own party, the LPF.  

 

The interviewees observed that the rise of Fortuyn heralded a new, more adversarial 

style of political discourse, one that apparently appealed to large sections of society. 

So far, different parties had treated each other relatively gently and seeking 

consensus through negotiation and compromise had almost become a national 

pastime. Fortuyn broke with this conciliatory approach and launched a frontal attack 

on those in power accusing them of bad policy and political arrogance. It turned out 

to be a smart move. A few days before his death Fortuyn was leading the opinion 

polls and nothing could stop him from becoming the next Prime Minister. According 

to NL-3 his popularity fitted in with “the personalisation of politics” (NL-3, 2014), a 

phenomenon that has also been observed in Australia. Leaders are much more 

prominent now than in the past and considerable popular attention is directed 

towards their personalities rather than their ideology or program (McAllister 2015, p. 

337). However, according to the freelance speechwriter it was not only Fortuyn’s 

temperament that made him popular. She argued that while Fortuyn painted a clear 
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vision for where he thought the Netherlands should go his opponents were lost for 

ideas. NL-3 said it would be unfair to remember Fortuyn merely as a populist, 

explaining that “some people interpreted his talent for public speaking as 

demagoguery. Unfortunately, in our culture there is little appreciation for rhetoric” 

(NL-3, 2014). Other interviewees shared that view. Departmental speechwriter NL-9 

argued that with the wisdom of hindsight Fortuyn was “no better or worse than 

others”, explaining that “I didn’t like him at all but that doesn’t alter the fact that he 

was a very talented politician” (NL-9, 2014).  

 

Departmental speechwriter NL-10 noted that since Fortuyn citizens were “more 

critical than ever” (NL-10, 2014) while the style of political discourse had only 

become more adversarial. NL-10 observed that while no expense was spared to 

build and sustain the reputation of cabinet members, the very same cabinet members 

were putting pressure on the public service to keep a low profile and avoid the 

impression they were wasting taxpayers’ money. He pointed to the axing of his 

department’s corporate magazine as a prime example, stating that “one may wonder 

how much savings that generated but well… at least they could pretend they were 

doing their best” (NL-10, 2014). NL-10 further observed that the austerity drive had 

caused some angst among government communication professionals.  

 

The people here have the feeling they are walking on eggshells — they feel 
that every step they take is being watched. The general conviction is now that 
we have to keep our heads down and remain in the background (NL-10, 
2014).  

 

NL-3 noted that while Fortuyn had been relegated to the pages of history, the void 

had been filled by the much more radical Geert Wilders and his Freedom Party. 

Advocating for a ban on immigration from Muslim countries, secession from the 
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European Union, and the return of the gilder as the national currency, by the time of 

the interviews Wilders was leading the opinion polls and leaving his opponents at a 

loss. NL-3 observed that Wilders’ electoral success confronted them with an 

ostensibly unsolvable paradox. In the spirit of his political predecessor Wilders 

continuously attacked those in power but the establishment had difficulties defending 

themselves as the murder of Fortuyn had made them cautious not to demonise 

again. She reasoned that any arguments against Wilders, no matter how substantive, 

were likely to be explained by his supporters as evidence that he was right. NL-3 

concluded that the only option those in power had left was to divert attention from 

Wilders as much as possible and put themselves in the best possible light. And in the 

absence of a ministerial office, she argued this required the collaboration of 

government communication professionals in the public service. 

 

Meanwhile, the rise of Wilders prompted government communication professionals in 

the public service to revisit questions about where loyalty ends and collaboration 

begins. There emerged a difference of opinion between government communication 

professionals who had a close working relationship with those in power, such as 

communication directors, spokespeople and departmental speechwriters, and their 

colleagues elsewhere in the organisation including knowledge advisors, 

communication officers and indeed, internet coordinators. NL-2 declared that he 

would “find it difficult to work for a government that included the Freedom Party” (IC, 

2014) but he put his hopes on the multiparty system, which meant that “too extreme 

views usually don’t get a chance” (IC, 2014). Departmental speechwriter NL-9 took a 

more pragmatic stance. He argued that the impartiality requirement for public 

servants implied that he would work for anyone regardless of their persuasion. NL-9 

said he was “a strong believer in the concept of the political mandate” (NL-9, 2014).  
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Over the course of my career so far I have written speeches for over twenty 
different ministers and assistant ministers from a variety of political 
backgrounds. I never voted for any of them but I could if I wanted. If I can no 
longer reconcile their ideas with my values then I will have to make myself 
redundant (NL-9, 2014). 

 

NL-10 observed that his ideas about loyalty had changed since he left his job as the 

editor of the corporate magazine to become a departmental speechwriter.  

 

Previously, my journalistic principles would probably have compelled me to 
resign. Now I’m in a different position. I’m getting paid to write speeches for 
the minister to the best of my ability. It doesn’t really matter what I think (NL-
10, 2014). 

 

7.3. Key Finding 2: Citizens and the government as equal 

conversation partners 

Katus (2000, p. 29) observed that since the 1960s, countless new actors appeared 

on the political stage in the form of advocacy organisations, lobby groups and trade 

unions. He argued that in this context it is better not to speak of a ‘stage’ but of a 

‘market’ in which various policy options are offered by many ‘hawkers’ bidding for the 

public’s favour. They use sophisticated communication techniques and employ 

competent communicators. The government is no exception to this (Katus 2000, p. 

29). However, it should be noted that Katus’ observations date back to the year 2000, 

a time when the advent of the network society was only just beginning (Castells 

2004). As the case study of government communication in the Netherlands has 

demonstrated, the hawkers have multiplied into a seemingly uncontrollable mob; 

while advocacy organisations, lobby groups and trade unions are in decline, the 

network society is on the rise. In today’s market, opinion leaders could be “virtually 

anyone” (NL-13, 2014). According to its terms of reference, the objective of the 
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Wallage committee was, among other things, to investigate how government 

communication in the Netherlands could become “more effective and accessible” 

(Wallage 2001, p. 59). Wallage (2001) believed the perceived gap between citizens 

and the government could be closed by taking a more customer-oriented, 

consultative and above all, communicative approach. The phrase “communication in 

the heart of policy” referenced to the fact that the government would now liaise with 

citizens from the beginning to the end of the policymaking process. As noted in 

section 3.4, Wallage (2001, p. 38) envisaged that the advent of the network society 

would eventually replace mass communication with one-to-one communication 

meaning citizens and the government would become equal conversation partners. 

Wallage hoped that communication in the heart of policy would lead to policy and 

legislation that received popular support not through public relations or propaganda 

but simply because it was tailored to those it was aimed at. Communication director 

NL-14 described communication in the heart of policy as “a form of crowdsourcing” 

(NL-14, 2014).  

 

For decades, policy officers were making plans from behind their desks. 
Communication in the heart of policy forces them to go out and find out what 
really matters to people (NL-14, 2014). 

 

As was established in section 3.4 Wallage’s ideas might not have been pursued if it 

was not for the assassination of Pim Fortuyn nearly a year after the committee of 

inquiry released their final report (see also Bloemendaal 2008, p. 151). However, it 

would take several years for the government to turn the idea of communication in the 

heart of policy into a workable plan. In response to mounting community 

dissatisfaction in the wake of the murder of Fortuyn, it was the second Balkenende 

cabinet that attempted to redefine the role of the government with the launch of an 
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action plan in 2003. According to this strategy, “the paternalistic welfare state” had to 

be “reformed into a participation state characterised by a more equal relationship 

between citizens and the government” (De Graaf 2003, p. 6). Recognising the 

importance of communication, the next move of the second Balkenende cabinet was 

to commission a working group to develop Wallage’s ideas into concrete 

recommendations. The working group, chaired by D66 politician Gerrit Jan 

Wolffensperger, endorsed Wallage’s view that communication should be considered 

as an integral part of the policymaking process, arguing that “when communication is 

truly positioned in the heart of policy…the media will not be able to […] strike up the 

discussion”. Instead, the government would stay in control of the public debate.  

 

Wolffensperger (2005, p. 3) described government communication as “a continuous 

method of information, consultation and deliberation in all phases of the policymaking 

process”. For the benefit of consistency and efficiency, the working group also 

recommended developing a singly corporate identity for the entire government 

organisation and a centralised online portal to replace the myriad of websites held by 

ministries and government agencies. According to Wolffensperger (2005) it was 

important that they would “speak with one voice” to strengthen the recognisability of 

the government. His recommendations resulted in an ambitious implementation 

project entitled Overheidscommunicatie Nieuwe Stijl (English: A New Style of 

Government Communication). It also involved a reduction of staff members through 

natural attrition and voluntary redundancies over several years.   

 

Although the interviewees acknowledged that the murder of Fortuyn had accelerated 

the efforts to close the perceived gap between citizens and the government, they 

noted that the seed was planted much further in the past. According to 
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communication director NL-12 the first problems started to appear with the decline of 

the pillar system from the late 1960s. Katus (2000, p. 25) observed that citizens 

refused to swallow what their leaders cooked up and demanded a say in 

policymaking. Early attempts to close the perceived gap between citizens and the 

government included the introduction of freedom of information legislation in 1980 

obliging the authorities to provide information at the request of citizens in addition to 

their already existing “right to know” as well as a range of initiatives to improve 

community consultation (Katus 2000, p. 27). NL-12 argued that it was not enough to 

satisfy the needs of an increasingly hostile citizenry. He observed that as advocacy 

organisations, lobby groups and trade unions as well as the mass media continued to 

decline, the traditional, linear communication processes that originated from the era 

of the pillars were no longer sufficient. According to NL-12 this highlighted the need 

for a new approach to government communication.  

 

As the pillars crumbled, the Dutch initially organised themselves in different ways 

with advocacy organisations, lobby groups and trade unions seeing a sharp increase 

in membership. At the height of their success, consumer organisation De 

Consumentenbond boasted no fewer than 650,000 members (Brobeck 1997). 

Motoring organisation the Royal Dutch Touring Club ANWB could at some point even 

count on more than 4 million members, making it by far the largest association in the 

Netherlands. Also trade unions enjoyed massive support. Halfway through the 1960s, 

one out of three working citizens was a card-carrying member (De Beer 2011). For 

the government the success of advocacy organisations, lobby groups and trade 

unions was a double-edged sword as their combined membership base meant they 

had more than enough bargaining power. However, the Dutch propensity for 

negotiation and compromise meant that potential conflicts were usually resolved 
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before they could escalate. NL-12 observed that government communication was a 

relatively straightforward affair in those days. Once an agreement was reached, 

advocacy organisations, lobby groups and trade unions often proved a loyal ally in 

mobilising popular support for whatever the authorities had in mind.  

 

According to NL-12 the first cracks in the relationship started to appear by the turn of 

the century when the then transport minister Tineke Netelenbos (Labour Party) 

sought to introduce a national road pricing scheme without proper consultation and 

expected the ANWB to sell the idea to their constituency. He explained that this was 

also the moment when the work of government communication professionals in the 

Netherlands started to become more complex and demanding. The motoring 

organisation refused to cooperate with the minister, instead launching a relentless 

anti-campaign. The minister backed down but the relationship between her 

department and the ANWB had taken a big hit. Five years later, with the assistance 

of her departmental communication unit, then transport minister Karla Peijs (CDA) 

tried to revive the idea of a national road-pricing scheme. Peijs wanted to leave 

nothing to a chance and created a working group made up of a variety of 

stakeholders including the ANWB. In an apparent attempt to appease the motoring 

organisation the minister installed retired CEO Paul Nouwen, ringleader of the revolt 

against Netelenbos, as the chairman of the working group. Peijs’ tactic initially 

seemed to work and on this occasion the ANWB supported the introduction of a 

national road-pricing scheme. Then something unexpected happened. When the 

motoring organisation tried to sell the idea to their constituency, thousands of 

members cancelled their membership in protest (ANP 2006). 
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According to NL-12 both the minister and the ANWB had failed to realise that in 

imitation of the pillars advocacy organisations, lobby groups and trade unions also 

had lost their authority. Moreover, contrary to a few years ago the rise of the network 

society (Castells 2008) meant that the ANWB had lost its grip on the discussion and 

members were now using the internet to exchange views and convince others to rally 

against a national road pricing scheme. Eventually, the motoring organisation had no 

choice but to withdraw its support and side with its constituency. By 2011, it was 

formally announced that the idea of a national road-pricing scheme was dead and 

buried. NL-12 said the cancellation led to frustration among government 

communication professionals and other advisors who had spent thousands of hours 

on strategies to prepare citizens for things that never came. He observed that, apart 

from the chaos that ensued in the aftermath of the murder of Pim Fortuyn, the revolt 

against a national road pricing scheme had been the clearest indication yet that a 

new approach to government communication was inevitable.  

 

It turned out that people had found new ways to organise themselves — no 
longer through institutionalised networks but online and ad hoc. We thought to 
be smart by doing business with the ANWB but nobody seemed to have 
realised that their members might have a different view. If the road-pricing 
debacle proved anything it was that they had no control over their 
constituency. Power is to the people. They decide what they want. And if they 
don’t want something, it is almost impossible to convince. The only way to 
keep some degree of control is to bring in the outside world as early as 
possible (NL-12, 2014).  

 

Since the start of the implementation of a New Style of Government Communication 

in 2007 no expense has been spared to help government communication 

professionals improve their work practices and enlighten them about the virtues of 

communication in the heart of policy. A wide range of information materials has been 

developed including instructional sheets, brochures and an online resource bank. 
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There is even an educational institution exclusively dedicated to government 

communication in the Academie voor Overheidscommunicatie (English: Academy of 

Government Communication) that facilitates training and development programs 

specifically aimed at communication professionals working in the public service. The 

academy was founded in 2002 in response to Wallage’s final report with the objective 

to “further professionalise” the work practices of government communication 

professionals in the Netherlands (Wallage 2001, p. 59).  

 

Knowledge advisor NL-17 had been working for the academy since 2004. He argued 

that communication in the heart of policy was not only a new way of working but 

pretty much a culture change”. NL-17 explained that communication in the heart of 

policy was not so much a given set of rules as a way of thinking based on the 

premise that government communication professionals and policy officers closely 

collaborate. According to NL-17 government communication professionals were 

expected to not merely to convey information to the public, like in the days of 

information sharing, but to gather, filter and interpret information from the public and 

in the process support their policy colleagues in developing policy and legislation 

based on facts rather than assumptions. Social media were important aids. Online 

platforms such as LinkedIn and Facebook were deployed to build relationships and 

consult citizens on relevant issues. 

 

A key element of communication in the heart of policy is that stakeholders are 
being actively involved in the policymaking process right from the beginning. 
They become co-producers and gain ownership of the final product. […] 
Communication in the heart of policy doesn’t mean that citizens are pushed in 
any particular direction. At the start of the policymaking process all options 
are open. Don’t even think about manipulation because it would turn against 
you. People are not stupid (NL-17, 2014). 
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NL-17 said that while it was too early to determine whether communication in the 

heart of policy was a success there were positive signs. Fellow knowledge advisor 

NL-16 pointed to a project of the Ministry of Economic Affairs in the course of which 

government communication professionals and policy officers closely teamed up and 

built a virtual community on LinkedIn to engage in a discussion about possible 

sustainable energy solutions. According to NL-16 the project generated “some fertile 

ideas” (NL-16, 2014) that eventually made a useful contribution to the development 

of new policy and legislation. Communication director NL-13 argued that it was 

paramount to timely identify opinion leaders and get them involved. She explained 

that in the network society these opinion leaders could be “virtually anyone” (NL-13, 

2014). NL-13 recalled the example of a young woman who maintained a blog about 

the alleged dangers of cervical cancer prevention.  

 

That lady single-handedly managed to make 60 per cent of the female 
population refuse vaccination. We learned from that experience. Apparently 
ordinary citizens can turn out to be more influential than a senior scientist. So 
it’s really important to take them on board. They may have a different opinion 
but that doesn’t mean they don’t have anything positive to contribute. We 
realised that as government communication professionals we achieve a lot 
more by trying to find common ground rather than becoming defensive. If you 
win them over they will spread the message for you (NL-13, 2014).  

 

In his final report Wallage (2001, p. 41) argued that, “In case of factual errors it is 

paramount to immediately rectify in order to prevent misinformation from taking on a 

life of its own”. Spokesperson NL-1 revealed that his department had created a 

designated social media unit that employed several government communication 

professionals whose sole responsibility it was to monitor online activity and intervene 

if they had the impression someone was spreading falsehoods. Other departments 

had done something similar. Communication director NL-15 had recently employed 

what he described as “an online spokesperson” (NL-15, 2014). NL-1 observed that 



The Politics of Government Communication 

 177 

the rise of the network society and the fact the government was now able to directly 

liaise with citizens also presented a unique opportunity to bypass the mass media as 

Wallage (2001) had suggested in his final report years ago. 

 

In the past you would have called a journalist in the hope that they would take 
it further. Now you simply post it on Twitter and people get the information 
straight into their news feed without interference or distortion (SPO, 2014). 

 

NL-1 said that “visibility is everything” (SPO, 2014) not only for policy officers and 

communication professionals but particularly also for cabinet members since they 

were “the face of the government” (SPO, 2014). He argued that the online presence 

of cabinet members showed that they “don’t rule from an ivory tower” (SPO, 2014). 

Fellow communication director NL-12 expressed a similar view observing that, “In 

fact they have become their own spokesperson” (NL-12, 2014). Fellow 

communication director NL-11 cited Minister for Foreign Affairs Frans Timmermans 

(as of November 2014 the First Vice-President of the European Commission) as an 

outstanding example, stating that “he is very active on Facebook and personally 

responds to questions. People really appreciate that” (NL-11, 2014). Communication 

director NL-12 was more reserved, describing the relationship between the mass 

media and social media as “an interplay that is difficult to direct”. He recounted high 

school student protests in Amsterdam as an example of the relative inability of the 

government to manage social media.  

 

It started on a small scale, very locally. The student union organised a couple 
of happenings and invited students to take pictures and share them on the 
Internet. The story was followed up by a reporter of the Volkskrant and then 
by the 8 o’clock news. And well, once other students on TV they obviously 
thought: ‘hey, it’s on the news so it must be important. Let’s join in!’ (NL-12, 
2014). 
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The relationship between the mass media and social media in the Netherlands is 

reminiscent of that between the blogosphere and the mass media in the United 

States, where there are many instances in which bloggers exerted sizable influence 

over mass media, usually by creating noise over issues or political candidates initially 

marginalised by mainstream media (Papacharissi 2012, p. 237). Papacharissi 

observed that major news outlets, including CNN, started to use blogs as “a finger on 

the pulse of the people” substitute and routinely featured stories or content on what 

the blogs were reporting on a given day. Other mainstream outlets, like the NY 

Times, incorporated blogging into their traditional reporting, and use it to provide in-

depth reporting and/or indulge specific journalist story interests. Varied and diverse 

as they may be, news blogs frequently function as gateways for mass media 

coverage (Papacharissi 2012, p. 237). According to NL-12 “it was like a snowball”: 

 

The mass media has more or less legitimised what was happening on social 
media. The minister’s proposal would prove a storm in a teacup but then the 
damage had already been done (NL-12, 2014). 

 

7.4. Key Finding 3: Building reputations and the art of public 

relations 

Historically, government communication and political communication are strictly 

separated in the Netherlands, safeguarded by rigid guidelines to which all parties 

have committed. Government communication has to be recognisable as such, relate 

to policy and organisation and should not be aimed at the personal image building of 

cabinet members and of other government officials (Rijksoverheid 2015, p. 15). 

However, as observed in the literature review, the guidelines have come under 

increasing pressure (Gelders and Ihlen 2010). Wallage (2001) not only advocated for 

communication in the heart of policy but also recommended to pay closer attention to 
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the reputation of cabinet members (Bloemendaal 2008). He reasoned that, “If the 

authorities have an unreliable image, citizens won’t accept information shared on 

behalf of the government as true and therefore not bother to express their opinion” 

(Wallage 2001, p. 35). Shortly after Wallage released his final report in 2001, the 

guidelines were updated but the ban on personal image building remained firmly in 

place. Bloemendaal (2008, p. 159) nevertheless argued that as a consequence of 

Wallage’s endorsement persuasion and spin have become as conventional in the 

Netherlands as in any other country.  

 

Bloemendaal’s (2008) suspicion may be warranted. Several government 

communication professionals interviewed in the Netherlands admitted that Wallage’s 

(2001) suggestion to pay closer attention to the reputation of cabinet members was 

taken up with quite a bit more enthusiasm than communication in the heart of policy. 

Former departmental speechwriter NL-7 was headhunted to join the Ministry of 

Education, Culture and Science and subsequently assigned to a new taskforce 

created with the specific aim to build and sustain the reputation of then assistant 

minister Annette Nijs. Although the education ministry was one of the first to 

institutionalise their image buildings activities, it became apparent that ministries also 

pushed the boundaries. Departmental speechwriter NL-10 pointed to former 

agriculture minister Gerda Verburg who came under fire after it emerged taxpayers’ 

money was used to produce a glossy magazine in which the CDA politician was the 

shining centrepiece (Van der Kloor 2010). NL-10 observed that while the incident had 

led to greater scrutiny on spending it had done little to curtail the desire to highlight 

their achievements, explaining that “they have four years to prove themselves and 

they want to shine” (NL-10, 2014). The incident with Verburg seems to have been 

only the tip of the iceberg. By the start of 2016, Prime Minister Mark Rutte took the 
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stage at the Netherlands’ first ever Correspondents’ Dinner, modelled on the annual 

White House Correspondents’ Dinner organised by the White House 

Correspondents' Association (WHCA) in the United States. However, the Dutch 

Correspondents’ Dinner wasn’t organised by the press but by the government, that 

is, the Netherlands Government Information Service RVD. Although the event was 

watched by more than 2.7 million viewers, it did little to increase Rutte’s popularity. In 

the next opinion poll released one week after Rutte’s performance his VVD had 

grown two virtual seats but the Freedom Party was strong as ever.  

 

Suggesting the possible emergence of masculine traits in an otherwise feminine 

society, freelance speechwriter NL-3 likened the situation to “a popularity contest” 

and argued that since Pim Fortuyn the attention had “shifted from substance to 

personality” (NL-3, 2014). In line with Bloemendaal (2008) she asserted that whereas 

the government claimed to enter the policymaking process with an open mind, no 

expense was spared to build and sustain the reputation of cabinet members, guide 

them around public pitfalls and ensure they made a good impression with the 

ultimate aim to mobilise popular support for whatever policy and legislation the 

government had in mind. According to NL-3, departmental speechwriters closely 

collaborated with communication directors, spokespeople and other government 

communication professionals who had a close working relationship with those in 

power to define key messages and develop media strategies with the objective to 

maximise exposure. NL-3 said the term “propaganda machines” (Bloemendaal 2008, 

p. 151) was an exaggeration but she conceded that “the government has mastered 

the art of public relations very well” (NL-3, 2014) with the kind of public relations that, 

as Bloemendaal (2008) noted, is not so much aimed at improving relationships with 

citizens but rather seeks to strengthen the position of those in power. 
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It doesn’t matter what they say – it’s how they say it. They don’t necessarily 
want to be smarter than others but they certainly want to be wittier. Fortuyn 
proved that such an approach worked. I don’t think many people were able to 
rumble his game but who cares – it attracted a lot of voters (NL-3, 2014). 

 

NL-3 blamed the increased focus on the reputation of cabinet members on the 

proliferation of the mass media, which she argued lacked depth and were merely on 

the lookout for scandals. She observed that the introduction of commercial 

broadcasting and the recent surge in the number of news websites had led to a 24-

hour news cycle in which journalists were under enormous pressure to serve up the 

news in ready-digestible chucks.  

 

In the past there were probably around twenty parliamentary journalists but 
today there are more than three hundred. They have to keep themselves 
busy one way or another (NL-3, 2014).   

 

According to NL-3 the 24-hour news cycle had created a vicious circle. She argued 

that in their eagerness to stay ahead of the game politicians were “all too happy to 

keep feeding them”, adding that “it is a lot easier to talk about trivialities than about 

things that really matter (NL-3, 2014).  

 

Communication director NL-15 described the relationship between the government 

and the mass media as “mutually beneficial” (NL-15, 2014). Journalists were looking 

for stories while the government needed their attention to engage with citizens. 

Contrary to observations made by his fellow communication director NL-12, NL-15 

argued that despite the rise of the network society the agenda-setting role of radio, 

television and newspapers was still unrivalled. According to NL-15 it was nearly 

impossible for the government to trigger the curiosity of large groups of internet users 
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without first having generated considerable publicity in the mass media. 

Spokesperson NL-1 seconded that view arguing that  

 

…most ordinary folks have no interest whatsoever in tweets and status 
updates of politicians...their primary source of news still is the mass media. 
We are in the business of selling news. That’s right — we are sales people. 
Our job is to ensure that the people stay informed about policy and legislation. 
Obviously we take a strategic approach. Example: two weeks ago the 
assistant minister sent a letter to parliament regarding healthcare reforms. 
Last Thursday he pulled up a chair in a talk show. We arranged that for him. 
Of course it’s about selling the message of the government to the right target 
audience at the right time (SPO, 2014). 

 

In sections 1.3 and 3.4 it was observed that the guidelines regarding government 

communication that had been in place since the late 1940s not only prohibit the 

personal image building of cabinet members and of other government officials but 

also stipulate that those in power should be circumspect about the use of 

government communication regarding policy intentions. Mass media campaigns and 

other direct information activities regarding policy and legislation that has not yet 

been passed by parliament and that is too controversial in the eyes of the average 

citizen should be avoided (Gelders 2005, p. 78).  

 

Gelders and Ihlen (2010) observed that the guidelines had come under increasing 

pressure since Wallage (2001) found that citizens had “the right to know the content 

of the government’s intentions and its motives” (Gelders, 2005, pp. 78-79). Although 

also on this point the guidelines had not been altered, several interviewees 

complained the ban on government communication regarding policy intentions was 

unworkable. Departmental speechwriter NL-10 drew a link between the guidelines 

and the desire of those in power to highlight their achievements. He argued that 

precisely because cabinet members were restrained in their capacity to promote 
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policy and legislation they rather promoted themselves. Moreover, he observed that 

the ban was a form of involuntary self-censorship, which prohibited him and his 

colleagues from “doing a proper job” (NL-10, 2014).  

 

Like with the national road-pricing scheme the guidelines meant that we 
weren’t able to put all the facts on the table. Citizens interpreted this as 
secrecy, which only led to suspicion. Obviously, the opponents of the scheme 
did not have this problem and were free to say whatever served their interests 
(NL-10, 2014). 

 

Freelance speechwriter NL-5 described his activities as “a form of personal 

branding”, although he added that in his experience “substance is still more important 

than image” (NL-5, 2014). Former departmental speechwriter NL-7 agreed there 

were some similarities with personal branding but argued that allegations of spin-

doctoring or the politicisation of government communication such as expressed by 

Bloemendaal (2008) were mostly exaggerated. NL-7 pointed to the fact that he and 

his colleagues served several consecutive assistant ministers from two different 

parties: initially Annette Nijs (VVD), then Mark Rutte (VVD) and finally Sharon 

Dijksma (Labour Party). “Their ideas were largely identical, they just took a different 

angle,” NL-7 observed. He drew the analogy of an oil tanker at sea. “Sometimes you 

turn the rudder a bit to the left, sometimes a bit to the right, but the ship remains on 

course” (NL-7, 2014). 

 

The taskforce wasn’t that political at all. We merely sought to bring the person 
behind the politician in line with the role of assistant minister. Take for 
example our publicity campaign to encourage second-generation immigrants 
to take up a degree. Rutte’s key message was that knowledge and skills are 
essential to make a valuable contribution to the economy. Dijksma on the 
other hand argued that “no one would be left behind”. She put the emphasis 
on the social dimension (NL-7, 2014).   
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Departmental speechwriter NL-8 too believed that claims about spin-doctoring or the 

politicisation of government communication were inflated. He characterised cabinet 

members in the Netherlands as “old wine in new bottles” (NL-8, 2014). He argued 

there was a direct link with the multiparty system.  

 

I have worked for several consecutive ministers and without exception they all 
ceased to be politicians as soon as they took office. It’s all reasonably neutral. 
Everybody knows that a coalition is in fact a kind of marriage of convenience. 
Of course they are driven by different ideologies but as long as they are in 
public most of the time they will stress what they have in common. They need 
each other for their political survival so it wouldn’t be particularly smart to 
emphasize their differences let alone to glorify themselves at the expense of 
the other (NL-8, 2014).  

 

However, freelance speechwriter NL-3 remained sceptical. NL-3 said she often 

thought back wistfully to the era before Pim Fortuyn “when politicians still had 

substance” (NL-3, 2014).  

 

Those days are gone forever — nowadays it’s all about political point scoring 
and how you come across on television. Debates are no longer won on the 
basis of arguments but by outwitting your opponents (NL-3, 2014). 

 

Departmental speechwriter NL-10 was under the impression that compared to their 

counterparts in other countries Dutch politicians were still reasonably modest. NL-10 

said he envied his fellow speechwriters in the United Kingdom who, from what he 

understood, had the freedom to put out all the rhetorical stops to make their political 

masters shine.   

  

Here in the Netherlands the tone is often businesslike and above all very 
staccato. And that’s regrettable because I think there’s a lot to gain from 
being upfront. Just be honest about your motives and take it from there to 
explain why you pursue particular plans. People would appreciate that a lot 
more (NL-10, 2014). 
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Although she did not approve of the image building activities of some of her 

colleagues, knowledge advisor NL-16 appreciated that the line between government 

communication and political communication was ultimately difficult to maintain. In 

section 1.4 it was observed that in Australia many view “government” as “a single 

brand” and do not discriminate between the executive arm of government and the 

public service (Young 2007, p. xxx). According to NL-16 also in the Netherlands 

“most citizens hardly notice the difference”. Echoing observations made by internet 

coordinator NL-2, she argued that in their perception “cabinet members are simply 

representatives of the government”. NL-10 too doubted whether the strict separation 

between government communication and political communication was sustainable. 

The departmental speechwriter argued that although since Fortuyn the style of 

political discourse had only become more adversarial the fact, as fellow departmental 

speechwriter NL-8 put it, “cabinet members all ceased to be politicians as soon as 

they took office” (NL-8, 2014) meant they “forfeited the opportunity to distinguish 

themselves from the opposition and sharpen their competitive edge” (NL-10, 2014). 

He argued that the current image building activities were insufficient and said he 

would like to see those in power “show some guts and take a much more daring 

approach” (NL-10, 2014).  

 

They should stop patronising people, just tell them like it is and press ahead 
rather than take them by the hand. The average citizen is a lot more capable 
than we think. Travel the country and say: dear people, this is what we are 
going to do during the next four years and if you don’t like it you are free to 
vote for someone else at the next elections. It’s exactly this kind of 
decisiveness that is lacking and therefore causing citizens to lose their 
confidence in the authorities (NL-10, 2014).     
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However, freelance speechwriter NL-4 had some reservations. NL-4 said she was 

unsure whether a more daring approach as envisaged by NL-10 would fit well with 

the “culture of calmness” of the Netherlands. 

 

I can understand that at the start of his term the prime minister has to outline 
the coalition’s vision in a compelling way. I can also understand that the 
annual address from the throne has to be put together well and I can even 
understand that parliamentary group leaders have to come up with something 
original when they respond to the budget. But at the end of the day cabinet 
members should just carry out the coalition agreement and not behave as if 
they are superstars (NL-4, 2014). 

 

Communication director NL-13 stressed that although government communication 

professionals were supposed to show “political administrative sensitivity”, in order to 

maintain the line between government communication and political communication it 

was important to “keep a professional distance” (NL-13, 2014).  

 

Ministers come and go but public servants stay. The king is dead, long live 
the king. Public servants serve the public, not the politicians. Of course, it’s 
important that they understand the context, that they support the minister in 
his role as an administrator. But if you think you are here to realise your own 
political dreams you are clearly in the wrong place. Don’t do that. At least not 
in our system (NL-13, 2014).  

 

It is worth noting that as part of the A New Style of Government Communication was 

the creation of what is locally known as “the communication pool” (NL-13, 2014), a 

large group of freelance communication professionals including spokespersons, 

communication advisors and speechwriters who are on standby to come into action 

when the need arises. NL-13 explained that these freelancers are carefully selected 

by the RVD in liaison with communication directors through an annual tender process 

in accordance with guidelines from the European Union (EU).  
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It works really well. In the past it took me like two months to recruit someone 
and I still didn’t know whether this person was really up to the task. Now, I just 
call the communication pool and they send me someone who has what it 
takes.  

 

7.5. Key Finding 4: Communication is a management task 

Despite the rollout of A New Style of Government Communication at the time of the 

study the organisational structure behind government communication in the 

Netherlands was still largely identical to how it had come into being shortly after the 

Second World War. The Rijksvoorlichtingsdientst RVD (English: Netherlands 

Government Information Service) was the official information service of the 

government and the first point of contact on behalf of the prime minister, his cabinet 

and the Dutch Royal House. The RVD was also responsible for providing public 

information on government policy, the prime minister and the Ministry of General 

Affairs (Rijksoverheid 2015). The RVD played a coordinating role but departmental 

communication units continued to enjoy a large degree of autonomy. Communication 

directors congregated once a week in the voorlichtingsraad (English: information 

sharing committee) to discuss the latest developments and attune their activities but 

they remained in charge of their own departmental communication units. Internet 

coordinator NL-2 observed that some departmental communication units viewed 

themselves as sovereign entities, which he argued was to the detriment of 

consistency in government communication and “goes against the idea that we are 

one organisation that speaks with one voice” (NL-2, 2014).  

 

They continue to do their own thing. Sometimes I get the feeling that I really 
have to beg them for information. They don’t really like to collaborate (NL-2, 
2014). 
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Several participants in the study observed that possibly as a consequence of the 

increased focus on the reputation of cabinet members there was a growing divide 

between government communication professionals who had a close working 

relationship with those in power, such as spokespeople and departmental 

speechwriters, and their colleagues elsewhere in the organisation including 

knowledge advisors, communication officers and internet coordinators such as 

interviewee NL-2 That is, they understood their role in different ways. The 

spokespeople and departmental speechwriters stressed they operated in a politically-

driven environment and were therefore bound to the will of those in power. 

Departmental speechwriter NL-10 observed he was not able to release confidential 

information or contravene the interests of the government in any other way, stating 

that “if you can’t live with that you ought to ask yourself the question what you are 

doing here” (NL-10, 2014). Fellow departmental speechwriter NL-9 even went so far 

as to argue that “those who pay the piper call the tune” (NL-9, 2014). 

 

Government communication professionals elsewhere in the organisation including 

knowledge advisors, communication officers and internet coordinators such as NL-2 

appeared to lean more towards the interests of the public. NL-2 reiterated that 

government communication was about “the content of government policy and 

certainly not about party politics” (NL-2, 2014). He vowed to blow the whistle should a 

cabinet member overstep the mark. Freelance speechwriter NL-3 pointed to the 

powerful position of fellow speechwriters within the departments who kept their job 

regardless of an election’s outcome while the cabinet members they served came 

and went. Former departmental speechwriter NL-7 conceded that as a result, some 

government communication professionals were more influential than politicians. 

Government communication professionals received ample opportunity to build strong 
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networks within the organisation and gain inside knowledge, an advantage most 

incoming cabinet members did not have. According to NL-7 their dependency put 

cabinet members in a vulnerable position. 

 

The reality is they live in constant fear. The political arena is threatening. 
Journalists are threatening. Even their own colleagues are threatening. 
Cabinet members have to navigate very cautiously to stay out of trouble. 
They need government communication professionals as their eyes and ears 
(NL-7, 2014). 

 

Knowledge advisor NL-16 lamented that departmental speechwriters and other 

government communication professionals who had a close working relationship with 

those in power seemed to believe they were in “a different league” (NL-16, 2014).  

 

The higher you look the more insolence you see. They have an attitude like 
‘well, the minister may want this or that but two years from now he is gone’. It 
makes you wonder who is actually in charge” (NL-16, 2014) (see also 
Statement 4 in the appendix).  

 

Departmental speechwriter NL-9 readily admitted that he had “a lot of freedom … but 

as long as you are open and honest I don’t see the problem” (NL-9, 2014). Unlike 

some of his colleagues in other parts of the organisation, NL-9 did seem to have a 

problem with the increased focus on the reputation of cabinet members. He reasoned 

that because cabinet members carried the responsibility for the actions of their 

department they deserved a certain level of protection. NL-9 was not afraid this 

would lead to a blurring line between government communication and political 

communication or even manipulation. Echoing observations made by Lijphart (2012), 

he argued that any purported attempt to politicise the public service could be taken 

as a breach of trust, put a strain on the relationship between coalition partners and 

threaten the stability of the government. Moreover, according to NL-9 the fact 
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government communication professionals served political masters from different 

colours simultaneously, provided them with sufficient autonomy to “hit the brakes” 

(NL-9, 2014) if they felt their minister was pushing the limits. He argued that the 

multiparty system meant no single group was able to take absolute control of the 

government, NL-9 reasoned, adding that “so as far as we are trying to sell anything 

at least we know it is supported by a broad consensus” (NL-9, 2014). 

 

Departmental speechwriters such as NL-9 are a relatively new phenomenon in the 

Netherlands. In the past cabinet members relied on policy officers for the preparation 

of presentations. It was only in the early 1990s that the first specialised speechwriter 

was appointed. Today, they can be found at each department (Vermaas 2001). In 

section 1.3 it was noted that government communication is supposed to be the 

exclusive domain of public servants. There is no such thing as a ministerial office and 

political advisors are kept at bay. Political appointments are an exception in the 

Netherlands. Bekker (2012) observed that even top officials are supposed to be 

selected on merit and not because of their affiliation with any particular party. The 

relatively non-political nature of ministerial recruitment means that ministries and 

government agencies are often being run in a business-like manner. Hofstede (2015) 

explained that “the Dutch style” is among other things being characterised by 

independency and hierarchy for convenience only. This liberated attitude appears to 

be reflected in the organisational culture of the public service. However, according to 

freelance speechwriter NL-3 the recruitment process had to be taken with a big grain 

of salt. She alleged incoming cabinet members increasingly installed “their own 

people” (NL-3, 2014) in key positions. “Or they ensure that certain individuals are 

sidelined because they want someone else in that position,” NL-3 argued with 

reference to her own dismissal. NL-3 alleged that the influence of political advisors 
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was on the rise saying that both freelance and departmental speechwriters were 

frequently put under pressure to engage in partisan communications.  

 

More than once I have been asked to write political speeches the minister 
could use during campaign rallies and those sorts of things. It’s very tempting 
to say yes political speeches are great fun. But we are not supposed to do so 
(NL-3, 2014).  

 

According to NL-3 the requests usually came from political advisors rather than 

cabinet members themselves. She believed that while seasoned government 

professionals like herself were able to stand their ground and refuse to engage in 

partisan communications, particularly the less experienced colleagues might come 

round because either they were not aware of the difference between government 

communication and political communication or “they don’t want their minister say the 

wrong things” (NL-3, 2014). Others might simply be conscientious, NL-3 observed. In 

her view many departmental speechwriters were like chameleons: able to change 

colour anytime depending on their environment. Former speechwriter NL-6 admitted 

that on at least one occasion she had given in to the request of a political advisor.  

 

They asked me to write a speech the minister would give at a party meeting. I 
decide to help out because the topic of the speech was very much within her 
portfolio. But it was on the edge. I worked for a cabinet member and not for a 
politician luring voters. I must admit that afterwards I felt pretty awkward (NL-
6, 2014).    

 

Despite the efforts of the Academy of Government Communication to help 

government communication professionals improve their work practices and enlighten 

them about the virtues of communication in the heart of policy. Particularly to people 

like departmental speechwriter NL-9 it had remained an abstraction. NL-9 admitted 



The Politics of Government Communication 

 192 

he had little affinity for communication in the heart of policy and declared his work 

had little bearing on it.  

 

Probably it should be, but this is currently not yet the case. My primary 
responsibility is to help the minister find the right words and make a positive 
impression. Essentially, I don’t expect that this will change anytime soon (NL-
9, 2014). 

 

As far as his collaboration with policy officers went, NL-9 observed it was primarily to 

gather facts and figures for his speeches. Knowledge advisor NL-17 recognised there 

was a growing divide between government communication professionals at the top 

and their colleagues elsewhere in the organisation. He argued to live up to its 

potential communication in the heart of policy, it required a rethink not only of the 

occupational profile of government communication professionals but also of the way 

departmental communication units were structured. NL-17 observed that while most 

were slow to change, some departmental communication units had implemented 

significant changes. Communication director NL-14 recently transferred the 

responsibility for the provision of media advice to his deputy so that he got more time 

to concentrate on what he described as “the bigger picture” (NL-14, 2014) and 

improve the quality of his team. NL-14 said the provision of media advice had been 

“downgraded to a lower level” (NL-14, 2014) in recognition of the fact that 

government communication involved “more than generating publicity in the mass 

media” (NL-14, 2014). In line with Wallage (2001, p. 49) he observed that 

communication had evolved into “a management task” requiring strategic thinking at 

the highest level of importance to achieve long-term success. NL-17 argued that as a 

consequence government communication professionals had to acquire “an entirely 

new skillset” (NL-17, 2014), stating that “traditionally they are very good at sending 

but communication in the heart of policy is much more about listening” (NL-17, 2014).  
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As the rise of the network society continued and communication in the heart of policy 

became the established practice, communication director NL-12 expected most 

departmental communication units would eventually see a decline in the number of 

spokespeople in favour of government communication professionals with social 

media skills. Fellow communication director NL-13 went so far as to assert that “their 

days are counted” (NL-13, 2014).  

 

Not so long ago, the first thing I did when I wanted to reach a particular group 
of people was call a couple of influential journalists. But what sense does that 
make if nobody takes them seriously anymore? (NL-13, 2014).  

 

It was much more effective to get directly in touch with influential citizens and other 

opinion leaders, NL-13 argued.  

 

They are more likely to get things moving than the mass media. All you need 
is their email addresses and it’s done (NL-13, 2014). 

 

NL-12 added that ideally government communication professionals possessed the 

ability to “do more than just write catchy media releases”. The communication 

director cited “insight into the policymaking process” (NL-12, 2014) as one of the 

most important job requirements.  

 

It’s not sufficient to at the end of the day dress things a bit and then go public. 
If you want to do a proper job these days, you actually have to participate in 
the policymaking process right from the start (NL-12, 2014). 

 

Communication director NL-14 believed the collaboration between government 

communication professionals and policy officers would only intensify during the years 

to come.  
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We still have a compartmentalised way of thinking but to be honest, I don’t 
think those compartments still exist in the future (NL-14, 2014). 

 

Spokesperson NL-1 went a step further and prophesied that as a result of the rise of 

the network society and the integration of communication in the heart of policy 

government communication, professionals and policy officers would eventually 

merge into one occupational group (NL-1, 2014). 

 

Policy officers will have to take into account communicative aspects from the 
first to the last phase of the process whereas government communication 
professionals will have to keep an eye on how policy and legislation comes 
into being. It works both ways. And yes, I think there is a real possibility that 
this reciprocity could ultimately lead to an amalgamation of disciplines (NL-1, 
2014). 

 

Knowledge advisor NL-16 said while she was sympathetic to the idea she had her 

doubts about its feasibility.  

 

I’m arrogant enough to claim that government communication is a profession. 
Only government communication professionals know how to do an 
environmental analysis, how to stimulate behavioural change and more of 
those kinds of things (NL-16, 2014).  

 

Consistent with observations made by Pol, Swankhuisen and Van Vendeloo (2007, 

p. 151) former departmental speechwriter NL-7 argued that while the idea of 

communication in the heart of policy had its merits “the government is also a brand 

that needs monitoring just like any other brand” (NL-7, 2014). Communication 

director NL-14 supported the idea of communication in the heart of policy but said 

there was “still a long way to go before it can be deemed a success” (NL-14, 2014). 

He argued that ministries were at a disadvantage compared to government agencies 

such as the tax authorities, the maintenance department of the ministry of 
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Infrastructure and the Environment, and the employee insurance agency. It is no 

surprise that they are better able to communicate with the people because they have 

much more experience. Knowledge advisor NL-16 observed that the perceived gap 

between citizens and the government had merely grown. She argued that the 

national government in particular was a distant concept to the average citizen. 

According to NL-16 local governments such as city councils were at an advantage as 

they operated “closer to home” (NL-16, 2014) and therefore had more influence on 

the daily lives of people.  

 

If you would ask a citizen if they have confidence in their local council the 
responses are often a lot more positive than when it comes to the national 
government. People can relate to their own environment. By comparison, 
anything that happens in The Hague remains alien to them (NL-16, 2014). 

 

NL-16 argued that another limiting factor was the fact that while local governments 

“hand out the presents in the form of subsidies and allowances; it’s the national 

government that hits people in their wallets through levies and taxes. The message 

from The Hague is not always pleasant” (NL-16, 2014). She wondered to what extent 

communication in the heart of policy was really able to change that.  

 

The advent of social media also means that half the planet takes part in the 
conversation nowadays. The reality is that you have very little control over 
that conversation (NL-16, 2014).   

 

Communication director NL-12 explained that that “government policy often begins 

with macro objectives” (NL-12, 2014) which are “not always easy to understand” (NL-

12, 2014).  

 

So that’s why it’s so important to explain things. Most citizens are not as 
resistant as they may seem – they are genuinely willing to support 
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government plans as long as they understand what it’s all about (NL-12, 
2014).   

 

As far as the increased focus on image and reputation was concerned, there were 

some signs that the trend had gone into reverse. As observed in section 5.3 

departmental speechwriter NL-7 left the public service when the taskforce he used to 

be part of was disbanded under mounting pressure from policy officers who allegedly 

complained that government communication professionals had gained too much 

influence on the direction of the department. “Not entirely unjustified,” NL-7 argued. 

He admitted that rather than to support their policy colleagues in accordance with the 

idea of communication in the heart of policy, his team became so close with the 

assistant minister that they had the ability to change her mind and directly influence 

the policymaking process. NL-7 observed that it raised the suspicion among some 

that policy was becoming subordinate to reputation.  

 

The spokesperson, the communication advisor and the speechwriter were absorbed 

back into the general workforce. NL-7 seized the opportunity to leave the public 

service and returned to the advertising industry.  

 

We were pushed into a straitjacket. I felt that it was becoming too rigid — on 
Monday morning the tasks were divided and that was it. I had five years 
under my belt and I realised that the next five could very well turn out to be a 
lot less enjoyable. It was the right time for me to move on (NL-7, 2014). 

 

7.6. Summary 

In this chapter the four key findings from the interviews in the Netherlands have been 

discussed. First, the interviewees identified the murder of maverick politician and 

prime minister-designate Pim Fortuyn in 2002 as a watershed moment in the 
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development of the communication between citizens and the government. Second, 

the interviewees observed that the work of government communication professionals 

was becoming increasingly challenging as citizens had lost their respect for authority. 

Third, the interviewees admitted that Wallage’s (2001) suggestion to pay closer 

attention to the reputation of cabinet members was taken up with quite a bit more 

enthusiasm than communication in the heart of policy. Fourth, there appeared to be a 

growing divide between said spokespeople and speechwriters and their colleagues 

elsewhere in the organisation including knowledge advisors and communication 

officers. The key findings reinforce observations by authors such as Bloemendaal 

(2008) and Gelders and Ihlen (2010) that a new, more adversarial style of politics has 

arisen in which the attention had shifted from substance to personality. The case 

study has shown that compared to their counterparts in Queensland, government 

communication professionals in the Netherlands enjoy a relatively large degree of 

autonomy. One may be tempted to conclude that the rigid guidelines to separate 

government communication from political communication in the Netherlands are 

more effective than the Code of Conduct in Queensland. However, it is more likely 

that freedom of action stems from the organisational structure in which government 

communication in the Netherlands operate. That is, the absence of ministerial offices 

and the fact that political advisors are kept at bay means that, at least in theory, they 

are better placed to withstand political pressures. In the next chapter, findings from 

both case studies are discussed by putting them in perspective with Hofstede’s 

(1980) cultural dimensions theory and Lijphart’s patterns of democracy (2012). 
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8. Analysis: Government communication in 
perspective 
 

8.1. Introduction 

Queensland and the Netherlands may be very different places geographically, 

culturally and politically but the case studies suggest that as far as the work practices 

of government communication professionals are concerned the similarities are 

growing. This research draws a distinct line between government communications 

professionals or essentially, public servants working for particular departments to 

deliver general communications materials, and media advisers who usually work 

directly for a minister. First, in both jurisdictions the line between government 

communication and political communication appears to have blurred to the extent 

where organisational private-interest considerations, that is, maintaining incumbency, 

are deemed more important than public-interest considerations and additional 

pressures are placed on public servants to be complicit with partisan communications 

(see also Head 2007, p. 39). Second, notwithstanding initiatives such as 

communication in the heart of policy in the Netherlands, the role of the mass media is 

far from played out. On the contrary, as observed by interviewees from Queensland, 

newspapers, radio and TV are believed to continue to play an important part in 

selling the message of the government. By the same token, and encouraged by 

Wallage’s (2002) suggestion to pay closer attention to the reputation of cabinet 

members, findings from the Netherlands also suggest that the mass media constitute 

an indispensable ally in the battle for popular support. Overall, the findings suggest 

particularly that the work practices of government communication professionals in the 

Netherlands are in a state of change. They look increasingly like their counterparts in 
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Queensland. The findings from the case studies show that the Netherlands is not 

immune to what can be considered trends across the globalised world. I will further 

discuss these trends and their impact in the subsequent sections. 

 

In the case study of government communication in Queensland it was noted that 

departmental communication officers and media advisors had a very different focus; 

while the former seemed to be genuinely concerned with the relationship between 

citizens and the government, the focus of the latter was clearly directed at impacting 

upon the messages of the mass media. A similar trend can be found in the 

Netherlands where there is a trend towards government communication as a form of 

public relations rather than enlightenment. Although the media advisors interviewed 

in Queensland denied that their political masters were driven by self-interest (as 

suggested by Head 2007), the experiences of departmental communication advisors 

suggested the opposite. Moreover, also in the Netherlands the political dimension 

appears to be on the rise. Hence, the findings from the case studies point towards a 

shifting environment for government communication professionals in both 

Queensland and The Netherlands, one in which the line between government 

communication and political communication is blurring. Canel and Sanders (2013, p. 

3) defined government communication as “the role, practice, aims and achievements 

of communication as it takes place in and on behalf of public institution(s) whose 

primary end is executive in the service of a political rationale, and that are constituted 

on the basis of the people’s indirect or direct consent and charged to enact their will”. 

However, as has become apparent from the case studies, the term government 

communication continues to be open to various interpretations. Some argue that 

government communication should be limited to factual information while others are 

of the opinion that persuasion and spin are permissible because government 



The Politics of Government Communication 

 200 

communication professionals operate within a politically-driven environment. 

However, notwithstanding these differences, amid growing similarities between 

Queensland and the Netherlands, the intensified focus on the reputation of cabinet 

members in the Netherlands can be compared with the development of the PR state. 

Despite the fact that government communication in the Netherlands is supposed to 

be the exclusive domain of public servants, the growing divide between government 

communication at the top and their colleagues elsewhere in the organisation 

resonates with the unequal power relationship between departmental communication 

officers and media advisors in Queensland.  

 

Spokespeople and departmental speechwriters in the Netherlands stressed they 

operated in a politically-driven environment and were therefore bound to the will of 

those in power while government communication professionals elsewhere in the 

organisation appeared to lean more towards the interests of the public. By the same 

token, departmental communication officers in Queensland argued that they were 

driven by a genuine desire to make a difference while their colleagues who worked 

directly for those in power admitted that their goal was to help their political masters 

win the next election. It highlights the tension between organisational private-interest 

considerations on the one hand and public-interest considerations and additional 

pressures on the other. Young (2007, pp. 284-285) observed that when institution-

boosting and the media are the focus of the day for governments, direct engagement 

with citizens tends to be a much lower priority. The research presented here 

suggests this is exactly what is happening and this may explain why several 

interviewees in the Netherlands expressed their scepticism about the effectiveness of 

communication in the heart of policy. Irrespective of the cultural or political context in 

which government communication takes place, those in power will always want to 
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promote policy and outmanoeuvre their opponents and do not hesitate to use public 

resources to achieve their goal. According to the data the line between government 

communication and political communication is blurring both in Queensland and the 

Netherlands. The research confirms that in the two contexts examined, persuasion 

and spin have now indeed become a global phenomenon. 

 

8.2. Serving the interests of those in power 

It has been noted that political actors, such as governments, political parties and 

other elites of established political institutions are losing control over the way in which 

politics is communicated and interpreted in the public sphere (Brants and Voltmer 

2011, p. 2). Brants and Voltmer (2011, p. 2) point to what they describe as “a 

complex, often contradicting, dynamic process of centrifugal forces that pull political 

communication towards ‘media logic’, popular culture and consumerism”. In line with 

these observations, the findings show that government communication and political 

communication cannot be seen in isolation. On the contrary, they are inextricably 

bound together, not in the least because, as several interviewees in both Queensland 

and the Netherlands recognised, government communication takes place within a 

politically driven environment. Brants and Voltmer (2011, p. 2) observe that in an 

attempt to counter their loss of control, those in power have been quick to develop 

new strategies of communication in the hope of maintaining or regaining their 

defining primacy and dominance. According to Brants and Voltmer (2011, p. 2), 

central to these processes of adaptation and innovation is an awareness and 

acceptance of an ever-shifting and ambiguous public that can be distrustful as well 

as involved, turning its back on media frenzy and spin while celebrating popular 

culture and embracing the opportunities that new communication technologies offer 
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to them. Communication in the heart of policy in the Netherlands is a prime example. 

The increased focus on the reputation of cabinet members in the Netherlands can be 

considered a logical consequence of the circumstances. However, one may wonder 

why they bother given the fact that citizens increasingly challenge not only the 

legitimacy of institutionalised politics but also the credibility of the mass media. This 

issue will be further discussed in section 8.5. 

 

Drawing upon the literature review and the case study of government communication 

in Queensland I will take a closer look at two issues enunciated in the findings which 

emphasise the contemporary nature of government political communications. The 

first issue is the powerful position of ministerial staff; the second is the loss of tenure 

for public servants including departmental communication officers. Tiernan (2005, 

2007) has observed a general lack of accountability and argued that ministerial staff 

have too much power compared to public servants. According to Tiernan (2005, 

2007) there are problems with ministerial staff conduct and behaviour, particularly in 

their relationship with departments and government agencies. Queensland has 

sought to address the issue by making formal arrangements for the engagement of 

personal staff by ministers (Tiernan 2005, p. 9). Compared with arrangements at a 

national level, ministerial staff in Queensland are highly regulated. They are 

employed under arrangements that are publicly available, there are regular reports 

about their numbers and salary costs, they are subject to a Code of Conduct that 

specifies expected standards of behaviour and their actions can be scrutinised by 

external review bodies, notably the Crime and Corruption Commission, formerly 

known as the Crime and Misconduct Commission (Tiernan 2005, p. 1). However, she 

notes that despite the greater degree of regulation ministerial staff have continued to 

become embroiled in controversy (Tiernan 2005, p. 19). Tiernan (2005, p. 21) argues 
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that ministerial staff are a mark of their political masters, in that ministers create the 

cultures of their offices and it is up to them to manage their personal staff (Tiernan 

2007, p. 243). Hence, the problems of ministerial staff are fundamentally problems of 

management. Tiernan predicts that unless those in power develop appropriate 

governance arrangements these problems will persist (2005, p. 21). The case studies 

have found that similar tensions exist in the Netherlands. In some respects, the 

situation in the Netherlands is even less transparent than in Queensland. The fact 

that government communication is supposed to be the exclusive domain of public 

servants makes a pretence of an independent and impartial bureaucracy; but the 

increased focus on the reputation of cabinet members and the growing divide 

between government communication professionals who have a close working 

relationship with those in power and their colleagues elsewhere in the organisation 

suggest that the reality is often different. The unequal power relationship between 

ministerial staff and public servants may be far from ideal but compared to the 

Netherlands the balance is obvious. For future media and political communications 

research to understand the true nature of the industry, there needs to be recognition 

of these very different roles existing within the public service.  

 

Although formally employed as public servants during their term in the minister’s 

office, it may be clear that media advisors first and foremost serve the interests of 

their political masters, their party and their constituency rather than those of the 

public at large. Moreover, regardless of the Code of Conduct their lack of public 

service experience may make it difficult for media advisors to empathise with the 

position of departmental communication officers. It is important in this respect to point 

to the impartiality requirement for public servants as outlined in the Code of Conduct 

for the Queensland Public Service 2011. Among other things it states that public 
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servants are supposed to accept and value their duty to provide advice that is 

objective, independent, apolitical and impartial (Queensland Government 2011, p. 5). 

The Code of Conduct for the Queensland Public Service 2011 and the Code of 

Conduct for Ministerial Staff serve as important reminders of everyone’s roles and 

responsibilities and the fact that despite operating in a politically-driven environment 

departmental communication officers are not subordinate to media advisors. 

However, the study has found that the opposite is the case. Although there were no 

serious allegations of misconduct, the case study of government communication in 

Queensland revealed that the powerful position of ministerial staff has led to an 

unequal power relationship with public servants. As previously observed, the 

collaboration between media advisors and departmental communication officer was 

professional yet antagonistic. Former as well as current departmental communication 

officers complained that they simply ran errands for their colleagues who worked 

directly for those in power. Their responses suggested that departmental 

communication officers and media advisors had divergent interests and a different 

mindset; the former want to make a difference, while the latter want to win.  

 

The findings from the case studies show the Netherlands is not immune to what can 

be considered a trend across the globalised world, that is the mediatisation of politics 

(Brants and Voltmer 2011) and the consequent rise of the celebrity politician (Street 

2012). Brants and Voltmer (2011, pp. 3-4) explain the changes in contemporary 

political communication as taking place in two distinct, albeit closely interrelated 

dimensions. They distinguish a horizontal dimension and a vertical dimension. The 

horizontal dimension describes the relationship between politicians and the media, 

that is, “the political communication elites who together, but also in competition with 

each other, are creating and disseminating political messages for mass consumption” 
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(Brants and Voltmer 2011, p. 3). The vertical dimension denotes the interaction 

between politicians and the media on the one hand and citizens as the ultimate 

addressee of these messages on the other. Together these two dimensions 

encompass the triangular relationship between political actors, the media and 

citizens. Brants and Voltmer (2011, pp. 3-4) characterise the relationship between 

politicians and journalists by a high degree of ambivalence that shifts between 

complicity and an open power struggle.  

 

In Queensland, the unequal power relationship between ministerial staff and public 

servants means that departmental communication officers cannot live up to their 

impartiality requirement as they have no choice but to obey to the demands of media 

advisors. Information that is supposed to be impartial is being manipulated by people 

who serve the interests of those in power rather than the public. However, in the 

Netherlands the growing divide between government communication professionals 

who have a close working relationship with those in power and their colleagues 

elsewhere in the organisation suggests that at some point the latter may experience 

similar challenges as departmental communication officers in Queensland. While 

spokespeople and departmental speechwriters may not hold any formal powers to 

internet coordinators, knowledge advisors or other communication professionals in 

the public service, their proximity to the top and consequent elite status within the 

department makes it likely that in case of conflict they will be on the winning end. It 

cannot be excluded that such leads to the same chilling effect that was noted in 

Queensland. The knowledge that spokespeople and departmental speechwriters in 

the Netherlands are more influential than themselves may for some be enough 

reason to get in line and remain silent.  
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An issue that deserves due consideration in Queensland is the perceived loss of 

tenure for public servants including departmental communication officers. While they 

seemed to regard a lack of employment security for media advisors as an acceptable 

occupational hazard, the loss of tenure for departmental communication officers 

caused widespread concern. Former media advisor QLD-9 expressed her concerns 

about the fact that public servants were “robbed of their tenure and get demoralised”. 

Departmental communication officer QLD-1 said the restructure, the uncertainty it 

caused in terms of employment as well as what she regarded as a lack of respect for 

the public service from the Newman government had disheartened her and her 

colleagues. In the same section, fellow departmental communication officer QLD-2 

alleged that rather than an economic necessity the restructure of the public service 

was “a clean-up operation” as the Newman government did not trust public servants 

appointed under the ALP. However, the perceived loss of tenure for departmental 

communication officers does not seem to be supported by the facts. Employment 

security is believed essential for public servants to provide frank advice without fear 

of dismissal. Employment with the public service has traditionally been perceived as 

secure and permanent. As the case study of government communication in 

Queensland demonstrates, interviewees self-report that this security has been 

reduced in recent years as economic pressures and broader public sector reforms 

have resulted in the redundancy of numerous public servants. However, while many 

consider this to be a novelty, previous research by Colley (2005) has demonstrated 

that contrary to the popular belief there has always been scope for redundancy in 

public service employment. Despite the high degree of politicisation during the 

Bjelke-Petersen era, public servants generally enjoyed a large degree of job security. 

Although the regime was becoming frustrated with the perceived restrictiveness of 

public sector employment arrangements, it largely maintained the career service 
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conventions that were already in place (Colley 2005, p. 151). The notion of 

impartiality and tenure are in fact phenomena belonging to the 20th and 21st 

centuries. Prior to the 1850s politicisation of the public service was the norm both in 

Australia and the UK, with vacancies filled through political patronage, typically to 

meet some personal or political obligation and often with little consideration of the 

competence of appointees (Colley, 2004, p. 142).  

 

Colley (2005, p. 142) observes that tenure was developed because it was not only 

good employment practice, but also an important element of what she describes as 

“an integrated career service model”, essential for effective policy development and 

service delivery in a political environment. A non-partisan public service was able to 

serve any government regardless of their persuasion and did not need to be 

dismissed upon a change of power (Colley 2005, p. 142). These conventions 

became a model for public service employment in Australia, implemented to varying 

degrees by the states and colonies from the 1850s and serving as a template for the 

new federal public service from 1901. By the early 1980s, tenure was weakened 

again through the use of casual and contract employment, consultancies and the 

privatisation of public service functions all of which affected the potential for political 

appointments and the quality of recruits (Colley 2005, p. 151). Colley further recounts 

how the Bjelke-Petersen government was becoming frustrated with the perceived 

restrictiveness of public sector employment arrangements. It commissioned the 

Savage Review which had extensive implications for all of the career service 

conventions including tenure. Savage considered this long-term career focus 

inflexible and an impediment to new government directions (Colley 2005, p. 151).  
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Colley (2005, p. 151) concludes that redundancy provisions have been used 

throughout Queensland’s history, often in times of economic crisis, when public 

servants generally had no more security than their private sector counterparts. 

Furthermore, she observes that there does not appear to be any strong correlation 

between tenure and those in power. Colley (2005, p. 154) notes that although the 

relaxation of redundancy provisions in Queensland took place under a conservative 

government, similar trends were occurring elsewhere in Australia regardless of the 

political party in power. The question remains where the perceived loss of tenure for 

departmental communication officers is coming from. It may be explained by the 

stated political views of many of the interviewees, that is, that they were generally 

supportive of the Labor Party and so the action by the conservative Campbell 

Newman government to remove many public servants was perceived as a political 

act. Similarly, while redundancy provisions have always existed for Queensland 

public servants, there is little doubt that the Newman government’s actions to remove 

14,000 public servants created a heightened awareness that redundancy was a real 

possibility for many. Interviewees self-report that this heightened sense of job 

insecurity impacted upon the way they carried out their work, and this is an important 

issue to consider for significant public communication positions such as this. As 

previously noted, Hofstede (2001, p. 395) has explained that organisational cultures 

are shaped through a top-down process; albeit unwittingly, managers tend to hire 

only those candidates whose profiles reflect their own values.  

 

It should be noted that the same top-down process can make or break these 

organisational cultures. Moreover, research has demonstrated that group culture – 

with a focus on people rather than the organisation, flexibility rather than control and 

employee cohesion and morale – has a positive influence on all levels of 
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communication (Walsh 2015, p. 148). Walsh (2015, pp. 148-149) found that political 

masters and departmental executives seem to have varying levels of knowledge of 

communication and its democratic significance, and varying commitment to its 

principles. According to Walsh, they also have varying levels of sophistication in 

terms of political strategy, which then impacts of the department’s handling of 

communication. Walsh argues that the importance of the minister, his or her 

personality and understanding of the nature of government communication, together 

with the style and approach of the senior leadership of the department, is of critical 

importance to the outputs and experience of government communication 

professionals, to their experience in the organisation and to the perceived 

achievement of their communication achievements (Walsh 2015, p. 149). 

 

In line with Hofstede’s observations, departmental communication officer QLD-2 

declared that especially in the higher ranks of the public service “there used to be a 

fair bit of cronyism” which in his words “trickled down to the lower strata of the 

organisation”. In the same section departmental communication officer QLD-3 

recounted that especially in the more senior roles “friends appointed friends”. As 

previously observed, fellow departmental communication officer believed it was not 

so much cronyism as much as “a form of natural selection” as the ALP held on to 

power. Regardless of whether it was cronyism, a form of natural selection or perhaps 

even politicisation (as QLD-2 alleged in section 6.3.) given the organisational culture 

it is not inconceivable that a change of power (Colley 2005) causes anxiety among 

public servants, particularly if these public servants belong to a “very left-leaning” 

team as described by former departmental officer QLD-4 in section 6.3. Although at 

the time of the study none of the departmental communication officers that were 

interviewed had been made redundant, it is likely that the restructure greatly added to 
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the feelings of insecurity they expressed. While their fears may not be reflected in 

historical evidence (Colley 2005) it may be clear that their anxiety was detrimental to 

their work ethos. As departmental communication officer QLD-1 said: she did what 

she was asked to and refused to do more than she was required to do. In this respect 

government communication professionals in the Netherlands were clearly more 

motived. Although their more positive attitude could be attributed to a range of 

factors, it seems likely that the security of tenure was one of them.  

 

8.3. The ‘calming effect’ of the coalition system 

Four key issues emerged from the interviews in the Netherlands. First, several 

participants in the study identified the murder of maverick politician and prime 

minister-designate Pim Fortuyn in 2002 as a watershed moment in the development 

of the communication between citizens and the government. Second, the 

interviewees observed that the work of government communication professionals 

was becoming increasingly challenging as citizens had lost their respect for authority 

and the traditional, linear communication processes that originated from the era of 

the pillars were no longer sufficient. Third, the interviewees admitted that Wallage’s 

(2001) suggestion to pay closer attention to the reputation of cabinet members was 

taken up with quite a bit more enthusiasm than communication in the heart of policy 

suggested it should be. Fourth, there appeared to be a growing divide between the 

spokespeople and speechwriters mentioned above and their colleagues elsewhere in 

the organisation including knowledge advisors and communication officers. Fortuyn’s 

death and the chaos that ensued in the aftermath of his assassination accelerated 

the efforts to close the perceived gap between citizens and the government, and 

interviewees appreciated that the seed was planted much further in the past. The first 
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problems started to appear with the decline of the pillar system from the late 1960s 

as citizens refused to swallow what their leaders cooked up and demanded a say in 

policymaking (Katus 2000, p. 26). However, it was Jacques Wallage (2001, p. 59) 

who suggested closing the perceived gap between citizens and the government by 

making communication an integral part of the policymaking process. The phrase 

“communication in the heart of policy” referenced the fact that the government would 

liaise with citizens from the beginning to the end of the policymaking process. As has 

become apparent from the case study, communication in the heart of policy fits with 

the Dutch propensity for negotiation and compromise. Therefore, it shows why the 

way government communication in the Netherlands developed cannot be understood 

without properly considering the socio-historical, cultural and political factors that 

shaped the country’s institutions.  

 

There were three key events which have helped shape the Dutch context, the new 

constitution in 1848; the introduction of proportional representation and politico-

denominational segregation in 1917-1960s (the pillarisation); and depillarisation after 

the 1960s which gave rise to advocacy organisations, lobby groups and trade unions.  

Although religious and ideological cleavages have now been largely overcome, the 

Netherlands remains what Andeweg and Irwin (2005, pp. 19-31) describe as “a 

country of minorities”, not only in a numerical but even more so in a social-

psychological sense. Proportionality has become so engrained in the national 

conscience that is has become almost synonymous with fairness. Today, this 

proportionality can be found back in the work practices of government 

communication professionals.  As has become apparent from the interviews, there is 

a strong awareness that power in the Netherlands is shared by at least two different 

political forces. Hence, as far as government communication professionals dance to 
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the tune of the piper, the calming effect makes that the tone is set by a coalition 

rather than one party in particular. In theory, this makes government communication 

professionals less prone to political pressures. That is, they are likely to promote the 

cause of the coalition rather than of one party in particular. It explains why 

Bloemendaal (2008) uses the term “PR cabinet” rather than “PR state”.  

 

The growing divide between government communication professionals at the top and 

their colleagues elsewhere in the organisation, as well as the increased focus on 

reputation of cabinet members in the Netherlands warrants a closer look at the Dutch 

objections against public relations. It is interesting to note that while the term public 

relations has long been shunned by government communication professionals, also 

in the advertising industry the word is rather avoided. Equally interesting is that there 

is no official definition of public relations in the Netherlands. Van Ruler (2003, p. 226) 

observes that defining public relations is not seen as useful. As far as there is a 

common understanding of the term public relations, it is that the practice is aimed at 

“the development of good relationships between an organisation and its publics” by 

means of clarification and the provision of factual information (Van Ruler 2003, p. 

225). The latter part of this description suggests that public relations in the 

Netherlands has been influenced by the enlightenment and the idea that people must 

be informed so that they can take part in the ongoing debate and development of 

society. Although the guidelines clearly separate government communication from 

political communication, since the introduction of communication in the heart of policy 

the aim of government communication is no longer merely to share information and 

clarify policy, but recognisably also to engage with citizens, and as such the 

development of good relationships. The increased focus on the reputation of cabinet 

members suggests that, although perhaps more subtle, the use of persuasion and 
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spin may be as common in the Netherlands as anywhere else including Queensland. 

Findings from the case study clearly suggest that the influence of political advisors on 

the way cabinet members and their policies are presented to the outside world is 

rising. Several interviewees claimed that public servants may not always able to 

withstand the demands of a minister or state secretary above them, and could be 

coerced into politicising their role. Whereas this may be not be news in Queensland, 

in the consociational state of the Netherlands it signifies a clear change in direction. 

Moreover, it has the potential to negatively impact on the calming effect. As such, the 

increased focus on the reputation of cabinet members may eventually turn against 

those in power. Incidents such as with agriculture minister Gerda Verburg and her 

glossy magazine (as described in section 7.4) could lead to envy among coalition 

partners and threaten the stability of the government. Government communication in 

the Netherlands is indeed a balancing act. 

 

8.4. Four functions of government communication 

Since the 1960s, social change such as depillarisation, emancipation and 

democratisation compelled the Dutch authorities to repeatedly reconsider the 

communication between citizens and the government. The paternal leaders of the 

past have made way for manager-like politicians who run the Netherlands like a 

company (Katus 2000, p. 29). Social change in combination with the urge of those in 

power to increase efficiency has brought about several inquiries with the aim to 

define the exact role of government communication and bring about further 

professionalisation. A first important step was taken in the 1980s when an 

interdepartmental working group was set up. The working group identified four 

functions of government communication: a publication, an instrumental, a service and 
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a public relations function (Katus 2000, p. 29). Publication involved explaining and 

clarifying policy, policy aims and measures, as well as their background. The 

instrumental function meant that government communication was used to realise 

policy objectives. The third function of government communication was that of 

service to the community, community organisations and the business sector. Finally, 

there was the public relations function of government communication, partly in the 

sense of the systematic building or sustaining of the image of the Minister and 

government agencies, and partly in the sense of creating mutual understanding 

between those organisations and the public (Katus 2000, p. 30).  

 

The case study of government communication in the Netherlands has found that the 

function of government communication for the purpose of creating mutual 

understanding has become significantly more important over time and is likely to 

continue its advance although the definition of mutual understanding appears to 

remain open to various interpretations. Communication in the heart of policy may be 

a genuine attempt to close the perceived gap between citizens and the government 

but the increased focus on the reputation of cabinet members suggests that at the 

same time it aims to mobilise popular support for those in power and their policy 

agenda. In this respect, the meaning of the word mutual is questionable. 

Communication in the heart of policy can not only bee seen as a way to close the 

perceived gap, but also as an attempt by those in power to counter the negative 

effect of the network society and consolidate their control over the masses.  

 

From the outset, communication in the heart of policy suggested that government 

communication in the Netherlands has acquired yet another function — consultation. 

During the interviews, knowledge advisor NL-17 explained that communication in the 
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heart of policy was not so much a given set of rules as a way of thinking based on 

the premise that government communication professionals and policy officers closely 

collaborate. According to NL-17 government communication professionals were 

expected not merely to convey information to the public, like in the days of 

information sharing, but to gather, filter and interpret information from the public and 

in the process support their policy colleagues in developing policy and legislation 

based on facts rather than assumptions. It was noted that no expense has been 

spared to help government communication professionals improve their work 

practices and enlighten them about the virtues of communication in the heart of 

policy. However, it remains to be seen how many of them have genuinely embraced 

this new approach to government communication. Moreover, the growing divide 

between government communication professionals who have a close working 

relationship with those in power and their colleagues elsewhere in the organisation is 

noticeable. It raises questions about the direction government communication has 

taken since Fortuyn’s death. In particular, the increased focus on the reputation of 

cabinet members as part of communication in the heart of policy seems an ill-fit. As 

previously observed, it was Wallage (2001) who advocated for a stronger focus on 

the proper representation of cabinet members in the mass media as they were 

presumed to play a pivotal role in the formation of public opinion. However, the 

interviewees observed that newspapers, broadcasting organisations and other 

traditional allies of the government continued to decline (NL-12, 2014).  

 

Communication in the heart of policy could be seen as one of the most radical 

changes in government communication in the Netherlands since the end of the 

Second World War. However, the novelty may not lie in the consultative aspect as 

much as in the increased focus on the reputation of cabinet members. The guidelines 



The Politics of Government Communication 

 216 

that came into force after the war have long proven an effective way of shielding 

government communication from politicisation. As previously observed, government 

communication was initially controlled by the leaders of the pillars but the Dutch 

aversion to propaganda stopped them from engaging in public relations. Another 

explanation might be that the docility of people meant the use of sales techniques 

was simply unnecessary. Depillarisation eventually caused public relations to come 

back in the picture. In 1968, a newspaper revealed that in their desperation to win 

back the favour of their constituency, several cabinet members from different 

persuasions had enlisted one and the same external public relations advisor 

(Bloemendaal 2008, p. 47). Not only did he help them build and sustain their 

reputation, it was alleged the spin-doctor was even involved with important 

government decisions. The revelations sparked a backlash rarely seen before in the 

Netherlands. A subsequent commission of inquiry chaired by CDA heavyweight 

Barend Biesheuvel (1920-2001) stressed the importance of a strict separation 

between government communication and political communication. The commission 

of inquiry reaffirmed that government communication had to be recognisable as such, 

relate to policy and organisation and should not be aimed at the personal image 

building of cabinet members and other government officials. Government 

communication would continue to include a strong element of enlightenment. 

However, the restrictions on the use of sales techniques would soon prove difficult to 

maintain. During the 1970s the government ran a myriad of public service campaigns 

aimed at “promoting behaviour considered favourable for the general good or for 

individual well-being” (Katus 2000, p. 27).  

 

Although these campaigns were supposed to be enlightening only, there was hardly 

any denial that they attempted to persuade as well. Moreover, they were based on 
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the same methods believed to be the exclusive domain of the advertising industry. 

This background creates some doubt around the Dutch suspicion about public 

relations, as it appears to be a familiar technique. No matter how public relations is 

defined, as sales techniques or as a way of creating mutual understanding, there is 

ample evidence to suggest it has become an integrated part of government 

communication in the Netherlands. As observed in section 3.4, despite the public 

relations function of government communication the term public relations is usually 

avoided as it has become a metaphor for all that can be seen as bad for one’s image 

and is widely associated with the aggressive style of communication seen in the 

United States (Van Ruler 2003, p. 226). Meanwhile, there is hardly any debate about 

the ethics of public relations. According to Van Ruler (2003, p. 226) the general 

conviction is that a professional code is an outdated instrument of no practical 

significance and that ethics is a situational concept that cannot be debated in 

general. However, just because nobody is talking about public relations does not 

mean it is not there. One may argue that the opposite is the case.  Communication in 

the heart of policy and the increased focus on the reputation of cabinet members 

suggests that public relations has become a key element. 

 

Communication in the heart of policy bears similarities with the principles of 

community engagement as defined by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development (OECD) in 2001, yet it relies on the specific skills and attributes of 

government communication professionals who are expected to gather, filter and 

interpret information from citizens, and as previously mentioned, assist their policy 

colleagues, and ultimately those in power, in developing policies and legislation that 

receive broad social support. Government communication professionals play a 

mediating role in this process. They also seem to play a mitigating role as their 
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tenure theoretically allows even those who work directly for those in power to 

withstand political pressures. Most interviewees in the Netherlands declared they 

enjoyed a large degree of employment security and considered themselves apolitical. 

In previous sections it was noted that the interviewees appeared to pride themselves 

on their impartiality while participants even regarded themselves as an extension of 

the fourth estate, closely monitoring the actions of those in power to ensure that 

government communication remains devoid of persuasion and spin. However, as 

observed in the case study, spokespeople and departmental speechwriters such as 

NL-9 and NL-7 took a different view. According to departmental speechwriter NL-9 

“those who pay the piper calls the tune”. Former departmental speechwriter NL-7 

believed that the public service served as “a watchdog” (see also Statement 8 in the 

appendix) but never regarded himself part of it. “I was hired to write their speeches, 

not to scrutinise them”, and further,  

 

As a copywriter I sold cars, couches and many other products I would never 
buy myself so I don’t see why I would have to support the party of the minister 
I work for (NL-7 – see also Statement 6 in the appendix).  

 

As previously noted, communication in the heart of policy was intended to close the 

perceived gap between citizens and the government. Studies have found that public 

confidence in the Dutch government has increased over the past few years 

(Brenninkmeijer 2011, p. 3) but several interviewees observed that many of the 

problems that triggered the Wallage inquiry still exist today and, in some respects, 

have worsened. Voter turnout has further decreased as has support for the 

mainstream parties. As observed in section 7.2, while Fortuyn had been relegated to 

the pages of history, the void had been filled by the much more radical Geert Wilders 

and his Freedom Party. Knottnerus et al. (2012, p. 234) note that many citizens feel 
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powerless and ignored by politicians and policymakers. Wallage (2001, p. 38) 

envisaged that as the network society developed, mass communication would evolve 

into one-to-one communication; a direct relationship in which citizens and the 

government are equal conversation partners. While there is no clear evidence of the 

degree to which communication into the heart of policy has contributed to the growth 

in confidence, the question arises as to how a more customer-oriented, consultative 

and communicative approach relates to a stronger focus on the reputation of cabinet 

members. Wallage (2001, p. 37) argued that the government be transparent 

regarding government policy in order for citizens to form their own opinions. How 

realistic is it to expect that this will happen if the very same government takes the 

liberty to utilise any means deemed appropriate to show those in power and the 

policies they put forward in the best possible light? The increased focus on the 

reputation of cabinet members suggests that instead of a genuine attempt to close 

the perceived gap between citizens and the government, communication in the heart 

of policy was nothing but an attempt by those in power to regain the upper hand in 

the communication process. As Brants and Voltmer (2011, pp. 10-11) put it: 

 

…realising that an elite-driven, top-down style of communication is one of the 
major impediments for a viable relationship with their constituencies, 
politicians have embarked on strategies to meet people where they are.    

 

Particularly with government communication professionals who have a close working 

relationship with those in power, such as spokespeople and speechwriters, declared 

that while they appreciated the idea behind communication in the heart of policy, their 

work had little bearing on it. Several participants in the study observed that the line 

between government communication and political communication was blurring as 

those at the top were increasingly being subjected to political pressures. This study 
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was not equipped to measure or assess whether the Dutch government 

communications professionals had been ‘politicised’ in their work; although the 

research findings certainly support a decreasing focus on the purely public service 

role they once fulfilled. Although the resemblance with ministers’ offices as are 

customary in Queensland is hard to ignore, spokespeople, speechwriters and others 

who work directly for those in power continue to be employed with the public service 

and are bound to the same impartiality requirements as their colleagues elsewhere in 

the organisation. Some cabinet members may prefer to work with “their own people” 

as freelance speechwriter NL-3 alleged but in the Netherlands political appointments 

are still an exception rather than the rule (Bekker 2012). Moreover, as far as political 

appointments occur, the country’s multiparty system and the fact power is shared by 

at least two different political forces safeguard some degree of diversity. However, as 

the findings from the case study of government communication suggest, the growing 

divide between government communication professionals who have a close working 

relationship with cabinet members and their colleagues elsewhere in the organisation 

means that a degree of politicisation cannot be excluded.  

 

The findings suggest that while cultural and political settings may impose certain 

constraints, the desire of politicians to put themselves in the spotlight and highlight 

their achievement is universal. Moreover, “political administrative sensitivity” can be 

read as “the ability to dance to the tune of those in power”. The case study of 

government communication in the Netherlands suggests that government 

communication professionals who have a close working relationship with cabinet 

members are selected on their ability to behave like chameleons and change colour 

anytime depending on their environment. They are selected at the gate for their 

ability and willingness to dance to the tune of the piper; or as communication director 
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Jasmine described it, “their political antenna and feel for administrative relations”. 

Special consideration should be given to “the communication pool” mentioned by 

communication director NL-13. These freelance communication professionals who 

are on standby to come into action when the need arises do not only offer flexibility in 

organisational terms but also politically because as non-public servants they are not 

bound to any impartiality requirement. Although it remains unclear to what extent this 

is a deliberate strategy, in theory, the communication pool offers carte blanche to 

cabinet members to install “their own people” in key positions as previously observed 

by freelance speechwriter NL-3.  

 

Although the similarity with the PR state in the United Kingdom and Australia is 

obvious, there is a fundamental difference between these two phenomena. In the PR 

state, the party in power sets the tone. By comparison, the PR cabinet requires 

negotiation and compromise between coalition partners. In the PR state, the tone 

may radically change, depending on an election’s outcome. The tone of different PR 

cabinets may be relatively similar because in the Netherlands at least one of the 

governing parties is likely to make it into the next coalition. Bloemendaal (2008, p. 

159) suggests that the PR cabinet “has been copied from countries with a 

Westminster system where the winner takes it all”. However, the multiparty system in 

which power is shared by at least two different political forces makes a radical 

change in appearance unlikely. The colour of the PR state is the colour of the party in 

power. The colour of the PR cabinet is a blend of the colours of the parties that make 

up a coalition. As former departmental speechwriter NL-7 put it: “They may paint the 

picture whitish grey or greyish white but it’s usually a true representation of what the 

people like to see at that particular time” (see Statement 3 in the appendix).  
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8.5. Mediatisation and the rise of the celebrity politician 

Regardless of the question as to what extent communication in the heart of policy is 

a genuine attempt to close the perceived gap between citizens and the government, 

the case study of government communication in the Netherlands has demonstrated 

that it was not designed to deal with the kind of upheaval seen since the 

assassination of Fortuyn. It is worth considering that only three years after Fortuyn’s 

death the Netherlands was shaken by a second politically motivated murder.  

Outspoken filmmaker Theo van Gogh was shot dead by a 26-year-old Dutch-born 

Muslim while cycling to work in Amsterdam. Van Gogh worked with the Somali-born 

writer and politician Ayaan Hirsi Ali to produce the short film Submission (2004) that 

criticised the treatment of women in Islam. Since the murders of Fortuyn and Van 

Gogh, the Netherlands, once known for its relaxed tolerance, has been in the grip of 

tension, anger and feelings of insecurity, embodied by the rise of Geert Wilders and 

his Freedom Party. As observed in Chapter 7, voters have lost their appetite for 

mainstream politics as public confidence in the government at large has sunk to a 

historic low and continues to slide (Hafkamp 2012). Wallage’s words may have been 

interpreted by some politicians as carte blanche to do whatever it takes to win back 

the favour of their constituency just like their predecessors in 1968 who engaged an 

external public relations advisor.  

 

In the case study, freelance speechwriter NL-3 likened the situation to “a popularity 

contest” and argued that since Pim Fortuyn the attention had “shifted from substance 

to personality”. Alarmed by the rise of Fortuyn and Wilders and seemingly unable to 

curb mounting community dissatisfaction through information sharing and dialogue 

some cabinet members could be forgiven for thinking that all is fair in love and war. 

They appear to have lapsed into a “salesman reflex” in which, as the incident with 
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agriculture minister Gerda Verburg demonstrated, the boundary between government 

communication and political communication may accidentally or deliberately be lost 

out of sight. In Chapter 8, I noted that the findings from the case study show that the 

Netherlands is not immune to a worldwide trend. The mediatisation of politics (Brants 

and Voltmer 2011) and the consequent rise of the celebrity politician, Street (2012) 

and Mazzoleni and Schulz (1999) distinguish between mediation and mediatisation to 

identify this change. Brants and Voltmer (2011, p. 5) explain that while the former 

refers to a simple transmission of messages through media technologies or media 

organisations, the latter goes much further, describing a situation where political 

institutions are increasingly dependent and shaped by mass media. Brants and 

Voltmer (2011, p. 6) observe that mediatisation has changed the way in which 

political parties organise and select their top personnel. For example, they are more 

likely to be chosen because of their ability to deal with the media rather than their 

skills of building alliances across social groups and factions (Brants and Voltmer 

2011, p. 6). This has given rise to what Street (2012) describes as “celebrity 

politicians”. Street distinguishes two kinds of celebrity politicians. First, the traditional 

politician who emerges from a background in show business or who uses the 

techniques of popular culture to seek and acquire elected office. Second, is the 

celebrity who seeks to influence public opinion and exercise of political power by way 

of their fame and status (Street 2012, p. 347).  

 

Although neither Queensland nor the Netherlands have seen celebrity politicians in 

the latter category, in the Netherlands, the late Fortuyn and his spiritual successor 

Wilders could be considered as celebrity politicians of the first category. However, it 

should be noted that they have never been in power and therefore did not have 

access to departmental communication resources.  Fortuyn and Wilders gained their 
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status merely through political communication. Brants and Voltmer (2011, p. 6) 

observe that rather than winning the hearts and minds of citizens, mediatisation is 

believed to have contributed further to undermining public trust not only in politicians 

but also in democratic institutions. The increased focus on the reputation of cabinet 

members in the Netherlands may be, as observed by freelance speechwriter NL-3 in 

section 7.2, the consequence of the proliferation of the mass media but is has also 

set off a vicious circle as readers, listeners and viewers learn to recognise the 

manufactured nature of news. Cynicism and disillusionment with politics grows and 

with it a dramatic erosion of trust and political engagement (Brants and Voltmer 2011, 

p. 6), leading to increased support for populists such as Fortuyn and Wilders.  

 

As far as the work practices of government communication professionals are 

concerned, although it may be true that spokespeople and speechwriters are 

chameleons, and just as the PR cabinet is not the same as the PR state, 

spokespeople and speechwriters are not the same as media advisors. Spokespeople 

and speechwriters in the Netherlands may be able to change colour anytime 

depending on their environment but they lack the blind allegiance of media advisors 

in Queensland. As public servants, government communication professionals in the 

Netherlands have to juggle between the different functions of government 

communication and weigh up organisational private-interest considerations and 

public-interest considerations. Communication directors are in an even more 

precarious position as they have to maintain the balance between communication in 

the heart of policy and the reputation of cabinet members, two different tasks that 

despite Wallage’s (2001) reassurances are difficult to reconcile. It may be, therefore, 

that communication director NL-14 recently transferred the responsibility for the 

provision of media advice to his deputy, so that he got more time to concentrate on 
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what he described as “the bigger picture” and improve the quality of his team. As 

observed in Chapter 7, the interviewees were aware that they operated within a 

politically-driven environment. They displayed both political administrative sensitivity 

and loyalty. They were loyal to the community and those in power. Meanwhile, the 

rise of Wilders prompted government communication professionals in the public 

service to revisit the question of where loyalty ends and collaboration begins. This is 

where the growing divide between government communication professionals who 

had a close working relationship with those in power and their colleagues elsewhere 

in the organisation revealed itself. Internet coordinator NL-2 said he would “find it 

difficult to work for a government that included the Freedom Party” while 

departmental speechwriter NL-9 argued that the impartiality requirement for public 

servants implied that he would work for anyone regardless of their persuasion.  

 

By the time of the interviews Wilders was leading the opinion polls and leaving his 

opponents at a loss about what to do. It will be interesting to see what happens 

should Wilders really come to power. Does his strong belief in the concept of the 

political mandate mean that departmental speechwriter NL-9 continues to dance to 

the tune of the piper, or will his political administrative sensitivity (Bovens et al. 2007, 

p. 314) compel him to resign? It is an ethical dilemma that shows the quandary NL-9 

and other government communication professionals at the top could find themselves 

in one day. As previously noted, their tenure theoretically allows even those who 

work directly for those in power to withstand political pressures. However, as 

observed in Chapter 7, the Second World War has shown that under the right 

circumstances loyalty can escalate into outright collaborationism. 
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Van Ruler (2000, 2003, 2007) has previously explained how the Dutch attitude 

towards government communication has been shaped by enlightenment and 

Immanuel Kant’s expression of sapere aude (English: dare to know). In Chapter 4, I 

observed how Foucault (1984) challenged Kant’s ideas in an attempt to understand 

the techniques and disciplines utilised by governments and their role in the creation 

of the individual. Foucault (1984) subsequently developed his own concept of 

governmentality or the conduct of conduct, that is, the way in which governments 

shape human conduct by calculated means. The concept of governmentality may 

help us to gain a better understanding of the changing work practices of government 

communication professionals in the Netherlands. Foucault argued that power in a 

society is never a fixed and closed regime but rather an endless and open strategic 

game (Gordon 1991, p. 48). In section 4.2 Murray Li (2007, p. 275) observed that 

authorities may apply persuasive techniques in an attempt to gain consent. She 

added that citizens often do not realise their conduct is being conducted if power 

operates at a distance. Hence, the question of consent does not arise. However, 

according to Gordon (1991, p. 48) the way the game develops depends on 

perceptions.  Only if citizens perceive the conduct of conduct as legitimate will they 

be willing to subjugate themselves to the rule of those in power.  

 

At the same time, the prevailing thought seems to be that a fundamentally positive 

attitude among citizens towards the government and its policies is essential for 

communication in the heart of policy to work. What emerges is an ostensibly 

irreconcilable contradiction. By taking a more customer-oriented, consultative and 

above all, communicative approach the government reverses Foucault’s reasoning.  

The government no longer seeks to shape human conduct — rather, the people are 

given an opportunity to shape the conduct of the government. However, the 
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increased focus on the reputation of cabinet members could cause this opportunity to 

be lost. Indeed, it cannot be excluded that persuasion and spin are deliberately or 

unconsciously used, in the words of Herman and Chomsky (2002), to “manufacture 

consent” as mediatisation has made media logic an integral part of day-to-day politics 

(Brants and Voltmer 2011, pp. 8-9). Seemingly at odds with the existence of an 

active citizenry and the potential of the network society, this media logic now seems 

to drive government communication as well. Brants and Volmer (2011, p. 8) observe 

that as citizens increasingly challenge the legitimacy and credibility of institutionalised 

politics as well as the mass media, they are turning away from ‘high politics’ towards 

alternative or non-political spheres of communication. Although some government 

communication professionals in the Netherlands seemed to be convinced that 

communication in the heart of policy was indeed a genuine attempt to close the 

perceived gap between citizens and the government, it could also be considered as a 

calculated way of shaping human conduct.  Governmentality means that those in 

power set conditions, “arranging things so that people, following their own self-

interest, will do as they ought” (Murray Li, 2007, p. 275). Foucault identified the 

conduct of conduct as the central problem of modern governance. The idea of a 

liberal government presents a paradox; liberalism asserts the sovereignty of the 

individual, yet governments require individual behaviour be regulated and modified.  

 

A similar paradox can be seen in the idea of communication in the heart of policy. 

Although it could be regarded as a noble pursuit in line with enlightenment ideals, it 

seems unlikely that communication in the heart of policy will be able to turn the tide.  

This is not only because it was not designed to deal with the kind of upheaval seen 

since the assassination of Fortuyn but also because as previously observed those at 

the top are increasingly being subjected to political pressure; political pressures 
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which as previously observed, may trickle down from spokespeople and 

speechwriters to their colleagues elsewhere in the organisation and add to the 

blurring line between government communication and political communication. Kant 

(1784) argued that “all people must be willing to be informed on what is going on and 

made enlightened, so that they can take part in the ongoing debate about and 

development of society” (Van Ruler 2003, p. 224). Katus and Van Gent (1995, p. 9) 

observed that information sharing was based on the conviction that citizens should 

not be pushed in a particular direction. Van Ruler (2003, p. 224) has a different 

explanation. She observes that while the elites appreciated that enlightenment was a 

noble pursuit they feared the consequences should the mass of the population 

acquire too much knowledge. As a result, government communication became not 

only a way to educate people but also to influence their behaviour; in line with the 

concept of governmentality, they received just enough education to meet the 

expectations of those in power and became the sort of citizens the nation required. 

The history of government communication can thus be seen as “a history of the battle 

between information and emancipation on the one hand, and education and 

persuasion on the other”, yet always under “the dogma of the Dutch uncle” (Van 

Ruler 2003, p. 224). Reminiscent of Katus and Van Gent’s (1995, p. 9) interpretation 

of information sharing, knowledge advisor NL-17 explained that communication in the 

heart of policy meant that citizens were not pushed in any particular direction. 

However, the findings from the case study suggest that the Dutch uncle is still trying 

to exert influence. In order for communication in the heart of policy to deliver its 

promise, it is paramount that government communication professionals retain a 

considerable degree of autonomy from those in power. Moreover, to avoid confusion 

about what is acceptable and what is not, it is important to maintain the guidelines 

that separate government communication from political communication.  
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Just like information sharing could be seen as the battle between information and 

emancipation on the one hand and education on the other (Van Ruler 2003), 

communication in the heart of policy can be seen as the battle between participation 

and perception. A battle that is likely to continue and, depending on the political 

circumstances in the Netherlands, may intensify. As has become apparent from the 

interviews, though still current by the time of writing of this thesis, the guidelines have 

been under pressure for years and could, to the liking of government communication 

professionals at the top, eventually be relaxed or abandoned altogether. Contrary to 

Bloemendaal’s (2008) allegations it seems improbable that such would lead to a 

wholesale adoption of propaganda as cultural and political provide sufficient 

counterforce. However, abolishing the guidelines would certainly give those in power 

and those who directly work for them greater control over the way cabinet members 

and their policies are being presented to the citizenry. Government communication 

professionals such as NL-9 may not find this particularly problematic. Although he 

was selected on merit and not because of his affiliation with any particular party, he 

clearly demonstrated the willingness and ability to adapt. Other government 

communication professionals may find themselves caught between old ideals of 

enlightenment and contemporary political pressures; the crossfire between politicians 

and journalists. Although one may argue that greater control by those in power is 

more democratic, it could defeat the purpose of communication in the heart of policy. 

The mediating role of communication professionals in presenting a fair and balanced 

state of affairs for citizens to form their own opinion presupposes a considerable 

degree of autonomy from those in power. As mediation becomes mediatisation and 

their autonomy decreases, it might become increasingly difficult to fulfil this role.  
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8.6. Summary 

The key difference between the work practices of government communication 

professionals in Queensland and the Netherlands lies within the broader political and 

organisational context in which they operate. In Queensland the responsibility for 

government communication is scattered between departmental communication 

officers who are part of the public service and media advisors in the minister’s office. 

In the Netherlands, government communication is supposed to be the exclusive 

domain of public servants. Although there were no serious allegations of misconduct, 

the case study of government communication in Queensland largely confirmed the 

suspicion that departmental communication officers may feel hampered in their ability 

to provide frank and fearless advice due to the powerful position of ministerial staff. 

The perceived loss of tenure for departmental communication officers does not seem 

to be supported by the facts. There is evidence to suggest, however, that 

Queensland government communications professionals felt a heightened sense of 

job insecurity under the Newman government, and that this increased insecurity 

impacted negatively upon the way they carried out their work, their commitment and 

their sense of autonomy. In the Netherlands these challenges are less evident. 

Nevertheless, evidently there is a growing divide between spokespeople and 

speechwriters and their colleagues elsewhere in the organisation. Therefore, the fact 

that government communication in the Netherlands is supposed to be the exclusive 

domain of public servants does not guarantee that the line between government 

communication and political communication will never be crossed.  
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9. The battle of government communication 
 

9.1. Introduction 

 

This is where we live – 12 million of us. Quiet people, not given to make a 
song and dance. Every four years, we have a chance to unleash our political 
passions but then, why should we? We are the most divided, subdivided 
nation on earth. We live in pigeonholes, both structural and sociological, but 
we get along fine, as long as we can have our own convictions and, if 
possible, our own front door. We are 12 million individualists. Awfully tolerant 
individualists. We have to be, cramped like sardines in urban and suburban 
tins. But our ideal is to be by ourselves (Haanstra, 1963).  

 

Cinemas were packed to the rafters when The Human Dutch premiered on Boxing 

Day 1962. The documentary by director laureate Bert Haanstra painted a one-and-a-

half hour picture of the post-war Netherlands. Life was simple back then. The 

reconstruction was almost completed and the economy was booming on the back of 

the German economic miracle. No one was left out and everybody belonged.  

 

During the 2007 edition of the International Documentary Festival in Amsterdam, The 

Human Dutch was proclaimed as the best Dutch documentary since 1945 (NOS 

2007). By then, the complacent and docile citizens Bert Haanstra so eloquently 

immortalised on the silver screen had long gone. In a timespan of just five decades, 

the pillars had been broken down to their fundamentals resulting in a profound 

transformation of society. On the other side of the planet the state of Queensland 

went through a transformation of its own. Walking through the bustling streets of 

downtown Brisbane, it is hard to imagine that only three decades ago this city was 

the capital of what some might regard as the most parochial state in Australia. After 

the Fitzgerald Inquiry (1987-1989) things moved rapidly. However, while the face of 
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societies may change, on the inside things remain stable for much longer (Hofstede 

2005). Hofstede et al. (2010, pp. 19-20) used the analogy of an onion to explain how 

cultural differences manifest themselves. In Chapter 1 it was observed that 

organisational cultures differ mainly at the level of practices, which are more 

superficial and more easily learned and unlearned than the values that form the core 

of national cultures. In politics, symbols, heroes and rituals play an important role. In 

Chapter 3, Brants and Voltmer (2011, p. 11) argued that the degree and forms of 

changes surrounding the work practices of government communication professionals 

are to a large extent determined by the cultural and political context in which they 

take place and thus cannot be assumed universal. This may not only explain the 

remaining differences between Queensland and the Netherlands but also why the 

increased focus on the reputation of cabinet members has failed to deliver. The 

increased focus on the reputation of cabinet members appears to be a superficial 

exercise relying on symbols, heroes and rituals and as such unable to penetrate 

through the outer layers of the onion. In this respect, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions 

theory stands firm. However, in other respects his ideas can and should be 

challenged. The case studies have shown a degree of convergence between 

Queensland and the Netherlands. Although the PR state is not identical to the PR 

cabinet, the similarities between the two concepts are evident. Both can, at least in 

part, be seen as the consequence of the mediatisation of politics and the rise of the 

celebrity politician but also as manifestations of globalisation. These manifestations 

may not have managed yet to penetrate through the outer layers of the onion and 

touch the core, but the similarities between the PR state and the PR cabinet, the 

eagerness of those in power to put themselves in the spotlights and highlight their 

achievements give sufficient reason to expect further change. The findings of the 

case studies also challenge Lijphart assertions that consensus democracies are of a 



The Politics of Government Communication 

 233 

higher quality as they generally produce “kinder, gentler” and more “compassionate” 

policies as they are characterised by inclusiveness, bargaining and compromise. 

While his claims may still hold true for the policy side of things, as far as government 

communication in the Netherlands is concerned, the rise of Fortuyn and subsequent 

more adversarial style of political discourse indicate a break with prior conventions.  

 

Irrespective of the cultural and political context, departmental communication officers, 

that is, public servants, ideally play a key role in maintaining the quality of democracy 

by operating as independent and impartial intermediaries between citizens and the 

government. However, the unequal power relationship between departmental 

communication officers and media advisors in Queensland raises serious questions 

about position of the Queensland public service in relation to those in power, and as 

such about the extent to which departmental communication officers are either able 

or willing to live up to their democratic duties. The relatively large degree of 

autonomy of government communication professionals in the Netherlands could give 

the impression that they are better placed to withstand the additional pressures 

mentioned by Head (2007). However, not the guidelines that are supposed to 

separate government communication from political communication, nor the absence 

of ministerial office can alter the fact that also in the Netherlands these pressures are 

increasingly evident. Moreover, the apparently popularity of the “communication pool” 

in the Netherlands could be interpreted as an omen of things to come. In theory, the 

communication pool offers carte blanche to cabinet members to install “their own 

people” in key positions as previously observed by freelance speechwriter NL-3. It 

cannot be excluded that this employment construction has been, or will be used to 

create teams of partisan communication professionals.  
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The guidelines stipulate what government communication should look like (output) 

but they say nothing about the background or behaviour of the people entrusted with 

government communication on a daily basis (input). Public servants are bound to an 

impartiality requirement but members of the communication pools are not. As 

freelancers, they do not enjoy the security of tenure, which may negatively impact on 

their ability to provide frank and fearless advice and could cause them to be 

particularly prone to additional pressures to be complicit with partisan 

communications. At the time of the case study of government communication in the 

Netherlands, freelancers formed only a small minority. However, as the authorities 

aim to reduce the number of public servants in the long run, the importance of the 

communication pool is likely to increase. As such, the communication pool becomes 

a de facto ministerial media unit and the position of the public service as independent 

and impartial intermediary between citizens and the government could be gradually 

being undermined. In this scenario it is not unlikely that the provision of genuine 

public information becomes subordinate to the interests of the coalition.   

 

9.2. Cultural and political contexts 

Migration, economic integration and the advent of the network society may be 

interpreted by some as pointing to the decline of national culture. Evidently, the 

“cultural imperialism” that came with this informal trading empire has led to a degree 

of hybridisation in which American influences are combined with local cultures (Louw 

2010, pp. 229-230). The introduction of public relations in the Netherlands can be 

used as an example. However, as the case studies of government communication in 

Queensland and the Netherlands have found, despite the effects of globalisation, 

even among democracies that belong to the same sphere of influence there are 
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significant cultural and institutional differences. The Dutch Correspondents’ Dinner 

(see also section 7.4) could be seen as an example of hybridisation in which 

American influences are combined with local cultures. However, the unpopularity of 

the term public relations already indicated that there is a limit to the degree to which 

Americanisation is possible as practises will only take root if they are in line with 

values. A Correspondents’ Dinner could simply prove a bridge too far in the eyes of 

Dutch citizens. National culture may be shaped through institutions as Tipton (2009, 

p. 150) contends, but at the same time these institutions are a reflection of a shared 

identity. Hofstede (2001, p. 11) argued that social norms have led to the development 

and maintenance of institutions such as politics, governance and indeed, political 

systems. In line with Brants and Voltmer (2011, p. 12) the findings from the case 

studies suggest that persuasion and spin are less advanced in consensus 

democracies compared to countries with a two-party system and a more adversarial 

style of political discourse. As an apparent consequence of globalisation, persuasive 

techniques from the United States are imported to the Netherlands but their 

effectiveness remains questionable as the cultural and political context in which they 

are applied imposes restrictions on the extent to which citizens accept these 

persuasive techniques. Although the practices of government communication in 

Queensland and the Netherlands look increasingly similar, the complex interplay 

between socio-historical, cultural and political factors means that approaches to 

government communication will continue to differ across countries.  

 

The comments by some media advisors in Queensland strengthen the impression 

that symbols, heroes and rituals not only play an important role in national cultures 

but in politics as well and thus influence the work practices of ministerial staff. Former 

media advisor QLD-9 for example said she admired Peter Beattie. Given the unequal 
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power relationship between departmental communication officers and media advisors 

it cannot be excluded that said symbols, heroes and rituals also influence the work 

practices of public servants. It would help to explain the negative views departmental 

communication officers had of the LNP and the Newman government. Their loathing 

of the new regime might as much have been the consequence of a culture shock as 

ideological opposition or anxiety about the restructure of the public service. It is 

unlikely that departmental communication officers would have been unable to 

overcome their anguish. Precisely because practices are more superficial and more 

easily learned and unlearned than the values that form the core of national cultures 

departmental communication officers can be expected to have adapted to the new 

regime relatively quickly. The case study of government communication in 

Queensland found that departmental communication officers and media advisors had 

divergent interests. The former were driven by a genuine desire to make a difference 

while the goal of the latter was to maintain incumbency for their political masters. As 

previously observed, a similar divide could be seen in the Netherlands. Despite the 

fact that government communication in the Netherlands is supposed to be the 

exclusive domain of public servants it would seem that the dynamics are such that 

they cause government communication professionals in the Netherlands who have a 

close working relationship with those in power to behave more like ministerial staff in 

Queensland. However, it remains unclear to what extent this might be the 

consequence of cultural factors. As previously observed, government communication 

professionals in the Netherlands enjoyed a large degree of autonomy from those in 

power while their counterparts in Queensland complained most of the time they ran 

errands for media advisors and other ministerial staff. Departmental communication 

officer QLD-1 claimed that some media advisors did not hesitate to use their authority 

to get things their way. Indeed, they like to flex their muscles. Hofstede at al (2010, p. 
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242) observed that masculinity versus femininity affects our thinking about people in 

organisations rather than about organisations themselves. Hence, masculinity cannot 

be blamed for the unequal power relationship between departmental communication 

officers and their colleagues who work directly for those in power. Similarly, a high 

degree femininity is not necessarily the reason why government communication 

professionals in the Netherlands enjoy a large degree of autonomy.  

 

Although Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory (1984) has proven a useful 

conceptual tool in comparing the work practices of government communication 

professionals in Queensland and the Netherlands, it would appear that national 

culture differences do not tell the whole story. The degree and forms of changes 

surrounding the work practices of government communication professionals are to a 

large extent determined by the cultural and political context in which they take place. 

Moreover, one may be tempted to draw the tentative conclusion that the differences 

are grounded in as much in organisational rather as in national cultures. Hofstede 

(2001, p. 11) argued that whereas at the national level cultural differences reside 

mostly in values and less in practices, at the organisational level cultural differences 

reside mostly in practices and less in values (Hofstede 2001, p. 394). Hofstede 

(2001, p. 395) explained that organisational cultures are shaped through a top-down 

process. Albeit unwittingly, managers tend to hire only those candidates whose 

profiles reflect their own values. It cannot be excluded that in Queensland said top-

down process has contributed to the “very left-leaning” atmosphere observed by 

former departmental communication officer QLD-4. By the same token, in the 

Netherlands the growing divide between government communication professionals 

who have a close working relationship with those in power and their colleagues 

elsewhere in the organisation has been fostered through selection at the gate. Public 
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servants including government communication professionals are selected on their 

ability to display “political administrative sensitivity”. As far as spokespeople and 

departmental speechwriters are concerned, cynics may argue that political 

administrative sensitivity is doublespeak for their being able and willing to dance to 

the tune of the piper. As freelance speechwriter NL-3 argued many departmental 

speechwriters were like chameleons, able to change colour anytime depending on 

their environment. At the same time the growing divide between spokespeople and 

speechwriters and their colleagues elsewhere in the organisation suggests that there 

is no single organisational culture. Instead, there could be multiple cultures within the 

same organisation depending on the roles and responsibilities of the people involved. 

As knowledge advisor NL-16 observed, government communication professionals 

who had a close working relationship with those in power seemed to believe they 

were in “a different league”. The distinction might be even clearer in Queensland, 

where ministers and their staff are geographically isolated from departments and 

government agencies. Unlike their counterparts in countries with comparable political 

systems, Australian ministers and their staff work from parliamentary offices (Tiernan 

2007, p. 27). Interestingly, as has become apparent from the case study of 

government communication in Queensland, despite their physical distance, media 

advisors in Queensland are still able to exercise considerable control over 

departmental communication officers.   

 

9.3. A seemingly unbridgeable paradox 

The interviews in Queensland took place at a time when the public service had just 

gone through a major restructure initiated by the incoming Newman government. 

Media advisor QLD-6 prophesied that the new premier would not last longer than one 
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three-year term as his boldness would eventually turn against him. At the 2015 state 

election on 31 January 2014, the ALP made a spectacular comeback winning 51.1 

per cent of the votes as opposed to 48.9 per cent for the LNP. Opposition leader 

Annastacia Palaszczuk became the new premier of Queensland while Campbell 

Newman admitted that his political career was over. For departmental communication 

officers such as QLD-1, QLD-2 and QLD-3 the election victory of the ALP meant the 

dark clouds of potential redundancy had passed. Things finally went back to normal. 

Meanwhile, in the Netherlands the coalition between the People’s Party for Freedom 

and Democracy (VVD) and the Labour Party was jolting along from scandal to 

scandal and struggling to hold on to power. By the time of the interviews Geert 

Wilders and his Freedom Party were leading the opinion polls. As tensions were 

rising over the European migrant crisis their popularity continued to grow. By the end 

of February 2016 – exactly 10 years after the Freedom Party was founded – some 

pollsters predicated that Wilders could count on as many as 42 out of 150 seats in 

the Lower House should the elections be held now. Meanwhile, the 70-years-old 

Labour Party had sunk to a humiliating nine seats, a decrease of 29 seats compared 

to the 2012 elections. Moreover, in the same opinion poll the Dutch equivalent of The 

Greens (also known as GroenLinks) was tipped to quadruple in size from four to 16 

seats (De Hond 2016). Clearly, tensions are brewing in the Netherlands. Even in his 

heyday Geert Wilders’ political predecessor Pim Fortuyn never went beyond 30 seats 

in the opinion polls (Van Holsteyn 2012). Moreover, it is important to recognise that 

Wilders’ support base has become much more diverse and now includes a large 

proportion of female voters as well as highly educated citizens; groups that 

traditionally sympathised with the left side of politics. 
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History seems to be repeating itself in a more extreme form. The case study of 

government communication in the Netherlands found that the rise of Fortuyn 

heralded a new, more adversarial style of political discourse. The maverick politician 

and prime minister-designate radically broke with the conciliatory approach that 

characterised the political arena and launched a frontal attack on those in power 

accusing them of bad policy and political arrogance. Rather than engage in a debate 

his opponents long tried to avoid Fortuyn instead demonising the former socialist by 

labelling him a racist and a danger to democracy. Freelance speechwriter NL-3 

argued that the murder of Fortuyn had made those in power cautious not to 

demonise again. However, by the end of February 2016 the left side of politics in 

particular seemed no longer able to control their temper. Reminiscent of remarks 

made by his associates 15 years earlier, in a newspaper interview Labour Party 

leader Hans Spekman labelled Geert Wilders “a danger to democracy” 

(Niemantsverdriet 2016). A few days later, fellow party member Willem den Hertog, 

lawyer and Labour Party leader in the North Sea resort of Katwijk, took to Twitter to 

express the wish that Wilders “dies of a heart attack” (Isitman 2016). The executive 

committee of the Labour Party denounced Den Hertog’s actions and moved a no-

confidence motion against him (Isitman 2016). However, according to Wilders the 

damage had already been done. “The Labour Party clearly hasn’t learned anything,” 

he said. Reminiscent of the words of his political predecessor, he continued to say 

that, “If the bullet hits me, everyone knows it was sent by them” (Isitman 2016).  

 

One year from the next elections it looks increasingly as if Wilders will fulfil Pim 

Fortuyn’s promise of becoming the next prime minister of the Netherlands. While 

communication in the heart of policy might have been be a genuine attempt to turn 

the tide it was not designed to deal with the kind of upheaval seen since the 
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assassination of Fortuyn. If the electoral success of Wilders is the criterion, then the 

conclusion might be that communication in the heart of policy has proved to be 

another failure. Many of the problems that triggered the Wallage inquiry still exist 

today and, in some respects, have worsened. Hence, although the chaos that 

ensued in the aftermath of the assassination of Fortuyn was a watershed in the 

development of the communication between citizens and the government one may 

argue that communication in the heart of policy was designed to solve a political 

rather than a societal problem. It would seem that those in power externalised their 

apparent inability to close the perceived gap between citizens and the government 

and look for a cause outside themselves. By trying to solve the issue through 

government communication they passed it on to the bureaucracy. Communication in 

the heart of policy may benefit the policymaking process and as such increase public 

confidence in the bureaucracy yet the findings from the case study of government 

communication in the Netherlands suggests it has not done anything to increase 

public confidence in the executive arm of government. The findings also suggest that 

despite the Dutch propensity for negotiation and compromise, politicians in the 

Netherlands are not less eager to advertise their achievements than their 

counterparts in Queensland. They can be equally expected to cross the line between 

government communication and political communication. However, the cultural and 

political context imposes restrictions. These restrictions include but are not limited to 

the rigid guidelines to which all parties have committed, power sharing by at least two 

different political forces and the fact that government communication in the 

Netherlands is supposedly the exclusive domain of public servants.  

 

The tradition of collective and collegial government may also explain why the 

Netherlands has not yet developed into a typical PR state. Positive and constructive 
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relationships among coalition partners are vital to the stability of the government. 

Under these circumstances it would be unwise to highlight the successes of one 

particular party. Instead, attention is being focussed the accomplishments of the 

coalition — that is, the PR cabinet. Institutional constraints flowing from the cultural 

and political context in which they operate present those in power with a seemingly 

unbridgeable paradox. They would like to boast on their individual achievements but 

they cannot. The PR cabinet is the only workable alternative.  

 

9.4. Exploring the boundaries of propriety 

The PR cabinet is a balancing act in which government communication professionals 

at the top are under increasing pressure to explore the boundaries of propriety. It 

seems that even the blurring line between government communication and political 

communication is the product of negotiation and compromise between coalition 

partners. Attempts by then liberal Prime Minister Wim Schermerhorn to use 

propaganda to mobilise popular support for the reconstruction effort in the aftermath 

of the Second World War suggest that the blurring line between government 

communication and political communication in the Netherlands is not necessarily a 

recent phenomenon. Rather, the period of relative calmness between the adoption of 

the rigid guidelines following the Van Heuven Goedhart inquiry in 1946 and the 

introduction of communication in the heart of policy after 2002 could be seen as an 

intermission — a temporary situation that was untenable in the long run as it went 

against the intrinsic desire of politicians to put themselves in the best possible light 

and leave their mark. However, the level of sophistication of the PR cabinet and the 

use of sales techniques that not so long ago were unthinkable in the Netherlands are 

truly remarkable. Although discussions about the introduction of a majoritarian model 



The Politics of Government Communication 

 243 

of democracy in the Netherlands usually disappear quickly, as far as government 

communication is concerned reservations seem to have been overtaken by events. 

Furthermore, the fact that (as internet coordinator NL-2 noted in section 7.5) to this 

day some departmental communication units in the Netherlands view themselves as 

sovereign entities could be seen as a legacy from the days of the pillarisation in 

which a concentration of power was to be avoided at all cost. As observed by 

departmental speechwriter NL-10 the incident with then agriculture minister Gerda 

Verburg and her glossy magazine had done little to curtail the rise in the PR cabinet. 

Institutional constraints may cause the cabinet members in the Netherlands to be 

less directly involved in government communication than their counterparts in 

Queensland but that does not mean they will not do everything to let the facts work in 

their favour. The rise of the PR cabinet suggests that in essence, the difference 

between Queensland and the Netherlands is not as big as one might expect. 

Communication in the heart of policy can be seen a logical continuation of a tradition 

of enlightenment. However, seemingly aware that communication in the heart of 

policy alone cannot turn the tide, as politicians such as Wilders increase their lead in 

the opinion polls assisted by a select group of experienced government 

communication professionals and funded by taxpayers, those in power dramatically 

gear up their public relations efforts. Regardless of the political context or national 

culture, the responsibility for their actions ultimately lies with those in power. 

 

Political systems and national cultures do play a role in the work practices of 

government communication professionals but it would seem that nowhere can 

government communication and political communication be seen separately from 

one another. Neither the Code of Conduct in Queensland nor the guidelines in the 

Netherlands are able to obscure the fact that those in power pull the strings. The 
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most effective way to take the politics out of government communication and limit its 

purpose to the provision of “genuine public information” (Pearson and McLean 2008, 

p. 13) might not be to geographically isolate ministers and their staff from 

departments and government agencies – as currently occurs in Queensland and 

elsewhere (Tiernan 2007, p. 27) – but to lay down the responsibility for government 

communication with a separate entity that has a similar degree of autonomy as a 

reserve bank. Only then, may government communication become truly factual. 

However, one may question whether such separation of powers would be desirable. 

The answer depends on the way one perceives the government, as a single brand 

such as in Queensland or as the executive (de regering) versus the bureaucracy (de 

overheid) as in the Netherlands. It will remain up to government communication 

professionals to demonstrate ethical awareness, live up to their roles and 

responsibilities as public servants and provide sufficient counterforce to prevent 

government communication from becoming propaganda.  

 

As has become clear from the case studies, although most government 

communication professionals who were interviewed recognised that they operated 

within a politically-driven environment, there was no consensus on how government 

communication and political communication can be reconciled. Media advisors in 

Queensland and government communication professionals in the Netherlands who 

had a close working relationship with those in power were more inclined to submit to 

those in power than departmental communication officers and government 

communication professionals elsewhere in the organisation. The idea that the role, 

practice, aims and achievements of government communication are constituted on 

the basis of the people’s indirect or direct consent and charged to enact their will 

seems somewhat utopian. From communication in the heart of policy to propaganda, 
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government communication is also a form of governmentality. As such, it is aimed at 

producing citizens that are best suited to fulfil the policy objectives of those in power 

(Mayhew 2004). Considering the findings of the case studies, it appears that Canel’s 

and Sanders’ (2013, p. 3) working definition of government communication, 

essentially, that government communication takes place in and on behalf of public 

institutions charged to enact the people’s will, is idealistic rather than realistic. 

Therefore, I propose some minor but crucial additions (my emphasis underlined). 

Government communication should rather be defined as:  

 

The role, practice, aims and achievements of communication as it takes place 
within a politically-driven environment in and on behalf of public institution(s) 
whose primary end is executive in the service of a political rationale and 
strategic objectives, and that are ideally constituted on the basis of the 
people’s indirect or direct consent and charged to enact their will.  

 

9.5. Conclusion and further research 

At first glance it was just another news story. By early July 2015, several media 

outlets in the Netherlands reported that communication director NL-15 at the Ministry 

of Health, Welfare and Sport had been headhunted to become the editor-in-chief of 

the political news-desk of the country’s largest commercial broadcasting company. 

During the interview I conducted with him as part of my case study, the man who 

never finished high school but worked his way up from editorial assistant to political 

reporter for newspapers and broadcasting organisations explained that after a career 

spanning nearly a quarter of a century he defected to the other side because he 

“finally wanted to get to know the government from within”. Old love doesn’t rust. In a 

media release NL-15 declared that while he had enjoyed his stint with the public 

service, his real interested lay with the press. NL-15 said it was time for him to come 

home. His move sparked ridicule and condemnation from the public and 
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commentators alike. In their view NL-15 had lost his credibility as he had served such 

a long period as a government, political communicator and was now attempting to 

take up a position as an independent editor-in-chief at a major news organisation. 

Only weeks after we met the communication director had sparked controversy after 

he allegedly tried to persuade a former colleague at the newspaper to suppress an 

article he deemed to be unfavourable towards the minister. With the incident still 

fresh in mind, a prominent satirical blog in the Netherlands denounced NL-15 as “a 

professional traitor”, “the kind that thinks that careers in journalism and the public 

service are entirely interchangeable. A lackey of those in power who is prepared to 

say whatever the highest bidder wants to hear destroying the reputation of hard-

working journalists who unlike him understand that power and press should bite 

rather than please each other”. The incident must have been grist to the mill for 

criticasters such as Bloemendaal (2008) who rightly pointed out that the relationship 

between journalists and spokespeople had become too cosy. In this respect, there 

seems little difference between Queensland and the Netherlands.  

 

Regardless of common references to the “PR state” of Queensland or the “PR 

cabinet” in the Netherlands, in each polity there remain stiff challenges to 

communication between citizens and the government. As far as the Netherlands is 

concerned, as the gap between citizens and the government continued to widen, 

those in power have increasingly struggled to implement their policy agendas. As had 

already become apparent by the late 1960s, depillarisation caused citizens to lose 

their respect for authority as they became more politically assertive. Consequently, 

those in power started an almost desperate search to reconnect with their 

constituents and win back their favour. The murder of Pim Fortuyn in 2002 

accelerated this process, as can be seen from the subsequent introduction of 
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communication in the heart of policy. However, their efforts seem to have been in 

vain. Rather than becoming more sensitive and responsive to the needs and wants of 

citizens, the increased focus on the reputation of cabinet members strengthens the 

impression that they have instead embarked on a more authoritarian and peremptory 

leadership style. They seem to have found their inspiration in countries like the 

United States and the United Kingdom where, as Blumenthal observed as early as 

1982, governing has become a “permanent campaign” (Blumenthal 1982) facilitated 

by a majoritarian democracy in which the “winner takes it all”. 

 

Successive governments in the Netherlands have tried to copy ideas that do not 

necessarily fit well with a consensus democracy in which politicians of different 

persuasions have to work together in coalitions and do not have the same 

opportunity to sharpen their competitive edge as their counterparts in the United 

States, the United Kingdom, and for that matter, Australia and especially 

Queensland. Limitations on the use of political communication in the Netherlands 

have given birth to the phenomenon of the PR cabinet, in which government 

communication is used to maximise public support and minimise dissent. It has 

become established practice for cabinets, at the start of their term, to introduce a 

motto, which the ministers are expected to actively propagate in the hope and 

expectation it will enhance their credibility and make it easier to convince the 

populace of the merits of their policy agenda. Meanwhile, departments and even 

government agencies in the Netherlands invest heavily in the development of 

communication strategies as if they were corporations. Future research would further 

investigate the implications of this perceived corporatisation of government 

communication on the ability of government communication professionals to provide 

frank and fearless advice and to operate in the interest of the people rather than 
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those in power. It would also explore the question about what extent ‘dancing’ to the 

tune of the piper (as discussed in section 8.3.) is actually undemocratic. As observed 

in section 8.2. government communication takes place within a politically driven 

environment. One may argue that as a consequence, serving the interests of those in 

power means serving the interests of the people who voted for them.  

 

 It has been argued that a doctoral thesis is “three years of solid work, not a Nobel 

Prize” (Mullins and Kiley 2002, p. 386). According to Mullins and Kiley (2002, p. 386), 

“All you need to do is to demonstrate your capacity for independent, critical thinking.” 

Admittedly, the study was a steep learning curve. As observed in the methodology 

chapter, the validity of a study depends on a coherent, plausible, convincing story 

from data collection to interpretation of results. In the same chapter I have sought to 

explain the steps I have taken on my journey of discovery and some of the 

challenges I met along the way. A limitation of the study is that it focuses on two 

jurisdictions only and relies on a relatively small sample. Furthermore, it should again 

be noted that due to the political circumstances at the time the interviews with 

departmental communication officers in Queensland took place in an atmosphere of 

secrecy and fear while despite repeated requests it was not possible to speak with 

any media advisors or other representatives of the Newman government. Additional 

research may be needed to determine to what degree effects as observed through 

the case studies extend beyond Queensland and the Netherlands. In order to get a 

better understanding of the currency of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory it is 

suggested that, building on the finding of the case studies of government 

communication in Queensland and the Netherlands, future studies examine the work 

practices of government communication professionals in other jurisdictions as well. 
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Moreover, a larger sample, that is, interviews with representatives from both sides of 

politics, would be likely to lead to a wider variety of views.  

 

In the introductory chapter it was noted that the communication activities of the 

executive arm of government concerning policy and operations have generally 

remained an under-researched area. This thesis officers a unique contribution to the 

field by exploring the work practices of government communication professionals in 

Queensland and the Netherlands and putting these in perspective with political 

systems and national cultures, that is, the Westminster system and a masculine 

society in Australia versus the multiparty system and a feminine society in the 

Netherlands. The findings have highlighted the fact that irrespective of the cultural 

and political context, those in power will always want to promote policy and 

outmanoeuvre their opponents and do not hesitate to access publicly-funded 

resources to achieve their goals. The findings also suggest that when it comes to 

government communication Queensland and the Netherlands appear increasingly 

similar. Indeed, the impact of globalisation is hard to ignore. Communication between 

citizens and the government may be a key measure of the health of any democracy 

but despite all rhetoric about transparency and communication being at the heart of 

policy, the study has found that this communication is becoming increasingly political. 

In a time of globalisation, mediatisation, the rise of the celebrity politician, and the 

decline of the mass media in their role of the fourth estate, departmental 

communication officers and other communication professionals in the public service 

could play a key role in monitoring the behaviour of governments on behalf of the 

people. However, as the battle intensifies, it is more likely that these government-

employed political communicators will be caught in the crossfire. 
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Appendix 
 

Statement 1 

“A key role of the government is to actively disclose and release information 

whether it’s beneficial for those in power or not.” 

 

Queensland: 

Although most interviewees in Queensland strongly agreed that government had the 

responsibility to actively disclose and release information regardless of the interests 

of those in power, several departmental communication officers argued that media 

advisors had a tendency to delay or supress information that could cause negative 

publicity and potentially weaken the position of their political masters. Departmental 

communication officer QLD-1 claimed she had seen it happen “many times” (QLD-1, 

2014). 

 

There was a great study done a few years ago by the department. It looked at 
how to help businesses move over to a carbon-neutral, green economy. A 
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brilliant piece of work but the Bligh government ignored it because they were 
getting hammered so much by the opposition and the mass media that it no 
longer suited them politically. It just sat there on the shelf. Never heard of it 
again (QLD-1, 2014).  

 

Former media advisor QLD-9 denied QLD-1’s allegations. She pointed to the Right to 

Information Act adopted by the Bligh government in 2005 to replace the 1992 

Freedom of Information Act. 

 

The philosophy behind the Right to Information Act was to encourage citizens 
to pull information out of the departments. The act turns the responsibility 
around. It obliges the departments to push out information. So in the Bligh 
government we would actively publish cabinet decisions and other important 
stuff (QLD-9). 

 

Although they appreciated the philosophy behind the Right to Information Act, former 

media advisor QLD-10 was not convinced that it was a key role to actively disclose 

and release information. 

 

It’s like any corporation — you’ve got good governance and good governance 
often means that some information has to remain confidential. Not being 
secretive but not telling everyone everything. I mean, it would be ridiculous to 
put every little details on the internet and things like that (QLD-10, 2014). 

 

Departmental communication officer QLD-2 argued that the Right to Information Act 

was “a sham” as those in power and their media advisors “can just about veto 

anything if they want to” (QLD-2, 2014). 

 

Everything we do feeds into the ministerial machinery anyway. The only 
output we have got in the department is what we put on the website and a lot 
of that is cleared and vetted by the minister’s office as well before it goes up 
there. If they don’t like something, they just forget about it (QLD-2, 2014). 
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The Netherlands: 

According to several interviewees in the Netherlands study to actively disclose and 

release information regardless the interests of those in power was more than just a 

key role. According to departmental speechwriter NL-9 it was “self-evident” (NL-9, 

2014) that the government was transparent while communication director NL-13 

argued that “transparency is what government is all about” (NL-13, 2014). Fellow 

communication director NL-14 observed that “the basic principle of good governance 

is that you have nothing to hide” adding that “transparency is the logical result of a 

government that operates in the public interest” (NL-14, 2014).  

 

Knowledge advisor NL-16 explained that the government was obliged to be proactive 

because “we work for the public and we are paid by the public and not the other way 

around” (NL-16, 2014). Fellow knowledge advisor NL-17 pointed to the idea behind 

communication in the heart of policy. He argued that the government was “indebted 

to the people to outline their considerations” even if that meant those in power were 

likely to meet resistance (NL-17, 2014).  

 

The more transparency, the more justice citizens experience. It will lead to a 
situation where even the fiercest opponents will cease their criticism because 
they realise that they have been listened to and that they can’t always have it 
their way (NL-17, 2014). 

 

Former departmental speechwriter NL-7 was one of the few who disagreed with the 

statement. In his view the government was under no obligation to actively disclose 

and release information — rather he believed it was the responsibility of the mass 

media in their role of the fourth estate to scrutinise the wheeling and dealing of those 

in power and keep citizens informed. 
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Statement 2 

“Government communication should be aimed and providing information and 

does not seek to promote any political ideas.” 

 

Queensland: 

Although most interviewees in Queensland strongly agreed with the statement, it was 

noted that the reality was often different. Departmental communication officer QLD-1 

argued that “although we are an independent body, at the end of the day the 

information we provide is still ideological” (QLD-1, 2014). Fellow departmental 

communication officer QLD-3 complained that while she and her colleagues tried to 

keep government communication as factual as possible, “if the minister’s office is 

involved you can be pretty much guaranteed they are going to put some political spin 

on it” (QLD-3, 2014). 

 

Former media advisor QLD-9 declared that while she appreciated that public 

servants wanted to keep government communication as factual as possible, spin was 

often necessary to ensure citizens understood the merits of policy and legislation. 
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Moreover, she argued that the use of spin was not only legitimate but simply a 

necessary evil to counterweight attacks from the opposition aided by sensation-

seeking journalists. Media advisor QLD-6 explained the goal was to maintain 

incumbency. 

 

Once you are in government you are working to stay here. That’s the 
difference between the departments and the minister’s office. So if you’re 
classing it as government communication here, then the vast majority of it will 
be political communication with the aim of keeping the party in power for as 
long as possible (QLD-6, 2014).  

 

The Netherlands: 

Opinions varied in the Netherlands. Departmental speechwriter NL-8 observed that 

“being a relative newcomer” he was “positively surprised with the prudence of those 

in power” (NL-8, 2014). He observed that the cabinet members he worked for 

“generally” respected the boundary between government communication and political 

communication (NL-8, 2014). Referencing to those in power, NL-8 stated that he 

“never felt pressured to pay them lip service” (NL-8, 2014). Communication director 

NL-14 observed that rigid guidelines to which all parties had committed meant there 

could hardly be any misunderstanding that government communication and political 

communication were strictly separated. Moreover, he argued that the country’s 

multiparty system, coalition governments and the Dutch propensity for negotiation 

and compromise had a “calming effect” (NL-14, 2014). NL-14 explained that in his 

view there was a clear difference between a minister acting on behalf of a coalition 

government and a minister acting as a representative of his own political party. 

However, freelance speechwriter NL-3 was sceptical. Although the former public 

servant agreed that government communication should be aimed and providing 
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information and does not seek to promote any political ideas, she noted that “in 

reality it doesn’t work this way” (NL-3, 2014).  
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Statement 3 

“It doesn’t really matter who are in power – the government is the government 

and the tone of voice of the government remains the same.” 

 

 

Queensland: 

Most interviewees in Queensland disagreed or even strongly disagreed with the 

suggestion that the tone of voice of the government remained the same regardless 

who were in power. Also the former state minister (QLD-11) who was consulted for 

the case study did not subscribe to the statement. She argued that with each 

incoming administration “the priorities change, who they’re talking to changes, what 

they feel about things changes” (QLD-11, 2014). QLD-11 observed that as a 

consequence, “the tone changes” (QLD-11, 2014). She argued that the change in 

tone was “a good thing” as it showed the values and beliefs of those in power (QLD-

11, 2014). 
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That’s what they believe in — it makes them authentic. John Howard got in 
trouble for a while there because he was anti-multiculturalism and it showed. 
But we saw that was the man he was. He wasn’t pretending and I think that 
spoke in his favour. People want their leaders to be authentic. Whether they 
agree with them or not, they want politicians to be real (QLD-11, 2014). 

 

Media advisor QLD-6 referred to a quote from former Prime Minister Paul Keating 

who after the 1996 federal election which saw John Howard come to power famously 

remarked that “when you change the government, you change the country” (QLD-6, 

2014). QLD-6 characterised Keating’s remark as “spot on” (QLD-6, 2014). He 

explained that “when you change the government, you change the country. When 

you change the state government, you change the state” (QLD-6, 2014) However, 

departmental communication officer QLD-1 was sceptical. Although she appreciated 

that the tone of voice may change with each incoming administration, QLD-1 

observed that behind the scenes everything remained the same. 

 

I never found them honest no matter which party was in power. It’s not that 
they go out and lie. They don’t have to do that. It’s much more sophisticated. 
All they have to do is control the content and put particular views up (QLD-1, 
2014). 

 

The Netherlands: 

Most interviewees in the Netherlands disagreed with the suggestion that the tone of 

voice of the government remained the same regardless who were in power. 

Departmental speechwriter NL-8 argued that not only the tone of voice but also the 

message changed with every incoming government as each coalition had a different 

composition. However, he observed that the extent of these changes was usually 

limited. NL-8 believed one of the most important reasons was the country’s multiparty 

system. First, the fact that power was shared between political parties of different 

persuasions meant extremities were balanced out. Second, as the public service and 
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government communication professionals for that matter enjoyed a large degree of 

autonomy, NL-8 argued it was difficult for those in power to force change.  

 

Former departmental speechwriter NL-7 drew the analogy of an oil tanker at sea. 

“Sometimes you turn the rudder a bit to the left, sometimes a bit to the right, but the 

ship remains on course” (NL-7, 2014). As far as there were any changes in tone of 

voice, NL-8 observed that in their urge to score political points in anticipation of the 

next elections by the end of their term some cabinet members tended to get vocal. 

Freelance speechwriter NL-4 arrived at a similar conclusion, noting that cabinet 

members felt “an intrinsic desire to leave their mark” (NL-4, 2014). NL-7 argued that 

the alleged insolence of cabinet members should not be regarded as a problem. 

 

They may paint the picture whitish grey or greyish white but it’s usually a true 
representation of what the people like to see at that particular time (NL-7, 
2014). 
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Statement 4 

“Communication professionals in the public service enjoy a large degree of 

autonomy from those in power.” 

 

Queensland: 

Most interviewees in Queensland strongly disagreed that government communication 

professionals enjoyed a large degree of autonomy from those in power but former 

media advisor QLD-9 was the notable exception. She argued that under the Bligh 

government the degree of political interference with government communication was 

low. “Although a lot may have changed since the election,” she added (QLD-9, 2014). 

Departmental communication officer QLD-1 strongly disagreed with the statement. In 

her view the separation between government communication and political 

communication only existed in theory. QLD-1 complained that in reality government 

communication professionals ran errands for their colleagues who worked directly for 

those in power. QLD-1 claimed that while it was often unclear who was in charge of 

what, some media advisors did not hesitate to use their authority to get things their 

way. 
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Just because you can’t see the bars doesn’t mean you are in prison. I don’t 
experience much political interference because I never test it. I have tested 
that line in the past and you get smacked back down or you get complaints 
made to your boss’ boss about what you have or have not provided. So you 
quickly learn — like a mouse running through a labyrinth with electrical wires. 
I don’t have media advisors coming to me saying you must write this or that in 
your media release because I will serve up only those things I know will get 
over the line (QLD-1, 2014). 

 

Former media advisor QLD-8 reasoned that while policy officials needed a large 

degree of autonomy in order from those in power to be able to provide frank and 

fearless advice, it was important to keep government communication professionals 

on a short leash as they were distributing information on behalf of the government.  

 

Ultimately, the minister needs to be aware of whatever they are 
communicating. It’s not about manipulating that message. It’s just that they 
have to know about it because at the end of the day they are responsible 
(QLD-8, 2014). 

 

The Netherlands: 

Although most interviewees in the Netherlands agreed that government 

communication professionals enjoyed a large degree of autonomy, they noted the 

precise extent depended on their role. Freelance speechwriter NL-3 pointed to the 

powerful position of fellow speechwriters within the departments who kept their job 

regardless of an election’s outcome while the cabinet members they served came 

and went. Former departmental speechwriter NL-7 conceded that as a result, some 

government communication professionals were more influential than politicians.  

Government communication professionals received ample opportunity to build strong 

networks within the organisation and gain inside knowledge — an advantage most 

incoming cabinet members did not have.  
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The reality is they live in constant fear. The political arena is threatening. 
Journalists are threatening. Even their own colleagues are threatening. 
Cabinet members have to navigate very cautiously to stay out of trouble. 
They need government communication professionals as their eyes and ears 
(NL-7, 2014). 

 

Knowledge advisor NL-16 lamented that departmental speechwriters and other 

government communication professionals who had a close working relationship with 

those in power seemed to believe they were in “a different league” (NL-16, 2014).  

 

The higher you look the more insolence you see. They have an attitude like 
‘well, the minister may want this or that but two years from now he is gone’. It 
makes you wonder who is actually in charge (NL-16, 2014).  

 

However, fellow knowledge advisor NL-17 argued that the opposite was the case. 

According to NL-17 particularly government communication professionals who 

worked directly for those in power enjoyed the lowest degree of autonomy as their 

actions were continuously being scrutinised by their political masters. 

 

They cannot afford to make mistakes because the minister will blame them. 
They may enjoy the same degree of employment security as any other public 
servant but that doesn’t mean that they are invincible. As a spokesperson or 
speechwriter your work is highly visible — you can’t fly under the radar (NL-
17, 2014). 
 

 

Freelance speechwriter NL-3 observed that government communication 

professionals who worked directly for those in power were “less and less 

autonomous” (NL-3, 2014). She argued that more often than not it was a personal 

choice.  

 

They may be public servants but in order to survive in these roles you have to 
be a political animal. A lot of them have more affinity with their minister than 
with the government in general NL-3, 2014). 
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NL-3 alleged that incoming cabinet members increasingly installed “their own people” 

in key positions (NL-3, 2014). “Or they ensure that certain individuals are sidelined 

because they want someone else in that position,” the former public servant said with 

reference to her own dismissal (NL-3, 2014).  
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Statement 5 

“Communication professionals in the public service have a duty to inform 

citizens to their best knowledge even if this would go against the interest of 

those in power.” 

 

Queensland: 

Most interviewees in Queensland strongly agreed that government communication 

professionals had a duty to inform citizens to their best knowledge. Former media 

advisor QLD-9 argued that the obligation did not only apply to public servants but to 

ministerial staff as well. “Otherwise it’s lying,” she reasoned (FMS-3, 2014). However, 

media advisor QLD-6 was not convinced. 

 

Strictly speaking, you would have to agree with that but in practice, I don’t 
know that would happen. Unless it’s in a situation like as I say, with the police, 
with certain autonomy they’ve got, with emergency services. If the 
government was telling people there is no threat of the Wivenhoe Dam wall 
collapsing and someone in the bureaucracy knew that wasn’t true, then 
certainly there’s the obligation (QLD-6, 2014). 
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Former departmental communication officer QLD-5 argued that there was a 

difference between theory and reality. Although she agreed that government 

communication professionals had a duty to inform citizens to their best knowledge, 

“we don’t have any capacity to do that really” (FCO-3, 2014).   

 

Any information we put together goes to the minister’s office first. There is so 
no mechanism by which we can issue anything ourselves. Unless you found 
out something very untoward and were confidentially. Then you don’t have a 
choice really. It’s a moral obligation to blow the whistle (QLD-5, 2014).  

 

Departmental communication officer QLD-1 alleged that media advisors willingly 

politicised government communication in an attempt to let those in power shine and 

make the opposition look bad. However, while he did not deny that things were 

glossed over, former media advisor QLD-7 argued that media advisors were “not 

there to constantly cover up things” (QLD-7, 2014).  

 

That’s a bit of a stereotype. You can’t be there to cover things up all the time 
because it’s not sustainable. At the same time, you don’t need to proactively 
release unnecessarily embarrassing information just for the sake of it. It’s got 
to be in the public interest (QLD-7, 2014). 

 

The Netherlands: 

Almost a quarter of the interviewees in the Netherlands decided not to comment on 

the statement which may suggest they regarded the issue of transparency as 

contentious. Departmental speechwriter NL-10 argued that he was not in the position 

to release confidential information or contravene the interests of the government in 

any other way. Moreover, NL-10 argued that “government communication 

professionals who can’t live with that ought to ask themselves the question what they 

are doing here” (NL-10, 2014) Fellow departmental speechwriter NL-8 argued that it 

was up to those in power to decide what they wanted to make public.  
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I can give them advice but I can’t give them orders. If they decide not to listen 
and choose to do silly things, so be it (NL-8, 2014). 

 

His colleague NL-9 declared that he was “a strong believer in the concept of the 

political mandate” (NL-9, 2014). 

 

Over the course of my career so far I have written speeches for over twenty 
different ministers and assistant ministers from a variety of political 
backgrounds. I never voted for any of them but I could if I wanted. If I can no 
longer reconcile their ideas with my values then I will have to make myself 
redundant (NL-9, 2014). 
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Statement 6 

“Communication professionals in the public service may have their political 

convictions but their ideas do not influence their work for the government.”  

 

Queensland: 

Most interviewees in Queensland either agreed or strongly agreed with the 

suggestion that while government communication professionals might have their 

political convictions, their ideas did not influence their work for the government. 

Media advisor QLD-6 explained that while ministerial staff were supposed to be 

political animals and stand up for the interests of their party, communication 

professionals in the public service should operate impartially at all times. However, 

he observed that as many departmental communication officers had left-wing 

sympathies, it wouldn’t be easy for them to work under the Newman government. 

Departmental communication officer QLD-3 vowed that despite the fact she did not 

like the incoming premier and his party, she had retained her impartiality.  
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My attitude has changed quite a lot since Newman won the election but my 
efforts towards work haven’t. It’s just my job (QLD-3, 2014). 

 

The Netherlands: 

Most interviewees in the Netherlands regarded themselves as strictly neutral and 

assured they could work for any coalition as long as it was democratically elected. 

The only exception was freelance speechwriter NL-3. She declared that her ethical 

beliefs prevented her from working for a cabinet that included the Socialist Party or 

Geert Wilder’s Freedom Party. NL-3 argued that even if they were democratically 

elected they still lacked what she described as “democratic legitimacy” (NL-3, 2014). 

Freelance speechwriter NL-4 observed that she was “somewhere in between” (NL-4, 

2014). She noted that while she would not like to work for a cabinet that included 

factions such as the Freedom Party she would still do it because “speeches for 

cabinet members are supposed to be apolitical” (NL-4, 2014). NL-10 admitted that he 

would seize the opportunity to influence government policy. When asked for an 

example, he pointed to the discussion about asylum seekers.  

 

If the minister I work for had immigration in her portfolio, I would certainly try 
to positively influence her tone of voice on this issue. They may have their 
policy agenda but I have my humanity (NL-10, 2014). 

 

Several others argued that government communication professionals should leave 

out their political convictions altogether. Departmental speechwriter NL-8 argued that 

his personal views were “completely irrelevant” stating that “I produced beer 

commercials for many years but I don’t drink a drop” (NL-8, 2014). Former 

departmental speechwriter NL-7 argued it was important to “keep a professional 

distance” and not become emotionally involved (NL-7, 2014).  
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As a copywriter I sold cars, couches and many other products I would never 
buy myself so I don’t see why I would have to support the party of the minister 
I work for (NL-7, 2014). 
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Statement 7 

“Communication professionals in the public service would risk their job if they 

openly criticised those in power.” 

 

Queensland: 

Most interviewees in Queensland either agreed or strongly agreed that government 

communication professionals would risk their job if they openly criticised those in 

power. Departmental communication officer QLD-1 observed that while criticism was 

never particularly appreciated, the risk of retaliation had substantially increased since 

the Newman government had taken office. QLD-1 observed that she “would probably 

have got away with under the previous government but with these guys there’s no 

way” (QLD-1, 2014). However, contrary to QLD-1, fellow departmental 

communication officer QLD-3 was not so sure whether criticism of those in power 

would result in dismissal. 

 

But it’s quite likely that your life could be made either really so difficult you 
might choose to leave yourself or they may find some sneaky way to get rid of 
you. My former executive director for example, she wasn’t made redundant in 
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the restructure but the minister didn’t like her so her position got downgraded. 
She was then offered to accept a reduced pay rate or take redundancy (QLD-
3, 2014). 

 

Several interviewees argued there was a difference between the occasional ‘whinge’ 

among colleagues, constructive feedback and malicious gossip. According to former 

media advisor QLD-8, the occasional whinge was unlikely to do much harm unless 

someone wanted to use it against you arguing that “of course there’s freedom of 

expression; nobody cares what you think and everyone complains about the boss” 

(QLD-8, 2014). QLD-8 observed that constructive feedback was generally accepted 

although some cabinet members were more appreciative than others adding that “it 

depends a bit on your relationship” (QLD-8, 2014). Former media advisor QLD-10 

observed that malicious gossip would be unacceptable, stating that “there may be 

freedom of expression but you can’t just say anything you like” (QLD-10, 2014).  

 

The Netherlands: 

Despite the large degree of autonomy they perceived, most interviewees in the 

Netherlands agreed that they would risk their job if they openly criticised those in 

power. Former departmental speechwriter NL-6 argued that government 

communication professionals had to exercise restraint and discretion as “it would be 

inappropriate to talk negatively about the people you represent” (NL-6, 2014). 

However, neither NL-6 nor any other interviewee could recall a situation in which 

someone was being sanctioned for expressing their opinion. Communication director 

NL-15 observed there was “a culture of openness” in the public service (NL-15, 

2014). He described cabinet members as “very receptive” and said they generally 

welcomed constructive feedback (NL-15, 2014). 
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By the start of term current term they specifically asked us to be frank. Of 
course, there’s always a possibility they ignore your advice but they still want 
to know what you think…which strategy you think is best (NL-15, 2014). 
 

 

Speechwriter NL-7 too, observed that cabinet members “really appreciated and 

valued our advice” (NL-7, 2014). He declared that “apart from their closest relatives 

there are probably not many people who have the courage to tell them the truth” (NL-

7, 2014). 
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Statement 8 

“If those in power got their way, government communication would turn into 

propaganda to serve their own political interests.” 

 

Queensland: 

Most interviewees in Queensland agreed that if those in power got their way, 

government communication would turn into propaganda. Some participants strongly 

agreed while an equal number disagreed. Departmental communication officer 

alleged it was already happening as most of the information distributed by the public 

service was redesigned by media advisors to serve the interests of those in power. 

 

It’s propaganda. We only get one angle and it’s always positive news. We 
would never include contrary views let alone criticize our own policy. They 
would never allow that because it would cost them votes (QLD-1, 2014). 

 

Former media advisor QLD-9 downplayed the allegations. She argued there was “a 

difference between propaganda and steering perceptions” (QLD-9, 2014). 
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Privately, we do it every single day. If my friend says to me ‘does my bum 
look big in these jeans?’ of course I’m not going to tell her it does. I will tell her 
that she looks gorgeous. It’s not that I lie to her. I just don’t want to give her 
the impression that the size of her bum is all that matters. I think people 
accept that governments have a program and there is going to be a political 
message around that. I don’t think anyone these days expects the 
government to put out an unvarnished policy (QLD-9, 2014). 

 

QLD-9 did not exclude that some politicians might feel tempted to “do the wrong 

thing”. “And that’s why there are checks and balances written into things like the way 

government advertising operates,” she added (QLD-9, 2014).   

 

I think there is also understanding by everyone in politics that they wouldn’t 
benefit from propaganda. It’s in their best interest to ensure that the public 
service is independent and listened to — even if occasionally it causes you 
grief (QLD-9, 2014). 

 

The Netherlands: 

Most interviewees in the Netherlands rejected outright the suggestion that if those in 

power got their way, government communication would turn into propaganda. They 

expressed strong confidence in the ethical standards of the cabinet members they 

worked for. The very idea of government communication turning into propaganda 

appeared alien to them. Departmental speechwriter NL-9 argued that as the 

Netherlands had “an excellent parliamentary system” he could “ simply not imagine 

that anyone could even remotely aspire to build some kind of North-Korean 

propaganda machine” (NL-9, 2014). Communication director NL-15 had no doubts 

about their integrity.  

 

Smart politicians don’t even try those kinds of things. I have worked for the 
government for more than 10 years and although there might be the 
occasional villain nobody I know favours propaganda (NL-15, 2015).  
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Knowledge advisor NL-16 characterised Dutch politicians as “sensible people” and 

argued that propaganda would not be in their interest. He argued that “not only would 

it bring their ministry in disrepute, ultimately it would backfire on themselves as well” 

(NL-16, 2014). Communication director NL-14 pointed to the multiparty system.  

 

A coalition is made up of at least two parties. So for whom are we expected to 
make propaganda? (NL-16, 2014). 

 

 Former departmental speechwriter NL-7 shared that view. He added that the large 

degree of autonomy of public servants meant they were well placed to scrutinise the 

wheeling and dealing of those in power and resist pressures to politicise government 

communication. NL-7 believed that the public service served as “a watchdog” and 

expected any propaganda attempt to “strand on strong internal counterforces” (NL-7, 

2014). 
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Statement 9 

“A government made up of one single party (that is, a Westminster system) 

increases the risk of politically biased government communication.” 

 

Queensland: 

The vast majority of interviewees in Queensland either strongly agreed or agreed 

with the proposition that a government made up of one single party increased the risk 

of politically biased government communication. Former media advisor QLD-10 

strongly agreed “because when there’s such a large majority, they know there’s no 

point in having a balanced message. The aim is to highlight your achievements” 

(QLD-10, 2014). Media advisor QLD-6 arrived to a similar conclusion stating that he 

was surprised to learn how things were done in some other parts of the world. 

 

I looked through a couple of government websites from the United States and 
came across statements like in New York where a fairly low-level bureaucrat 
announced a multimillion project. I couldn’t believe what I saw. The same 
wouldn’t happen in Queensland. Here, the minister would want to take the 
credits (QLD-6, 2014).     
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Departmental communication officer QLD-1 believed it was “a cultural thing” (QLD-1, 

2014). She observed that the style of political discourse in Queensland was strongly 

adversarial which meant that one side of politics would never forego an opportunity to 

put themselves in the spotlight at the expense of the other. QLD-1 believed that more 

political diversity had the potential to stimulate a less adversarial style of 

communication yet she was under no illusion this would ever happen in Queensland.  

 
People are very poorly educated and have little understanding of how 
democracies work in other countries. They have little understanding of 
democracy itself. They don’t realise that there’s another way. That reflects in 
the way the government is ran. There are fundamental issues with democracy 
in this state (QLD-1, 2014).   

 

Contrary to his departmental colleague, former media advisor QLD-10 declared that 

he “wasn’t sure” if more political diversity would be an improvement (QLD-10, 2014).  

 

We have seen that experiment where one or two independents control the 
balance of power. It makes the government dependent on a very small 
minority. Ultimately, it’s up to the people to decide what they want. Do they 
want Kim Kardashian as their Prime Minister? Then, in a democracy that 
happens (QLD-10, 2014). 

 

 

The Netherlands: 

Departmental speechwriter NL-9 and communication director NL-13 were among the 

few interviewees who disputed the suggestion that a government made up of one 

single party increased the risk of politically biased government communication. NL-9 

reasoned that because a government made up of one single party had the freedom 

to carry out their policy agenda without having to negotiate with any coalition partners 

there wouldn’t be a need for them to gloss things over.  

 



The Politics of Government Communication 

 277 

Once they have been elected into government they no longer have to 
convince anyone — they just have to do what they promised (NL-9, 2014).  

 

According to NL-13 a Westminster system could lead to “a culture of us and them” 

(NL-13, 2014) but she believed that “as long as those in power respected democracy 

there isn’t necessarily a problem” (NL-13, 2014).  

 

I was on a working visit and it struck me how strongly they felt about the 
separation between government communication and political communication 
despite having a Westminster system. In fact, in their perception we are guilty 
of politicising government communication because we tell citizens what’s 
good for them. Our awareness campaign against drink driving for example – 
that would be unthinkable in the United States. They would regard it as 
propaganda (NL-13, 2014). 

 

However, other interviewees in the Netherlands agreed with the statement. 

Communication director NL-14 noted that “you would be left with only one flavour” 

(NL-14, 2014) while knowledge advisor NL-16 was concerned that a Westminster 

system made citizens blind for alternative viewpoints. Freelance speechwriter NL-3 

warned that when power was in the hands of one single party there weren’t sufficient 

“control mechanisms” (NL-3, 2014). NL-3 as well as several other participants 

expressed great confidence in what she called “the self-correcting ability of the 

multiparty system” (FSR-1, 2014). Departmental speechwriter NL-10 observed that 

whereas in the run-up to the elections both cabinet members and members of the 

opposition sometimes lost their temper, afterwards they usually went back to the 

order of the day and their tone of voice was “a lot more moderate” (NL-10, 2014).   
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Statement 10 

“Our government communicates honestly and openly.” 

 

Queensland: 

Only a slight minority of the interviewees in Queensland was of the opinion that their 

government communicated honestly and openly. Almost one-third disagreed while 

several participants chose not to comment. Departmental communication officer 

QLD-1 explained that “they don’t go out and lie” adding that it was “much more 

sophisticated” (QLD-1, 2014). 

 

All they have to do is control the content and put particular views up. My 
personal view is that the whole thing is a bit of a puppet show. There is no 
Labor Party and there is no LNP — it’s the same bloody thing. If you go 
above those two you’ll find it’s the same people who are in control. It’s like 
Coke and Diet Coke. I don’t like either of them so that doesn’t really leave 
people like me anywhere to go. I like a nice cup of tea but where’s that on the 
ballot? It’s not there (QLD-1, 2014). 

 

QLD-1 declared that she had “never found them honest” no matter which party was 

in power (QLD-1, 2014). Fellow departmental communication officer QLD-3 observed 
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that she and her colleagues “tried very hard” to keep government communication 

honest and transparent but stressed they were dependent on the people above them 

(QLD-3, 2014).  

 

For example, when it comes to press releases, the minister’s office may sit on 
it for a while and wait for a good time…wait for a distraction and then slip it 
out quietly and hope that nobody notices. We can’t always prevent that (QLD-
3, 2014). 

 

Media advisor QLD-6 disagreed with the statement too, saying that “all governments 

communicate with the aim of getting themselves re-elected” (QLD-6, 2014). 

 

I think on occasions the Newman government has not been full and frank in 
what they say either. They’ve made a song and dance about publishing 
ministerial diaries but if you look at the fine print there are many exemptions. 
So what they’re publishing are sanitised diaries, not their full diaries, yet they 
are claiming they do and that’s only one example where they’re not telling the 
truth (QLD-6, 2014). 

 

The Netherlands: 

Most interviewees in the Netherlands subscribed to the suggestion that their 

government communicated honestly and openly although some reluctance could be 

heard. Speechwriter NL-6 observed that things were “pretty transparent” (NL-6, 

2014). 

 

In some faraway country the president fell from his horse in front of the 
cameras and the media were forbidden to broadcast the incident it would be 
bad for his image. I don’t see that happening in the Netherlands (NL-6, 2014) 

 

Spokesperson NL-1 argued the government had no choice but to communicate 

honestly and openly because any attempts to mislead citizens would be quickly 

exposed by either the mass media or by public servants who sometimes regarded 
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themselves as part of the fourth estate too. NL-1 also pointed to what he described 

as “the large control apparatus” including the auditor’s office and an ombudsman who 

according to NL-1 was “getting ever more critical” (NL-1, 2014). Departmental 

speechwriter NL-10 mentioned the freedom of information act, stating that “you may 

try to keep information under the hat but sooner or later it will come to the surface” 

(CUS03, 2014). Internet coordinator NL-2 observed that rather than by those in 

power the flow of information was often held up by “overprotective policy officials” 

(IC, 2014) who feared that going public could get them, the ministry or the 

responsible cabinet member in trouble. NL-2 described their behaviour as “cold feet” 

and argued that it was mostly counterproductive as “it only makes people suspicious” 

(IC, 2014).  
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