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Prologue – When the Cracks Appear 
On August 1, 2007, the Interstate 35W (I-35W) Mississippi River Bridge near Minneapolis 
collapsed amid the evening rush hour. Thirteen people died and a further hundred were 
injured. The eight-lanes steel-deck truss bridge carried approximately 141,000 vehicles per 
day. The bridge was maintained by the Minneapolis Department of Transportation, that 
observed “no imminent dangers” during the last annual inspection on May 2, 2007 (U.S. 
Department of Transportation, 2007). Yet, in the days after the disaster, headlines in the 
national (e.g. CNN, August 3, 2007; The New York Times, August 3, 2007; USA Today, August 
2, 2007) as well as the international press covering the tragic event (e.g. BBC, August 3, 
2007; Der Spiegel, August 2, 2007; El País, August 3, 2007; Het Parool, August 3, 2007) all 
stated that the 40-year-old bridge was rated “structurally deficient”, and that so were 
thousands of other bridges throughout the country. 

In a fact sheet for the I-35W Bridge Collapse, published on the website of the United 
States Department of Transportation’s Office of Public Affairs, only one day after the 
disaster, the Department of Transportation (DOT) explained: “Structurally deficient means 
there are elements of the bridge that need to be monitored and/or repaired. The fact that 
a bridge is ‘deficient’ does not imply that it is likely to collapse or that it is unsafe. It means 
they must be monitored, inspected and maintained” (U.S. Department of Transportation, 
2007). The fact sheet continued by stating that during previous inspections in 2006, the 
bridge was rated 4 out of 9 (where 0 means shut down and 9 is perfect), but “nothing in 
the inspection reports indicated that it was necessary to limit access or close the I-35W 
Bridge”, and the results showed that “the state [could] continue to operate the bridge 
without load restrictions” (U.S. Department of Transportation, 2007). The question on  
everyone’s mind was how in a country like the U.S it could be possible for a bridge to 
spontaneously collapse.

The discussion soon focused on the overall condition of the country’s infrastructures: 
increased traffic, heavier vehicles and corrosion by de-icing salts were frequently mentioned 
as the cause of deterioration of road bridges. The supposed “miserable condition” of 
America’s infrastructure was further attributed to a lack of funding and leadership, overdue 
maintenance being the result. The German newspaper ‘Der Spiegel’ (August 3, 2007) and 
the Spanish ‘La Vanguardia’ (August 4, 2007) even went so far as to raise doubts on the 
safety of the whole American infrastructure system, including dikes, airports, the drinking 
water system or the electric power grid. Along discussions on the safety of America’s 
infrastructures, various correspondents started to question the infrastructural works in 
their respective countries. “How safe are our bridges?” (BBC, August 3, 2007), “Could it also 
happen to us?” (Auto Bild, August 10, 2007), and “Do we await such disaster?” (Het Parool, 
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August 13, 2007) were amongst the questions raised in UK, German and Dutch newspapers 
respectively. Due to an incident with a Dutch bridge earlier that year, the I-35W provoked 
considerable debate in the Netherlands.

Several months prior to the collapse of the I-35W Bridge, Rijkswaterstaat (the Dutch 
Department of Public Works and Water Management) had restricted access to the 
so-called ‘Hollandse brug’, a crucial bridge in the Dutch major highways network, 
and connecting two vital parts of the urban region Randstad. Around April 2007, 
Rijkswaterstaat’s engineers had been alarmed by the results of an expert study, which 
revealed that the bridge was seriously weakened. According to this particular study, pieces 
of concrete could spontaneously fall down, leaving square meter gaps in the bridge’s  
surface. Even though maintenance of the bridge had already been scheduled for the 
upcoming year, the engineers of Rijkswaterstaat did not want to run unacceptable risks. In a 
press release on April 27, 2007, Rijkswaterstaat stated that traffic in this area had increased 
dramatically during the last decade, as a result of which the bridge had deteriorated faster 
than expected. The bridge would be closed to heavy traffic, until essential parts would 
have been reconstructed and refurbished. 

The closure was a disaster for truck companies who were baffled by the news. The 
president of the Chamber of Commerce labelled the measures “incomprehensible and 
unacceptable” (ANP, April 27, 2007). The companies feared an “infrastructure stroke”, as – 
in addition to the closure of the bridge – during the upcoming summer many maintenance 
projects would be carried out on infrastructural works all over the country (ANP, April 
27, 2007). Moreover, the detour would cost time and money. The companies calculated 
that the costs might mount to 40 million Euros (if the bridge would remain closed for 
the rest of the year) and they wondered who would pay for the economical damage. The 
decision to restrict access to heavy as well as light trucks was taken to court, but won by  
Rijkswaterstaat who argued that controlling access to the bridge would become too 
complex if some trucks would be excluded from the measures. Consequently, lawyers of 
the National Road Transport Union started investigating the possibility to submit claims to 
the Ministry of Transport and Water Management (V&W). 

After the initial announcement, the ‘real’ status of the bridge and the role of 
Rijkswaterstaat in managing and maintaining public works alike were critically assessed 
in the Dutch media: “The Hollandse Brug is a cement mystery – not a single crack can be 
found in the construction, yet the whole surface will be replaced” (NRC Handelsblad, June 
2, 2007), or “Closure bridge A6 wrong – Rijkswaterstaat has not interpreted the results 
correctly” (De Telegraaf, July 28, 2007). The popular, right-leaning newspaper “De Telegraaf” 
wondered why train delays immediately raise questions during sessions of Parliament, 
while a bridge can be closed for a whole year (De Telegraaf, May 15, 2007). Similar to  
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discussions in the American press after the I-35W collapse, all newspapers featured bridge 
or cement experts from different research institutes who were critically assessing the 
structural condition of the bridge, as well as the decision to close it off. Some of them 
justified the decision made by Rijkswaterstaat: “unfortunately there was no other choice 
as the asphalt could suddenly get cracks changing the bridge into a crater scenery” (De 
Telegraaf, May 2, 2007). Other experts wondered whether Rijkswaterstaat had interpreted 
the results of the bridge-study correctly and whether the study, which was experimental 
by nature, actually provided sufficient evidence for such rigorous measures (Algemeen 
Dagblad, July 30, 2007; Reformatorisch Dagblad, July 30, 2007). Overall, questions were 
raised about how it could be that one of the major connections in the country turned out 
to be in such a contested condition. 

The collapse of the Mississippi Bridge in the United States only fuelled the Dutch 
debate even more. “Compare and tremble”, commented a journalist in several regional 
newspapers (Hofland, August 11, 2007), referring to the condition of several older bridges 
in the Netherlands. Instigated by the tragic event with the I-35W, the Dutch Minister of 
Transport, Public Works and Water Management called for investigations of all bridges 
that had been built before and during the 1970s, since some of them also showed so-called 
“signs of fatigue”. During the summer of 2007 these “forgotten bridges” continued to 
dominate debates in the Dutch media (Het Parool, August 13, 2007; Hofland, August 11, 
2007). And from time to time incidents invigorated the debate, such as late August, when 
work activities suddenly resulted in subsidence of the deck of – again – the Hollandse Brug. 
Temporarily two lanes were closed again, this time for all traffic. Again the by now “cursed 
bridge” (ANP, August 24, 2007; De Telegraaf, August 22, 2007) had found its way to the 
front page of national newspapers. 

Ideological Struggles and the Quest for Legitimacy

On the face of it, the prologue is a story about defects in structural works, such as cracks 
in a bridge’s surface, which may result in the collapse of physical infrastructures. The 
story – which is predominantly based on a series of accounts in the media – illustrates 
how incidents such as the collapse of the I-35W Mississippi bridge or the closure of vital 
connections such as the Dutch ‘Hollandse brug’ invigorate public debate about the 
reliability of public works and infrastructure-bound services. When taken literally, the 
prologue is a story about the vulnerability of infrastructures. It also shows how in a “global 
mediatized society” (Joutsenvirta & Vaara, 2009) problems with regard to the safety,  
reliability and the quality of public infrastructures and infrastructure bound services are 
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subject to public scrutiny and receive wide attention from all sorts of media. The debate 
in the media around the collapse of the I-35 and the closure of the Dutch bridge can be 
seen as a struggle over accounts in which different players try to define and justify the 
‘facts’ (Martín Rojo & Van Dijk, 1997). Journalists, as authors of texts, obviously are a major 
player in this game, selectively reproducing the voices of other players (Vaara et al., 2006). 
In the texts we find reference to spokespersons of various stakeholders: we read official  
statements of representatives of the public sector organizations involved (e.g. the U.S. 
Department of Transportation, the UK Highway Agency or the Dutch Rijkswaterstaat) and 
critical comments of those affected by the incidents (e.g. the National Road Transport Union 
or the Chamber of Commerce). Furthermore, we find the voices of experts who support or 
oppose these accounts by presenting various interpretations of (technical) assessments 
of the bridges. But the story encompasses more than a purely technical debate about the 
quality of particular infrastructural works. 

The title of the introductory story, when the cracks appear, can also be used as a metaphor 
for the more profound discussion about roles and responsibilities within the infrastructure 
sector. To understand why this is the case, we must bear in mind other developments 
within the sector: a series of reform movements regarding the public sector at large and 
the construction industry in specific. Whereas the prologue’s struggle over accounts is 
instigated by specific incidents (“physical” cracks in particular infrastructures), one finds 
traces to a broader discussion, social and political, in which the public sector in general, and 
its role in managing public infrastructures in particular, is at stake. In the last few decades, 
the public sector has come to be dominated by the doctrine of New Public Management 
(NPM), which has introduced a discourse of market-related principles into the public sector 
(Kickert, 2003; Pollitt, 2004; Pollitt et al., 2001; e.g. Veenswijk & Hakvoort, 2002). Nowadays, 
public infrastructure executive departments and implementation organizations such as 
Rijkswaterstaat reside in an “ambiguous area between government and private enterprise, 
since many tasks can be carried out by private companies” (Lintsen, 2002: 549) and this 
provokes discussion about the division of roles and responsibilities between public and 
private parties. By raising concerns about the ability to guarantee the quality of public 
works and infrastructures, the role of public infrastructure executive departments and 
implementation organizations is being challenged. Furthermore, when it comes to the 
construction sector, discussions about the relationship between public and private parties 
are unavoidably influenced by the disconcerting pictures of the industry’s performance 
that have emerged from a series of public inquiries into the conduct and practices within 
the construction industry. The lack of integrity and transparency on the side of construction 
companies and the alleged incompetence of public infrastructure organizations have 
challenged the legitimacy of existing organizational constellations and practices and they 
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have kindled widespread feelings that construction industries in the Netherlands and 
elsewhere are in need of a cultural change (Bologna & Del Nord, 2000; Bresnen et al., 2005; 
Bresnen & Marshall, 2002; Cole, 2003; Dalgleish, 1995; Egan, 1998; Fernie et al., 2006; Green 
& May, 2005; Ministeries van EZ; VROM en VenW, 2003; Regieraad Bouw, 2005; Vos, 2002;  
Vulperhorst, 2005). As we have seen, the discussions about this become manifested 
at  different levels; on a societal level (i.e. in the popular media), an institutional level 
(the sector), and the organizational level (in this case Rijkswaterstaat). It is with this 
organizational level, in particular the discursive processes through which organizational 
actors seek to produce or deny legitimacy to new organizational arrangements in the 
infrastructure sector, that this study is concerned.

At the core of this book lies an ethnographic study of organizational change within 
Rijkswaterstaat, the public infrastructure executive department of the Ministry of 
Transport, Public Works and Water Management. Imagine, in the story above that you 
are working for the organization’s Civil Engineering Division (see organizational charts 
in the appendices). It is 2007 and your division has just been reorganized as part of the 
Director General’s new business plan. Most salient is that the organization is smaller. To a 
large extent this is due to changing role divisions between you and your colleagues from 
the private sector: while the latter are getting more and more involved in the design, 
construction and maintenance of public works, you have been told to do “more with less” 
and to involve the private sector as much as possible. How would you react when people 
would ask you about the tragic I-35 collapse and discussions with regard to the condition of 
Dutch bridges managed by Rijkswaterstaat? You might argue that the incident is a warning 
for the public sector against the sweeping plans for contracting out the management 
and maintenance of public works, such as tunnels or bridges. Public works are paid with 
taxpayers’ money. Why run unacceptable risks by transferring valuable knowledge to a 
third party and making yourself dependent on profit-driven contractors? You might, on 
the other hand, also use the incident to make a case for closer involvement of private 
parties in the management and maintenance of public works alike, based on the argument 
that this may push the private sector to take part in shared risk management and to 
come up with more innovative solutions. These are only two out of a range of possible 
reactions and neither one of them is any more or less accurate than the other. The point 
here is that it is around these kinds of events that negotiations about the legitimation of 
new organizational practices unfold. In this study I focus on the dynamics of legitimation 
as part of the process of organizational change within Rijkswaterstaat. The prologue 
is an example of how organizational spokespersons engage in an external game of 
managing meaning. In this book, however, I focus on the dynamic interplay between 
legitimation discourses drawn upon by managerial and other (groups of) organizational 
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actors in their attempts to legitimate or delegitimate the new course of action within the  
organization. These discourses do not develop in isolation, and therefore I now first turn to 
the surrounding macro-discourses of reforms within the public sector at large and within 
the infrastructure sector in specific.

From a Narrative of Progress to Public Concerns

Infrastructural works are sources of national pride and sentiments. Great civil engineering 
works such as the Channel Tunnel, the Dutch Waterworks, the Empire State Building or 
the Golden Gate Bridge, all nominated by the American Society of Civil Engineers amongst 
the seven wonders of the modern world, are proof of that: “A tribute to modern society’s 
ability to achieve the unachievable, reach unreachable heights, and scorn the notion of 
‘it can’t be done’” (American Society of Civil Engineers, 2007b). These symbols of civil 
engineers’ creative skills and abilities have not only made a significant contribution 
to regional and world economies, they “uplift the human spirit and create pride in the  
communities they serve” (American Society of Civil Engineers, 2007a). The primacy of  
technology and its experts is central to the so-called “grand narrative of progress”. 
This narrative is characterized by “the line of reasoning that industrial society is more 
advanced than all previous stages in human history, (…) [and that] the causes of success in 
industrial society are science and technological invention, in turn based on rationality and 
reason” (Washbourne & Dicke, 2001: 93). Several scholars suggest, however, that the grand 
narrative of progress is fading away. When analysing contemporary water management in 
England and Wales, Washbourne and Dicke (2001) observe that: 

The certainty of modern organization and its focus on rationality no longer holds. 
Organizing is no longer a certain activity and the guardians of certainty (scientists and 
engineers), are no longer deemed to be the primary force for progress. Organizing is no 
longer a technical exercise but in many ways an on going attempt to respond to a variety of 
factors such as ‘nature’, ‘governments’, ‘customers’, and European legislators (Washbourne 
& Dicke, 2001: 107). 

Since the 1970s, processes of democratization and participative decision making with 
regard to water management and infrastructure, have undermined the autonomy of 
engineers and challenged the leading role of its institutions. An example of this is given 
by Lintsen (2002) in his essay on two centuries of water management in the Netherlands, 
when describing the role of Rijkswaterstaat: 
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Quite unexpectedly around 1970 the tide also turned for Rijkswaterstaat,  
catching the agency completely unawares. The heroes of the Delta Works were quickly  
demoted to the status of shortsighted engineers, authoritarian specialists, asphalt freaks,  
environmental polluters, and landscape destroyers. The reasons for this turn of events 
ran deep. The postwar rebuilding efforts of the Netherlands had succeeded; the country 
had become highly industrialized and prosperous. The 1970s saw explosive growth in the 
environmental movement. The belief in progress crumbled, and modern technology came 
under attack. Rijkswaterstaat’s credibility was undermined (Lintsen, 2002: 566).

During the last decade, events and calamities worldwide, such as the ones in our prologue, 
have caused critical debates about the safety and security of our infrastructures. Recently, 
the issue of climate change and the threats caused by the rising sea level have obtained 
a central position. Natural disasters, such as the 2004 South Asia Tsunami or Louisiana’s 
Hurricane Katrina in 2005, have had far-reaching societal and economic effects. The 
tragic story of the loss of human lives is also a story of infrastructure vulnerability and of  
society’s increased dependence upon the reliability of critical infrastructures. Information 
technologies and the wide attention for the abovementioned issues in the media, as may 
well be illustrated by Al Gore’s Inconvenient Truth, play an important role in a shift in the 
public discourse. What’s more, the closer these problems get to our homes, the more we 
are concerned. 

In January 2004, one of the canal dikes near Stein (South-east of the Netherlands)  
collapsed and the water, streaming out of a gap, threatened to destroy thousands of  
houses near the canal. It took the authorities several days (during which water continued 
to leak out of the gap) to find out that the dike breach was the result of a leaking water 
pipe. Not long before, in the aftermath of the extremely dry and hot summer of 2003, one 
of the dikes along the town of Wilnis (North-west of the Netherlands) collapsed at night 
and an entire suburb was flooded (Van Baars, 2004). During the winter of 1993 and 1995, 
when the threat of high water in the rivers led to the evacuation of hundred thousands 
of citizens living along the Maas, Rhine, Waal and IJssel rivers, images of rising water and 
dikes protected with sand bags were broadcasted all over the world (e.g. The New York 
Times, February 3, 1995; Time, February 3, 1995). “Moving smoothly, living safely” is the 
motto of the Ministry of Transport, Public Works and Water Management, yet incidents 
like these fuel the debate on how to keep the Netherlands dry and safe. 

Whereas the attention for water management is very much event-driven, public  
concerns with regard to our transport infrastructures and infrastructure-bound services 
are omnipresent. Road congestion, for instance, seems a growing and almost insolvable 
problem in urban and metropolitan areas all over the world. Tools such as the use of  
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pricing (kilometre levies or toll) and facilities for carpooling (designated pick-up points and 
carpool lanes) to combat the problems arouse mixed feelings amongst the public, and the  
political cost may be high. Overdue maintenance needs to be carried out in order to  
improve mobility and ensure the reliability and punctuality of vital infrastructures.  
Failures, as the prologue shows, are increasingly subject to public scrutiny and receive wide 
attention from all sorts of media. 

As these examples illustrate, it is not always in vogue to praise the quality of our  
infrastructures (Next Generation Infrastructures, 2007). The natural authority of  
public implementation organizations within the transportation and water management 
sector, self-evident in the past due to their central role in several major and innovative  
infrastructural projects, is not taken for granted any longer. Not only have incidents 
such as Hurricane Katrina or the existence of structurally deficient bridges become  
important causes for a lack of trust in public organizations’ ability to control for safe, reliable, 
and accessible infrastructures. Also, the idea that the public sector could provide society 
with affordable infrastructures and infrastructure-bound services is called into question.  
Public inquiries into the conduct and practices within the construction sector have 
not been uncommon. In the Netherlands and elsewhere, investigations have been  
undertaken into cost escalations and delays in the construction of infrastructure (mega) 
projects (Flyvbjerg et al., 2003). Public inquiries have uncovered significant inefficiencies 
and widespread irregularities in the construction sector (Cole, 2003; Dalgleish, 1995; Egan, 
1998; Vos, 2002). The reports that these inquiries produce present a disconcerting picture 
of the organizations involved, often concluding that change is deemed necessary. Within 
this discourse of change, the government, as a major client of infrastructure projects, is 
not only a significant contributor to calls for change within the construction sector, but 
also subject to change.

Crisis and Calls for Change in the Construction Sector 

Over the last decade, initiatives have been undertaken in many countries to radically 
change the construction sector. Assessments of the construction industry all over the 
world direct attention to feelings of dissatisfaction amongst clients concerning the  
construction sectors’ performance, and cultural change is becoming a central concern 
of governments and the industry (Bologna & Del Nord, 2000; Bresnen et al., 2005; Cole, 
2003; Dalgleish, 1995; Fernie et al., 2006; Green & May, 2005). The discourse mobilized 
by the reform movements is often driven by emotive statements, describing the sector 
as “ill” or a “plague”, as “backwards” or “blind to its failings” and therefore in need for 
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reform in order to reduce the “chasm between client aspirations regarding performance 
and how the construction sector has actually performed in the past and present” (Fernie 
et al., 2006: 94). Various studies have shown that project performances within the  
construction sector often fall short in terms of time, costs or quality (Akintoye et al., 2003; 
Clegg et al., 2002; Van Marrewijk, 2005a, 2007). These are basically the arguments advanced 
by Flyvbjerg et al. (2003), who conclude that the majority of mega projects overrun on costs, 
fall behind schedule, and fail to deliver in the terms used to justify the need for the project. 
They suggest that a main cause of such overruns is a lack of realism in initial cost estimates. 

Other studies go beyond those inefficiencies and portray widespread corruption 
and collusion practices in the construction industry; both on the institutional and the  
individual level; within private construction companies and amongst public officials; 
both in large corporations and small contractors; and in all phases of construction  
projects, that is, during periods of planning, tendering or constructing, but also afterwards  
during the stage of operation and maintenance (Bologna & Del Nord, 2000; Priemus, 2004;  
Transparency International, 2005; Van den Heuvel, 2005). The irregularities described 
range from the use of illegal or undeclared work, false invoicing and fiscal statements, 
artificially high costs of public works set in the tendering process with firms taking turns 
in winning contracts and through unauthorized prior consultations, preferential treatment 
by the authorities by accepting overpriced construction bids and favours to individual  
public servants and administrators, to threatening and intimidating conduct (and  
consequent actions). Various authors have shown the remarkable similarities in  
construction industries all over the world and across time (Dorée, 2004), such as between 
the system exposed in the Netherlands in 2000 and that of the ‘dango’ price-fixing system 
in the Japanese construction industry as described in the early 1990s by McMillan (1991). 
Well known other examples include Germany, Italy, Australia or New York (Dorée, 2004; 
Priemus, 2004; Transparency International, 2005; Van den Heuvel, 2005; Vulperhorst, 2005; 
Zarkada-Fraser, 2000).

More and more the perceived problems within the construction industry are being  
ascribed to certain characteristics of the sector. For instance, in the Global Corruption  
Report (2005) on corruption in the construction industry, the vulnerability of construction 
projects to irregularities or other performance deficiencies is attributed to: 

The fierce competition for ‘make or break’ contracts; the numerous levels of official 
approvals and permits; the uniqueness of many projects, which makes it difficult to 
compare pricing; the opportunities for delays and overruns (…) Projects are executed 
by dozens, sometimes hundreds, of small-scale subcontractors creating a maze of  
transactions that are difficult to monitor (Transparency International, 2005: 1).
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In the UK, government-supported reviews of the UK construction sector such as Latham’s 
report (1994) ‘Constructing the Team’, as well as Egan’s report (1998) ‘Rethinking 
Construction’, attribute deficiencies to fragmentation within the industry, resulting in 
adversarial relationships, confrontational attitudes, poor tendering practices, a blame-
culture and a lack of trust and cooperation, based upon fundamental differences in interest 
between clients, contractors and others (Adamson & Pollington, 2006; Bresnen & Marshall, 
2000; Macmillan, 2006). Studies of construction industries outside of Europe, such as the 
report ‘Re-inventing Construction’ (Construction Industry Steering Committee, 1999) 
about the Singaporean construction sector, Hong Kong’s ‘Construct for Excellence’ report 
(Construction Industry Review Committee, 2001) or the investigations by the Australian 
Royal Commission into the Building and Construction Industry, all ascribe deficiencies in 
construction projects to fragmentation within the construction industry, the segregation 
of design and construction activities, and a lack of cooperation (Dulaimi et al., 2002).

It is essential to realize the significant role of national governments in the construction 
industry, specifically in the infrastructure sector. In the Netherlands for instance, the 
government accounts for 90% of all the infrastructural works, and is therefore an 
important (dominant) buyer that can exert great influence on the criteria for granting 
public work (Priemus, 2004). The Dutch parliamentary inquiry, which was decided upon by 
the Dutch Parliament after the Dutch media gave voice to the story of whistle blowers who 
revealed the existence of phantom accounts in the industry (Dorée, 2004), hence focused 
on the roles of both public and private actors. Not only did one aim to “gain an insight into 
the nature and extent of the irregularities”, but also into “the role of the authorities as both 
client and law enforcer” (Van den Heuvel, 2005: 134). It has been noted in the literature that 
the Dutch procurement process for tendering public works almost exclusively focused on 
price, and that the historical tradition of individual firms trying to reduce high transaction 
costs and risks through corporatist arrangements, could be ascribed to the stiff and  
one-dimensional competition, and the predictable selection process in particular (Bremer 
& Kok, 2000; Dorée; Priemus, 2004; Vulperhorst, 2005).

Due to the emergent problems in the construction sector, the sector has becomesubject 
to many large-scale reform programs. According to Fernie et al. (2006), the contemporary 
reform movement in the construction sector differs from previous ones, in that it 
“recommends and introduces particular methods of change to facilitate the delivery of 
their aspirations and sets ambitious performance targets for the sector” (2006: 94). 
Central to the reform movement is the identification and diffusion of best practices, which 
has led to a prescriptive set of universally applicable, ‘legitimized’ managerial practices. 
This market-oriented (or ‘New Public Management’) discourse of change, including the 
managerial content of public sector reforms, derives its legitimative capacity from the 
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fact that it is constantly reproduced in social and material practices in the construction 
industry and elsewhere (Doolin, 2003). According to Osborne and Gaebler (1992), authors of 
the bestseller ‘Reinventing Government’, the introduction of market-oriented discourses 
of change in the public sector, is “an inevitable shift rather than a temporary fad” and 
“a similar process of transformation is underway throughout the developed world” (1992: 
328). They argue that governments should “steer rather than row”, since “those who steer 
the boat have far more power over its destination than those who row it” (Osborne &  
Gaebler, 1992: 32). This move away from doing things, has increasingly led to adifferentiation 
between policy and execution. 

NPM has provided an inspiration for the development of specific types of strategic 
alliances and partnerships between public and private parties, using different codes 
of contract (Clegg et al., 2002). In traditional methods of procurement, also called  
“Design-Bid-Build” contracts (or DBB-contracts), the phases of design and construction 
follow each other and they are divided. In traditional contracts, architects or engineers 
are responsible for the design, which usually consists of specifications and construction 
drawings. After the project has been awarded to a specific contractor through an open 
or restricted tendering process (typically this involves the lowest-bidder), contractors 
are responsible for the construction. However, with the privatization of public works, 
the dominant method of contract has become “Design and Construct”. These so-called 
“D-and-C-contracts” entail innovative forms of collaboration in which private partners 
are responsible for integral sets of products as well as the underlying design (Clegg et al., 
2002). Some infrastructure projects are even organized in “Public-Private-Partnerships”, 
who differ from both traditional and innovative arrangements in that private parties 
also contribute financially or become responsible for the maintenance of the project 
(Koppenjan, 2005). In conclusion, then, it appears that responsibilities for different parts of 
the project (the design, construct, finance and maintenance phase) are changing these days.  
Long-established role divisions are shifting, and rather than participating in all project  
phases themselves, public engineers increasingly become supervisors of innovative 
collaborative arrangements. Public infrastructure executive departments and 
implementation organizations need to transform into flexible, professional expert 
principals in contracting out projects. This requires a process of reorientation and 
repositioning with implications for the professionals involved. 
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When the Cracks Appear Revisited – The Problem Statement

In the last decades, a number of “cracks” appeared in the infrastructure sector’s reputation. 
Those “cracks” concern not only the quality of critical infrastructures, but also the wide 
exposure of failures in the construction industry’s performance and the uncovering of 
fraudulent and corrupt practices. In addition, when referring to the increased division 
between policy and execution and to the privatization of public services in particular, “the 
cracks” symbolize the “breakdown” of the public sector. Public engineers are increasingly 
encouraged to “steer, not row”, that is, they are held accountable for the reliability and 
safety of our infrastructures, while no longer designing, constructing or maintaining 
those structures themselves. Within such a turbulent context, it is interesting to see how 
organizational actors seek to establish, secure, challenge or contest organizational change 
processes within this sector.

The aims of this study are threefold. First, I want to carry out a study about change in the 
infrastructure sector from a cultural perspective. Most studies within the infrastructure 
sector are concerned with issues related to cost management or technological innovations 
(Van Marrewijk, 2005a, 2007). This study focuses on the process of cultural change: it is 
argued that processes of institutional and organizational change go together with the 
breakdown of established boundaries and the creation of new ones and this often results 
in a situation of increased tension between different groups of actors; between the 
individual and the collective; and between old and new value systems (Veenswijk, 2005). 
The reorientation of the public infrastructure sector brings about feelings of insecurity 
and uncertainty, and the justification and legitimation of new practices is closely linked 
to senses of organizational and individual identity (du Gay, 1996, 2003; Sahlin-Andersson, 
1996). 

Second, I intend to study the actual process of legitimation. While the importance of 
organizational legitimacy has been highlighted in much of the work on institutional and 
organizational change (e.g. DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Scott, 1995; Selznick, 1996; Suchman, 
1995), less attention has been paid to the strategies to construct, deconstruct or maintain 
legitimacy (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005). The present study conceptualizes processes of 
legitimation as a set of interrelated discursive practices and strategies through which the 
actors involved try to legitimate or delegitimate a particular course of action. Discursive 
legitimation refers to the practices of talking and writing – including visual representations 
and artefacts – through which actors define what is justified and legitimate. Within such 
a view, legitimation involves a discursive game of managing meaning through which the 
actors involved argue over the legitimacy or illegitimacy of (new) organizational activities 
and working practices. In so doing, I will draw upon and contribute to the emergent body 
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of literature in which scholars address the role of discourse in constructing legitimacy 
(Vaara & Tienari, 2008). 

Finally, I aim to study legitimation as part of an unfolding process of organizational 
change by presenting a detailed account of the everyday experiences of those working 
in the organization (Vaara & Monin, 2010; Ybema et al., 2009a). In order to understand 
how meanings about the reorientation of the organization are created and negotiations 
between alternative legitimation discourses evolve, I will take the reader to different 
organizational levels and departments – from the corporate Rijkswaterstaat level, to the 
organization’s Civil Engineering Division and the project level – and explore the interplay 
between alternative and competing discourses and between different players around 
concrete events and in everyday work projects. In so doing, I aim to respond to calls for 
examining micro-processes of legitimation in close connection to organizational action as 
well as in dialogue with surrounding macro-level discourses of change (Duijnhoven, 2010; 
Nyberg & Mueller, 2009; Pope et al., 2006; Vaara & Monin, 2010). 

With these objectives in mind, I set out to answer the following research question: 

What follows is a story of the unfolding process of change within Rijkswaterstaat. The 
story draws on a longitudinal ethnographic study that allowed me to investigate how 
meanings about the organization’s change program are created, translated, negotiated 
and developed at multiple levels and throughout time. I particularly focus on the 
interpretive struggle amongst so-called narratives of change, that is, the alternative, 
partially competitive, narrative constructions about the change process (Berendse et al., 
2006; Veenswijk & Berendse, 2008; Veenswijk & Van Marrewijk, 2012). Focus here lies on 
how different organizational actors translate and develop their own narrative against the 
‘script’ (cf. Watson, 1994) provided by the managerial narrative of change. This leads to the 
following three sub questions, each focusing on a different organizational level:

How do organizational actors within Rijkswaterstaat discursively legitimate or delegitimate their 
role and position in a changing infrastructural sector? 
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Outline of the Book

In the first part of this book, the theoretical framework and methodological choices 
underlying this research will be discussed. Chapter 1 first provides a theoretical exploration 
of the discursive dynamics of legitimation within the context of organizational 
change. In the last decade, the issue of legitimation has gained prominence amongst 
scholarsinterested in the role of discourse in society at large and within organizations in 
specific. In this chapter I show how discourse scholars from various backgrounds – critical 
discourse scholars, discursive institutionalists and dialectical scholars – have contributed 
to a conceptualization of legitimation as a socially constructed and discursively produced 
phenomenon. Although these approaches differ in the emphasis being placed on the role of 
power and ideology, the degree to which they focus on how reality is socially constructed, 
and the extent to which they allow for plurivocality and negotiation into the analysis, 
they share a common focus on the actual process of legitimation as a discursive game of 
managing meaning. In combining these approaches, I seek to understand the construction 
of legitimacy as a discursive process of sensemaking and sensegiving and as a product of 
everyday interactions, which is temporal and continuously being reconstituted.

Chapter 2 describes the research design and the methodological approach underlying 
this study. The conceptualization of legitimation as a discursive game ofmanaging 
meaning sits well with a processual analysis of change that seeks to locate this discursive 
interplay within the context of everyday interactions. In this chapter I will elaborate on 
the philosophical assumptions underlying the interpretive-constructionist research 
methodology used in this study and on the methodological choices made to access, 
generate and analyse data on the dynamics of legitimation as part of the process of 
organizational change within the organization of Rijkswaterstaat. The chapter ends with a 
personal and ethical reflection on the doing of (applied) organizational ethnography.

How do managerial actors within Rijkswaterstaat discursively create and translate a narrative of 
change? 

How does the managerial narrative of change within the Civil Engineering Division become  
manifested in change actions as the process of change evolves? 

How do individual project members within Rijkswaterstaat enact the narrative of change in their 
daily practices?
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In the second part of this book, the empirical data will be presented. I will provide a  
detailed account of the game of managing meaning concerning the reorientation of the 
Rijkswaterstaat organization and the introduction of new working practices at different 
levels of the organization and within the organizational field. The three sub-questions 
form the core of the three empirical chapters. Chapter 3 first gives a general overview of 
Rijkswaterstaat and its reform program. Focus lies on the narrative of change asproclaimed 
in the organization’s business plan and expressed by the Director General (DG) in avariety of 
speeches. Special attention will be given to a series of New Year’s speeches. While everyday 
organizational narratives typically tend to be fragmentary, incomplete and incoherent, 
New Year’s speeches provide the audience with a more or less comprehensive account of 
the past, present and future situation. By paying attention to the DG’s New Year’s speeches 
and to the speeches of the chairmen of the regional and specialist departments, this 
chapter seeks to analyse the discursive process through which the DG’s narrative of change 
becomes constructed and edited over time and across different organizational levels.

Chapter 4 focuses on the Civil Engineering Division (CED), one of the first departments 
within the Rijkswaterstaat organization to implement an ambitious change agenda. The 
analysis focuses on the process of constructing, interpreting and editing a narrative of 
change. How do particular narratives and counter narratives (justifications in favour of or 
against certain actions) find their way into the organization? Who are the producers and 
key editors of those stories and how are these stories used to legitimate or delegitimate 
the organizational change program? This chapter particularly focuses on the ways in which 
these discursive negotiations are linked with concrete organizational actions.

Chapter 5 shifts attention from the organizational level to what people do in projects. 
The analysis proceeds to the question of how new working practices are created, 
contested, appropriated and diffused in the day-to-day developments of project members. 
The chapter focuses on one project in particular: project UNIVERSE. Project UNIVERSE 
is increasingly being used by the CED’s management as an example of the new line of 
working. In this chapter I seek to understand what this really means. How and to whom 
does the project become an example of the new line of working? The chapter shows how 
the project not only functions as an arena where the narrative of change is being created 
and diffused, but also is contested, negotiated and appropriated. 

The final part of the book consists of a discussion and conclusion of the study. It  
discusses the main findings and reflects upon its implications.
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This study focuses on processes of discursive legitimation in relation to organizational 
change. It is widely acknowledged that organizational legitimacy has emerged as an 
important theme in sociological and organizational analyses ever since the seminal 
work of Weber (Deephouse & Suchman, 2008; Gordon et al., 2009; Johnson et al., 2006; 
Joutsenvirta & Vaara, 2009; Ruef & Scott, 1998; Suchman, 1995; Vaara & Monin, 2010). 
Many authors have contributed to our understanding of organizational legitimacy and the 
literature is replete with definitions of the concept.1 A distinction often made is between 
those definitions of legitimacy that emphasize its evaluative dimension and those that 
stress its cognitive dimension. An evaluative explanation of legitimacy contends that 
organizations are legitimate when they are desirable, whereas a cognitive explanation 
stresses that organizations are legitimate when they are understandable (Suchman, 1995). 
The conceptualization of these dimensions has been further refined throughout the 1990s, 
in particular due to the influential contributions of Scott and Suchman (Deephouse & 
Suchman, 2008). 

The literature can roughly be divided in two distinct groups: the strategic and the 
institutional tradition (Suchman, 1995). In general, the strategic tradition takes an active, 
individual-level view of the management of legitimacy, while institutional scholars take 
a more passive, organization level view (Elsbach, 1994). Strategic-oriented legitimacy 
researchers tend to view legitimacy as an operational resource that can be managed, 
manipulated and controlled in order to gain organizational support. Institutional scholars, 
in contrast, typically conceive of legitimacy as a set of constitutive beliefs that are beyond 
the purposive control of a single organization (Suchman, 1995). Scott’s (1995) contribution 
to the literature on organizational legitimacy is emblematic of institutional theory. In the 
eyes of Scott, legitimacy is not simply another resource or a “commodity to be possessed 
or exchanged”, but rather “a condition reflecting cultural alignment, normative support, 
or consonance with relevant rules or laws” (1995: 45). Suchman (1995) strives to combine 
the institutional perspective with a strategic approach. Suchman’s definition of legitimacy 
as “a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, 
proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, 
and definitions” (1995: 574) has become one of the best known and perhaps the most cited 
definition of legitimacy in recent times (see also Le Loarne & Bécuwe, 2008).

Strategic and institutional studies have both emphasized the importance of legitimacy 
to gain support for and enhance organizational survival. Despite their contributions to 

1  An extensive review of research and theory relating to the concept of legitimacy in institutional and organizational 
theories is beyond the scope of this study and excellently done elsewhere (see Deephouse & Suchman, 2008; 
Suchman, 1995).
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the development of legitimacy theory, however, both approaches have met with criticism 
also. Institutional scholars have been charged with offering overly structural, determinist 
explanations without space for human agency other than to view people as “cultural 
dopes” (Callaghan, 2008; Creed et al., 2002; Hirsch & Lounsbury, 1997; Lawrence & Suddaby, 
2006). It has further been argued that an institutional approach neglects the complexity of 
legitimation processes in a (global) society that consists of multiple and often contradictory 
accounts from different institutional environments (Creed et al., 2002; Joutsenvirta & 
Vaara, 2009; Kostova & Zaheer, 1999). Scholars adopting a more agent-centred, strategic 
approach, in turn, have been criticized for their “structurally blind individualism”, for the 
lack of attention paid to how some paradigms become and remain dominant and for giving 
insufficient attention to the political process behind the translation of new practices in 
organizations (Callaghan, 2008; Creed et al., 2002; Golant & Sillince, 2007; Strandgaard 
Pedersen & Dobbin, 2006). Several scholars have argued to complement these studies 
with insight into the process through which legitimacy is actually established, that is, the 
process of legitimation (Phillips et al., 2004; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005; Vaara & Tienari, 
2008; Vaara et al., 2006).

This chapter discusses how a discursive, process-oriented approach may enrich the study 
of legitimation. A process-oriented view conceptualizes legitimacy as a “temporal, context-
specific, ambiguous and even contradictory phenomenon” (Vaara et al., 2006: 3). In line 
with an emergent body of research, I argue that a discursive approach to legitimation may 
do just that. With the linguistic turn in organization studies (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000) 
researchers increasingly recognize the important role of discourse in the construction of 
legitimation. Within these studies discourse has variously been referred to as a “structured 
set of interrelated texts” (Phillips et al., 2004) or a “structured collection of texts” (Phillips & 
Hardy, 2002). In a similar vein, Grant et al. (2004) have defined organizational discourse as:

… the structured collections of texts embodied in the practices of talking and writing 
(as well as a wide variety of visual representations and cultural artefacts) that bring 
organizationally related objects into being as these texts are produced, disseminated and 
consumed (Grant & Hardy, 2004).

A discursive approach contributes to the study of legitimation as part of an unfolding 
process of organizational change in several ways. A key notion in the study of discourse is 
that reality is socially constructed and that discourse plays an important role in processes 
of social construction (Phillips & Hardy, 2002; Phillips et al., 2004). A discursive approach 
aims to identify and analyse the discourses that formulate and articulate organizational 
changes. It also helps in understanding organizational change as a process of negotiated 
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meaning, or in other words, as a struggle between various positions within dominant 
and alternative discourses. It further enables us to study organizational change as an 
intertextual phenomenon, that is, it directs our attention to the fact that particular texts 
or discourses are always related to other instances of discursive interactions at different 
levels and different times (Grant et al., 2005). 

In this connection it should be noted that discourse analysis refers to more than a set 
of methods for studying the practise of talking and writing (Grant & Hardy, 2004; Phillips 
& Hardy, 2002). As a methodology, it is strongly embedded in a social constructionist 
epistemology. A discursive approach views discourse as constitutive rather than reflective 
of the social world and seeks to understand the processes through which this social reality 
is constructed and maintained (Phillips & Hardy, 2002). A discursive analytic framework 
draws attention to how discourse “rules in” or “rules out” certain ways of thinking, talking 
or acting (Grant & Hardy, 2004; Phillips et al., 2004). Discourse analysts, then, do not only 
focus on how particular patterns of interpretations or practices are made sense of, but they 
are essentially concerned with how they come to be accepted as legitimate and taken for 
granted. 

In the remainder of this chapter I explore three different approaches to the study of 
organizational discourse and examine them in terms of their contribution to the study 
of legitimation in the context of organizational change (see table 1). First, I discuss the 
contributions that critical discourse analysts have made to our understanding of 
legitimation. Second, I focus on the work done by discourse analysts who have focused 
explicitly on developing a discursive approach to institutionalization. Third, I consider the 
contributions of scholars who have taken a dialectical-narrative approach to the study of 
organizations and organizational change. Despite variances in the underlying theoretical 
perspectives, all these approaches allow us to shift attention from established legitimacy 
to the discursive sensemaking processes through which legitimacy is established (Vaara & 
Monin, 2010: 5). In the final part of this chapter, I will draw together these three approaches 
and discuss the implications of a discursive framework for the study of legitimation in 
relation to organizational change.
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Critical Discourse Analysis – Strategies of Legitimation and  
Normalization

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) as a network of scholars emerged in the early 1990s, but 
its roots go back to the Critical Linguistics (CL) of the 1970s. The work of linguists at that 
time was very much driven by a sense of the social and political importance of a critical 
perspective on language in society, and the work of those scholars contributed to the 
systematic analysis of the role of language in structuring power relations. CDA developed 
out of a cross-fertilisation between critical social theory and linguistics (Chouliaraki & 
Fairclough, 1999; Wodak, 2001b, 2005) and it is fundamentally concerned with analysing 
language in relation to power and ideology. Studies from this perspective have typically 
concentrated on the role of language in the social construction of reality, but in so doing, 
they explicitly emphasize the fact that processes of social construction are never neutral 

Critical Discourse Analysis Discursive institutionalization Dialectical approach

Basic assumptions Language shapes social actors’ 
relationships to the world 
in ways that are not always 
apparent; therefore, processes 
of social construction are never 
neutral or unbiased

It is through the production of 
texts and the extent to 
which individual or local texts 
become embedded in 
discourses, rather than 
actions per se, that 
institutionalization occurs 

Seemingly oppositional binaries 
are mutually implicative and 
co-construct each other 

Central focus Role of language in relation to 
power and ideology

Recursive relationship 
between texts, discourse, 
institutions and action

Interpretive struggle between 
alternative and competing 
discourses

Conceptualization 
of legitimacy 

Discourse is recontextualized 
practice – legitimacy is added 
in discourse

The management of legitimacy is a 
textual affair

Legitimacy is a relational 
concept – legitimacy is 
constructed in everyday 
interactions

Discursive 
legitimation

Discursive legitimation is the 
answer to the spoken or 
unspoken “why” question

Discursive legitimation is the 
creation of a verisimilitudinous 
and authoritative story

Discursive legitimation is the 
creation of a sense of 
acceptance for one’s own 
ideas, actions and demands 
over others

Research questions What are the discursive 
strategies used to legitimate 
or delegitimate organizational 
change?

How is discursive legitimation 
validated or negated through the 
course of events and decisions?

How do actors discursively 
legitimize events in ways that 
serve their interests? 

Level of analysis Top down acts of legitimation External legitimation processes 
(at the organizational level)

Internal legitimation struggles 
(at individual, project or 
system level)

Table 1  Discursive approaches to studying the process of legitimation 
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or unbiased and they highlight the dynamics of power that surround discursive processes 
(Heracleous, 2006; Phillips & Hardy, 2002). CDA is concerned with the discursive processes 
through which situations, perceptions, and social practices come to be viewed as “natural” 
or taken for granted (Heracleous, 2006), and on the discursive strategies that “naturalize 
the social order” (Van Dijk, 1993). The concept of legitimacy is thus important to many 
critical discourse analyses. In this section, I first provide a brief discussion of some of the 
general principles of critical discourse analysis. I then go on to explore the contributions 
of CDA to our understanding of legitimation in more detail by successively focusing on a 
series of empirical studies on the discursive legitimation of social practices and corporate 
activities. 

Critical Discourse Analysis
Several principles of theory and method characterize CDA and distinguish it from other 
sociolinguistic approaches (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997; Meyer, 2001). The approach differs 
from other discourse studies in the nature of the problems being addressed and in its 
aims: CDA explicitly addresses social problems (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997), it aims to create 
awareness (Wodak, 2001b) and aspires to contribute to processes of social change (Van 
Dijk, 1993). Most of the work of critical discourse analysts involves a built-in critical stance 
(Vaara & Monin, 2010) and CDA scholars often play an advocatory role for the marginalized 
and the oppressed (Meyer, 2001). A notable example of this is Van Dijk (1993), when he sets 
out the principles and aims of critical discourse analysis: 

Critical discourse analysts (should) take an explicit socio-political stance: they spell out 
their point of view, perspective, principles and aims, both within their discipline and within 
society at large. Although not in each stage of theory formation and analysis, their work is 
admittedly and ultimately political. Their hope, if occasionally illusory, is change through 
critical understanding. Their perspective, if possible, that of those who suffer most from 
dominance and inequality. Their critical targets are the power elites that enact, sustain, 
legitimate, condone or ignore social inequality and injustice (Van Dijk, 1993: 252). 

Elsewhere, Van Dijk argues that CDA is not a method, nor a theory, but a “critical perspective 
on doing scholarship: it is, so to speak, discourse analysis ‘with an attitude’” (2001: 96). 
Whereas other social science approaches do not necessarily determine their (political) 
interest in advance (Meyer, 2001), CDA explicitly defines and defends its own socio-political 
position: “CDA is biased – and proud of it” (Van Dijk, 2001: 96). Wodak furthermore remarks 
that CDA does not involve “immanent critique”, nor is it “concerned with evaluating what 
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is ‘right’ or ‘wrong’” (2001a: 65). Instead, CDA is “concerned with demystifying exposure 
of the – manifest or latent – possibly persuasive or ‘manipulative’ character of discursive 
practices” (Wodak, 2001a: 65). 

CDA generally sees power relations as discursive (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997). Therefore, 
CDA’s focus lies on the role of discursive activity in constituting and sustaining unequal 
power relations: 

Language is entwined in social power in a number of ways: language indexes power, 
expresses power, is involved where there is contention over and challenge to power. Power 
does not derive from language, but language can be used to challenge power, to subvert it, 
to alter distributions of power in the short and long term (Wodak, 2001b: 11).

For CDA, ideology is an important aspect in the reproduction of power and domination. 
CDA can be seen as “ideology critique” in that it aims to “unpack the ways in which deep-
structure, inequitable relations of power become normalized and naturalized through a 
process of ideological obfuscation” (Mumby, 2004: 241). Discourse, CDA scholars argue, 
does ideological work because it “shapes social actors’ relationships to the world in 
ways that are not always apparent to the social actors themselves” (Mumby, 2004: 238). 
This important characteristic arises from the assumption that discourse as a form of 
social practice is constructive of social reality (Chilton, 2005; Fairclough & Wodak, 1997). 
CDA scholars are careful, however, not to take the relationship between language and 
society to be simply deterministic by bringing into play the idea of mediation (Fairclough 
& Wodak, 1997; Meyer, 2001). Wodak, for instance, emphasizes that CDA “assumes a 
dialectic relationship between particular discursive practices and the specific fields of 
action (including situations, institutional frames and social structures), in which they are 
embedded” (Wodak, 2001a: 66). In other words, proponents of a critical discourse approach 
recognize that “discourse constitutes society and culture, as well as being constituted by 
them” (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997: 273). Van Leeuwen, accordingly, distinguishes two kinds 
of relations between discourses and social practices: 

There is discourse as itself (part of) social practice, discourse as a form of action, as 
something people do to or for or with each other. And there is discourse in the Foucauldian 
sense, discourse as a way of representing social practice(s), as a form of knowledge, 
as the things people say about social practice(s). Critical discourse analysis is, or should 
be, concerned with both these aspects, with discourse as the instrument of power and 
control as well as with discourse as the instrument of the social construction of reality (Van 
Leeuwen, 1993: 193). 
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Finally, it should be noted that the proponents of CDA consider contextualization to 
be crucially important (Meyer, 2001). Discourses are not only embedded in culture and 
society, but also in a historical context: they are historically produced and interpreted, and 
therefore they ought to be connected to other discourses produced earlier. For CDA scholars, 
contextualization thus means taking into account both socio-cultural and historical 
knowledge (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997; Meyer, 2001; Wodak, 2001a). 

This study does not share with CDA its socio-political stance in that there is no socio-
political goal, no solidarity with a particular group, or a critical target (Van Dijk, 1993). It 
is CDA’s notion of legitimacy, in particular the work that considers its discursive nature, 
to which I would like to draw attention. CDA scholars’ conceptualization of legitimacy as 
“a discursively created sense of acceptance in specific discourses or orders of discourse” 
(Vaara et al., 2006: 793) seems of particular relevance in gaining an understanding of the 
discursive dynamics of legitimation, the central subject of study here. The work of Theo van 
Leeuwen and Eero Vaara merits special attention here, because of their explicit focus on 
discourse and the concept of legitimation. 

Legitimation as the Answer to the Spoken or Unspoken ‘Why-Question’
Van Leeuwen (2007) sets out to develop a framework for the legitimation of social practices 
in both public communication and everyday interaction. Of particular interest is his 
“framework for analysing the language of legitimation” (Van Leeuwen, 2007), or what he 
called a “grammar of legitimation” in his earlier work (Van Leeuwen, 1996). Drawing on texts 
related to the practice of compulsory education, Van Leeuwen elaborates on the different 
ways through which discourse constructs legitimation for social practices. Legitimation, 
he argues, is an answer to the spoken or unspoken ‘why’ question: “Legitimation adds the 
answer, sometimes explicitly, sometimes more obliquely, to the question ‘Why’- ‘Why should 
we do this?’ and ‘Why should we do this in this way?’” (Van Leeuwen, 2007: 93). Van Leeuwen 
distinguishes four types of answers: authorization, moral evaluation, rationalization and 
mythopoesis. He characterizes these key categories of legitimation as follows: 

1)  Authorization: legitimation by reference to the authority of tradition, custom and law, and 
of persons in whom institutional authority of some kind is vested;

2)  Moral evaluation: legitimation by reference to value systems;
3)  Rationalization: legitimation by reference to the goals and uses of institutionalized  

social action, and to the knowledge society has constructed to endow them with  
cognitive validity; 

4)  Mythopoesis: legitimation conveyed through narratives whose outcomes reward  
legitimate actions and punish non-legitimate actions (2007: 92). 
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Drawing on a preliminary version of this framework, Van Leeuwen and Wodak (1999) have 
examined the strategies of legitimation and justification used by Austrian immigration 
authorities in the refusal of applications from immigrant workers to be reunited with their 
families. Van Leeuwen and Wodak are concerned with the question of how the rejection 
letters represent the decision-making processes of the Immigration authorities and the life 
of immigrants in Austria as legitimate or illegitimate. Their analysis of the official letters 
which notify immigrant workers of the rejection of their family reunion application reveals 
how the Austrian immigration authorities justify their decisions not only on legal grounds 
but also on the basis of their own, often prejudiced judgements, such as their assessment 
of the applicants’ ability to “integrate” into Austrian society (1999: 83). In their analysis Van 
Leeuwen and Wodak particularly focus on the legitimatory role of recontextualization. 

Legitimation, Van Leeuwen and Wodak argue, is “never intrinsic to the practice, but has 
to be construed in discourse” (1999: 98). Discourse is recontextualized social practice. Or 
more specifically, “discursive practices represent (report, explain, analyze, teach, interpret, 
dramatize, critique, etc) some other social practice(s), whether discursive or not, and this 
therefore always takes place outside the context of the represented practice” (1999: 96). 
Representation, according to Van Leeuwen and Wodak, involves recontextualization and 
this, in turn, involves transformation. However, “what exactly gets transformed depends on 
the interests, goals and values of the context into which the practice is recontextualized” 
(1999: 96). No representation of any social practice can represent all there is and neither 
will elements of the social practice be represented in the order in which they would actually 
occur. In the representation, elements may be added or signs may substitute them. The 
purpose of social practices, for instance, will be construed in discourse as they can never be 
intrinsic parts of activities or activity sequences (1999: 98). As mentioned earlier, the same 
is true of legitimation: legitimation is added in discourse. Van Leeuwen and Wodak hence 
conclude that:

Representation always involves some measures of legitimation, or of de-legitimation, 
critique, opposition. It always serves to construct new social practices, to perpetuate, justify 
or transform existing practices, or to deconstruct practices which no longer serve their 
purposes (1999: 98).

When applying this framework to the analysis of the rejection letters, Van Leeuwen and 
Wodak find that the documents “contain both sharp legalistic thinking and unreflective 
moral thinking” (1999: 111). They show how “the strategies of legitimation and justification 
involved in these rejections (presenting oneself as tolerant and interested in human rights, 
yet forced to reject applications for ‘objective’ reasons) create very special discourses and 
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texts” (1999: 85). On the one hand, the Austrian “Becheide” represent “the daily lives of the 
immigrants, so as to delegitimate them as nicht ortsüblich” (not in accordance with local 
norms) and on the other hand they represent “the social practice of deciding on the issuing 
of residency permits, so as to legitimate the bureaucratic decision-making process as well-
considered and in the public interest” (1999: 93).

Similar to other CDA studies, Van Leeuwen and Wodak (1999) take a clear political 
stance with regard to inequality. It should be noted, however, that the insights from CDA 
not only apply to the study of political, cultural, class, ethnic, racial and gender inequalities 
or to the critical analysis of political speeches (Van Dijk, 1993; Wodak, 2001b). Recently, 
several scholars have recognized that CDA can make significant contribution to studies of 
organizational change (see Fairclough, 2005).

Justification and Legitimation of Corporate Activities in the Media
The second body of research that I want to highlight here is a series of critical discourse 
studies conducted by Eero Vaara and his colleagues on the discursive legitimation 
of corporate activities, such as industrial restructuring, organizational downsizing, 
international mergers and acquisitions, shutdowns, or corporate environmental pollution 
(Hellgren et al., 2002; Joutsenvirta & Vaara, 2009; Kuronen et al., 2005; Vaara, 2002; Vaara & 
Monin, 2010; Vaara & Tienari, 2002; Vaara & Tienari, 2008; Vaara et al., 2006). A large part of 
these studies concentrates on media texts – not unusual within CDA – as important sites 
for the constitution and reconstitution of organizational change. In a series of case studies 
in the context of cross-border mergers and acquisitions, Vaara and his colleagues critically 
examine the central role of the media in the legitimization and normalization of various 
management ideas and practices. In their analyses of media texts they primarily focus on 
discourse and the discursive practices through which these discourses become enacted, 
since it is discourse, they argue, that “provides the framework that determines what is 
taken as legitimate and natural” (Kuronen et al., 2005: 250). Their perspective on the role of 
discourse in the study of organizational change is clearly influenced by CDA, particularly by 
the insights of Fairclough – following Foucault – as can be seen in their use of the notions 
of “order of discourse” and “subject positions”: 

The crucial point is that different discourses (as discursive frameworks) are likely to enable 
different kinds of framing and evaluation of the phenomena. Some aspects are given 
more emphasis and dominate the discussion. Those receiving less emphasis become 
marginalized or are ‘hushed up’, depending on the structural properties of the discourse. 
Central in specific discourses is that they construct different types of subject positions and 
attach different types of identities to the central actors. These subject positions form the 

hfst 1.indd   38 19-09-13   14:55



39

1
chapter

basis for evaluation of implications and attribution of responsibility. Consequently, different 
discourses provide different kinds of vehicles for justification and legitimization. If, as 
proposed, different discourses produce different types of interpretations of consequences 
– and enable different types of attributions of responsibility – it is no trivial matter which 
kinds of discourses and discursive practices are employed (Vaara & Tienari, 2002: 281-2).

In an analysis of the reconstruction of meaning in media texts reporting on a major 
cross-border merger in the pharmaceutical industry, Hellgren et al. (2002) for instance, 
distinguish between discourses (language systems that promote specific meanings) and 
discursive practices (ways of enacting discourses) (cf. Fairclough, 1997), and in so doing they 
are able to identify three analytically distinct practices through which rationalistic (based 
on economic and financial rationale) and nationalistic discourses (based on national 
identification) become enacted in specific instances and with particular consequences 
(Hellgren et al., 2002: 138). They show how a rationalistic discourse and a nationalistic 
discourse become the platform for the construction of a ‘winner’ and ‘loser’ setting in 
relation to specific issues (e.g. the division of ownership, the distribution of management 
positions, choice of location and staff reductions). In addition, they indicate how journalists, 
through discursive practices such as factualizing, rationalizing and emotionalizing, 
influence the construction of meaning among its audiences toward specific definitions of 
reality and thus render the merger decision and subsequent initiatives for organizational 
change legitimate or illegitimate. 

In a similar vein, Vaara and Tienari (2002) identify four distinctive discourse types 
(rationalistic, cultural, societal and individualistic) in the context of the media coverage of 
two mergers in the financial sector. They argue that the discourses and discursive practices 
on which media texts are based offer different means for the justification of mergers and 
acquisitions and the legitimization of managerial actions (2002: 295). In their analysis, 
Vaara and Tienari show that whereas the justifications of particular merger and acquisition 
deals and the legitimization of specific managerial actions are “usually easier within the 
rationalistic framework”, the other discursive frameworks provide “more possibilities for 
critical interpretation and voices” and hence for “critical scrutiny” of these practices (2002: 
296). Furthermore, they observe that the rationalistic discourse, which creates an aura of 
necessity and inevitability, governs discussions in the media. This dominance, Vaara and 
Tienari argue, not only “contributes to the naturalization of mergers and acquisitions”, but 
also to the “normalization of specific managerial practices such as downsizing through 
branch closures and staff dismissals” (2002: 296). Kuronen et al. (2005), in a similar study 
of a merger in the financial sector, come to the same conclusion. Their analysis shows how 
the arguments used by journalists “tend to be built on existing widely held presuppositions 
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and confirm rather than challenge existing ideas and ideologies” (2005: 265) and this, 
they point out, is an “essential part of the legitimization and naturalization of specific 
management ideas and ideologies” (Kuronen et al., 2005: 249).

Recently, some of these scholars (Vaara & Monin, 2010; Vaara & Tienari, 2008; Vaara et 
al., 2006) explicitly make the case for adopting a discursive perspective on legitimation in 
organizational studies. They argue that a focus on the subtle discursive strategies used in 
individual (media) texts and their “recurring use in the intertextual totality of the public 
discussion” (Vaara et al., 2006: 789) contributes to the sensemaking processes through 
which particular organizational phenomena are legitimated in contemporary society. 
They set out to develop an empirically grounded model on discursive legitimation in an 
organizational context that builds upon Van Leeuwen’s previously discussed framework 
(1996, 2007; Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999). Contrary to Van Leeuwen, however, Vaara et 
al. (2006) distinguish a fifth strategy of legitimation when defining “normalization as a 
separate category of authorization to emphasize the importance of strategies used to 
render specific actions or phenomena ‘normal’ or ‘natural’” (Vaara & Tienari, 2008: 988). 
In addition, they change Van Leeuwen’s “mythopoesis” into “narrativization” in order to 
accentuate the use of narrative structures as a strategy of legitimation. In a later study, Vaara 
and Monin (2010) emphasize the importance of “naturalization” and “exemplification”, and 
in so doing they end up with the following types of discursive strategies that actors use to 
create a sense of legitimacy or illegitimacy: 

1)  (de)naturalization: rendering something natural (unnatural) by specific discursive means
2) ationalization: providing specific rational arguments to establish legitimacy
3) exemplification: using specific examples to establish legitimacy
4) authorization: references to authorities
5) moralization: establishing legitimacy by moral arguments (Vaara & Monin, 2010: 10)

The influence of CDA in this particular body of work is visible not only in the use of 
Van Leeuwen’s model on discursive legitimation, which in itself is not a “critical model” 
although the empirical study by Van Leeuwen and Wodak (1999) shows how it can be 
used as such, but surely in the types of problems that Vaara and his colleagues address. 
They explicitly set out to expose the political nature of legitimation and the central role 
of both sense giving and sense hiding in media texts. In so doing, they strive to create a 
more critical orientation towards the ways in which we look at how controversial corporate 
activities are communicated, in particular when the social implications of the actions may 
be problematic. 
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Recapitulation
In sum, it appears that several critical discourse studies are fundamentally concerned 
with the discursive dynamics of legitimation in social practice. Inspired by Foucauldian-
informed studies, proponents of a critical approach to discourse have become particularly 
interested in the discursive processes through which some definitions of reality are 
constituted as more appropriate, natural and legitimate than others (Phillips & Hardy, 
2002). Central to these studies is the idea that legitimation is in essence mainly produced 
through discursive actions (Martín Rojo & Van Dijk, 1997; Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999). 
Studies from this perspective, as we have seen, typically concentrate on the subtle micro-
level discursive strategies used by key actors in the field under investigation in order to 
legitimate or delegitimate particular social or organizational practices. In so doing, these 
scholars have significantly advanced our understanding of the specific ways legitimation 
is carried out (Vaara & Tienari, 2008; Vaara et al., 2006). 

These contributions notwithstanding, critical discourse studies have been criticized for 
over-concentrating on a domination model of discourse (Mumby, 2004). Overall, critical 
discourse scholars have a tendency to focus on the constraining effects of discourse 
(Phillips & Hardy, 2002). It is not unusual for proponents of a critical discourse approach 
to pay more attention to top-down acts of legitimation than to bottom-up relations of 
resistance, compliance or acceptance (Van Dijk, 1993). Critical discourse scholars are 
inclined to concentrate on the language use of those in power and their empirical analyses 
typically address the persuasive or “manipulative” discourse of the elite (Van Dijk, 1993; 
Wodak, 2001b). 

Not all scholars of discourse, however, are equally concerned with issues of power and 
ideology. Recently, for instance, an important body of work has developed based on a 
discursive perspective on institutionalization. Although these scholars have been inspired, 
amongst others, by the contributions from critical discourse studies, and even though this 
means that they are sensitive to political dynamics, their overall focus lies more directly 
on the constructive effects of discourse. These studies focus more explicitly on the ways 
through which discourse constructs phenomena as meaningful and taken for granted, 
not so much on how discourse privileges some actors at the expense of others (Phillips & 
Hardy, 2002).
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Discourse and Institutionalization – The Performative Capacity of Text

Despite the growing interest into the role of language and discourse in organizational 
life (Grant et al., 2001; Grant et al., 2005; Keenoy & Marshak, 2000; Oswick & Keenoy, 
2000), discourse analysis has long been a “nascent theme” in traditional approaches of 
institutional theory (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005). In the 
last decade, however, the role of discourse has risen in prominence amongst scholars of 
institutionalization. These attempts have typically concentrated on the constructive effects 
of discourse, locating discourse at the very centre of processes of institutionalization. 
Discourse, so these scholars argue, support the “meaning systems that define the 
taken-for-granted structures, practices, and thoughts in a specific field” (Zilber, 2007: 
1037). A discursive approach expands the notion of institutionalization by highlighting 
how discourse shapes the construction of legitimacy and by focusing attention on the 
discursive mechanisms that underlie institutionalization. In this section, I first elaborate 
on such a discursive perspective on institutionalization. I particularly draw on the work of 
Phillips et al., (2004) as this provides a useful framework to illustrate and explain the main 
assumptions of such an approach. Of interest to this study is the link between discourse 
and the management of organizational legitimacy. Therefore I subsequently turn to a 
series of research projects that focus on the performative power of stories and narratives 
in situations in which organizational actors need to gain, maintain or repair legitimacy. 
Concretely, I focus on the use of storytelling in the context of organizational start-ups and 
following events that call into question the legitimacy of particular institutions. 

A Discursive Approach to Institutionalization
An early example of the management of legitimacy by organizational spokespersons 
is given by Elsbach (1994), who combines institutional and impression management 
theories to the context of organizational impression management. According to Elsbach, 
organizational legitimacy is the result of symbolic management. The key point, she argues, 
is that impression management and institutional theories describe distinct aspects of 
symbolic management. Both perspectives focus on the management of legitimacy, but 
whereas impression management theories have generally taken “an active, individual-
level view”, institutional theories have adopted “a more passive, organization-level view” 
(1994: 57). And while impression management theorists have typically focused on how 
individuals use verbal accounts in response to legitimacy threats, institutional theorists 
have concentrated on how organizations use normative structures to avoid legitimacy 
threats. Elsbach argues that both perspectives are flawed: whereas the impression 
management literature has neglected the “content of organizational accounts” (1994: 58), 
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the latter has not discussed the “specific mechanisms organizations use to communicate 
or advertise their legitimating characteristics” (1994: 59). When combined in organizational 
accounts, she continues, impression management and institutional theories serve a 
complementary goal. Her study of the Californian cattle industry, for instance, shows how 
organizational spokespersons – following several controversial events – use impression 
management tactics to influence organizational legitimacy, but in so doing, they refer to 
organizational-level design features to support those tactics (1994: 83). Elsbach’s study 
thus demonstrates how individual spokespersons use verbal accounts or explanations to 
protect organizational legitimacy. In a similar vein, several scholars have focused on the 
use of organizational impression management strategies and the role of organizational 
accounts in managing organizational legitimacy by studying various forms of corporate 
communication, including the form and content of press releases, media accounts, annual 
reports or its accompanying shareholder letters (Allen & Caillouet, 1994; Arndt & Bigelow, 
2000; Chreim, 2005; Elsbach & Sutton, 1992; Lamertz & Baum, 1998; McLaren-Hankin, 
2008; Palmer et al., 1997; Palmer et al., 2004; Staw et al., 1983). 

Phillips et al. (2004) explicitly make the case for integrating the areas of organizational 
discourse and institutional theory. These authors set out to develop a discursive model 
of institutionalization that not only draws on the literature on organizational impression 
management but also on a critical approach to discourse. Phillips et al. begin by arguing that 
the tendency among institutional theorists to focus on patterns of interaction as the basis 
for institutionalization provides an inappropriate basis for understanding how institutions 
are produced and maintained. They suggest that a discursive approach provides a more 
appropriate framework for studying the processes underlying institutionalization. At the 
core of their argument is the assertion that it is the production of texts and the extent to 
which individual or local texts become embedded in discourses, rather than actions per se, 
that construct institutions: 

Actions do not easily allow for the multiple readings by multiple individuals that are 
necessary if ideas for organizing are to be transmitted across time and space … actions may 
form the basis of institutionalized processes, but in being observed and interpreted, written 
or talked about, or depicted in some other way, actions generate texts (Taylor et al., 1996), 
which mediate the relationship between action and discourse. Accordingly, we argue that 
institutions are constituted by the structured collections of texts that exist in a particular 
field and that produce the social categories and norms that shape the understandings and 
behaviors of actors (Phillips et al., 2004: 638). 

hfst 1.indd   43 19-09-13   14:55



Chapter 1  |  A Discursive Approach to Legitimation

44

Institutionalization, then, may be conceptualized as a “textual affair” (Munir & Phillips, 
2005). Phillips et al. (2004) claim that it is through the production and consumption of 
texts that institutionalization occurs. The relationship between actions, texts, discourses 
and institutions, so they argue, is both recursive and iterative: actions not only affect 
discourses through the production of texts, but discourses, in turn, also affect actions (and 
thus the production of more texts) through the production of institutions.

The same point has been argued for by Lawrence and Suddaby (2006) in the context 
of the study of institutional work. Defining institutional work as the “purposive action of 
individuals and organizations aimed at creating, maintaining and disrupting institutions” 
(2006: 214), Lawrence and Suddaby emphasize the discursive nature of most of these 
actions: “many forms of institutional work we have identified involve practices of speaking 
and writing that are aimed at affecting the institutional context within which those 
practices occur” (2006: 239). Similar to Phillips et al. (2004), these authors take the position 
that it is through the study of language that institutional scholars may finally be able to 
open up the “black box” (Zucker, 1991) of institutionalization. Such a discursive perspective, 
it is argued, focuses on the dynamics of institutionalization rather than solely on its 
effects, it accounts for both stability and change, and it provides the opportunity to refocus 
attention on the role of power in the study of institutionalization and institutional work 
(Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Phillips et al., 2004). 

The concept of institutional entrepreneurship might exemplify this. A discursive 
understanding of institutional work defines institutional entrepreneurs as “authors” or 
“generators of influential texts” (Phillips et al., 2004: 648) and focuses on the discursive 
strategies used by actors in the field to influence the way others make sense of and 
construct the realities that constitute institutions (Zilber, 2007). Obviously, not all actors 
in the field have the same interests, but they will act politically to obtain particular ends 
(Phillips et al., 2004). Whereas the efforts of some actors in the field will be directed 
towards protecting and maintaining the existing institutional order, other groups may 
aspire to improve their position by trying to change established institutions or by trying to 
create new ones (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Zilber, 2007). Moreover, not only do different 
actors hold different interest, they also differ in their abilities to engage in this process 
of managing meaning (Hardy & Phillips, 1998). Or as Maguire et al. (2004: 660) note, it 
is “unlikely that all actors will be equally well positioned in terms of having the requisite 
resources and legitimacy to promote and institutionalize new practices”. Institutional 
entrepreneurs occupy different “subject positions” (cf. Foucault) from which they can work 
to affect processes of institutionalization (Maguire et al., 2004; Phillips & Hardy, 1997). 
Along with access to authority or critical resources, entrepreneurs’ abilities to participate 
in the construction of social realities are also affected by “discursive legitimacy”, or the 
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right to speak legitimately for particular issues on behalf of others (Hardy & Phillips, 1998). 
Those institutional entrepreneurs who are able to produce “texts that embed” (Phillips 
et al., 2004: 648) will be most successful in their attempts to change or maintain the 
institutional order. The process of institutionalization, then, is influenced by a range of 
factors upon which institutional entrepreneurs may strategically act. 

Based on the discursive framework to institutionalization as outlined above, Phillips et 
al. (2004) propose a set of conditions under which institutionalization is most likely to 
occur. They set out to define the features of actions that lead to the production of texts, the 
features of texts that lead them to become embedded in discourse, and, finally, the features 
of discourse that lead to the production of institutions (Phillips et al., 2004: 646). First, 
they suggest that the actions that are most likely to produce texts with meaningful traces 
are those associated with sensemaking and legitimacy. It is argued that sensemaking and 
the management of legitimacy are both textual processes. If actors encounter a new or 
uncertain situation they often try to make sense of it by constructing coherent accounts to 
arrange their experiences. If actors feel the need to legitimate something, they will do so 
through the production of justifications (e.g. Elsbach, 1994). In other words, it is the “need 
for organizational sensemaking” or the need to “secure or maintain legitimacy” that will 
generate texts that leave traces (2004: 642). 

Second, Phillips et al. argue that the chance that a particular text becomes embedded 
in discourse depends on the characteristics of its producer, the form or genre of the text, 
and the relationship of the text to other texts and discourses in the field. Texts become 
embedded when they are taken up by other actors beyond the “specific action that gave 
rise to them” (2004: 640) and develop into more abstract systems of meaning. According 
to Phillips et al., the likelihood of texts to become embedded in discourse increases if they 
originate from powerful actors (e.g. Hardy & Phillips, 1998), involve recognizable genres 
that are appropriate to the situation, and draw on established and legitimate texts and 
discourses (2004: 643-4). Third, they suggest that the relationship between discourses 
and institutions depends on both the internal structure of a discourse and the existence 
of other discourses. Institutions are characterized by self-regulating mechanisms of 
control. Deviation from the established institutional order is costly. Phillips et al. reason 
that because of the costs associated with nonconformity, the likelihood of a discourse to 
influence institutions depends on “the degree to which the discourse is structured and 
coherent, the degree to which the discourse is consistent with broader discourses, and the 
existence of competing discourses” (2004: 646).

Phillips et al.’s discursive framework for the study of institutionalization represents a 
specific attempt to integrate the research on organizational discourse and institutional 
theory. According to them, each of the proposed links between actions, texts, discourse, and 
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institutions, can be the focus of further investigations. For this study, the work that explicitly 
includes the notion of legitimacy in such an analysis seems particularly promising. In the 
remainder of this section I will therefore focus on a number of discursive studies conducted 
in precisely those situations that Phillips et al. argue are likely to produce meaningful text: 
actions which require sensemaking or legitimacy. I successively focus on the role of stories 
and narratives in the context of organizational start-ups and organizational crises.

The Quest for Organizational Legitimacy – The Structurational Power of Language
Whereas the construction of legitimacy is prevalent to all parts of organizational life, 
it may be most pressing during the early phases of organizational life (Aldrich & Fiol, 
1994; Golant & Sillince, 2007; Lounsbury & Glynn, 2001; Zimmerman & Zeitz, 2002). 
Several scholars have therefore focused on the performative power of narratives in the 
context of organizational start-ups. Golant and Sillince (2007) go perhaps the furthest 
in developing such a structurational model of organizational legitimacy in the context 
of organizational founding. Building on Greimas’ (1987) concept of narrative recursivity, 
these authors propose an explanatory model of organizational legitimacy construction 
that incorporates its evaluative as well as its cognitive dimensions, and in so doing, they 
purport to capture both agent-centred and structural explanations of the construction of 
legitimacy (Suchman, 1995). The central question, Golant and Sillince argue, is “how the 
stories told to potential stakeholder audiences, while functioning as evaluative claims for 
pragmatic and moral legitimacy, become translated into an attribution of agency that is 
irreducibly organizational” (2007: 1153). By emphasizing the need for and appropriateness 
of the new organization, spokespersons’ stories about the emerging organization serve to 
increase its claims for both pragmatic and moral legitimacy. However, in order to establish 
the organization as a taken-for-granted autonomous actor, that is, to secure its cognitive 
legitimacy, Golant and Sillince maintain that the “traces of authorship” (2007: 1153) are to 
be removed. A central notion in their model is the constitutive and instrumental role of 
narratives as an established discourse genre: 

From a narrative perspective, organizations are intelligible as autonomous actors when 
they demonstrate consistency with the prevailing archetype of a protagonist in search of 
a quest … In order to secure cognitive legitimacy, an organization must be perceived as 
representative of this common archetype (Golant & Sillince, 2007: 1161).

In other words, the structure of the archetypal narrative frames the organization as an 
autonomous actor with particular characteristics, objectives and accomplishments. 
Imposing a narrative scheme onto the emerging organization thus increases its 
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comprehensibility. However, Golant and Sillince argue, cognitive legitimacy is not only 
derived through the articulation of fidelity to such a narrative structure. The key point, 
here, is the validation of the different stories through events and decisions. Golant and 
Sillince find that the discursive construction of organizational legitimacy is as much about 
“persuasion in organizational storytelling” as it is about the construction of a “taken-for-
granted narrative structure” (2007: 1149). They observe how the validation of organizational 
storytelling through a course of events not only increases the plausibility of spokespersons’ 
claims for evaluative legitimacy, but also increases coherence in the evolving organizational 
narrative: “The stories that were told, and the events and decisions by which they were 
validated, were reconstituted as story elements within the organizational narrative” (2007: 
1162). According to Golant and Sillince, it is precisely the recursive implications of these 
discursive legitimation frames that make the evolving organizational narrative increasingly 
plausible, comprehensible and finally taken for granted. Their analysis points to the need 
to remain aware of the structurational dimension of language in the construction of 
organizational legitimacy: 

Stories and narratives are not only accepted on the basis of their fidelity to an archetype, 
but also according to the coherence of the story elements within a pre-established plot 
structure and their plausibility in the light of events and decisions in the organizational 
milieu. This provides the organization’s spokespersons with a prospective justification for 
the naturalness of the organization in the absence of a track record (Golant & Sillince, 
2007: 1163-4).

Whereas Golant and Sillince focus on the creation of a verisimilitudinous organizational 
narrative to construct legitimacy in the context of newness, Andrew Brown’s work on 
public inquiry sensemaking provides a compelling example of what Phillips et al. (2004) 
refer to as the production of meaningful texts related to legitimacy crises. 

Inquiry Sensemaking – The Construction of Public Discourse Myths
In a series of studies on public inquiries, Brown (2000, 2003, 2005b) focuses on the question 
how public inquiry reports derive an authoritative status. Previously, Turner already observed 
that a public inquiry “assembles an explanatory account from the statements of witnesses, 
publicly allocates responsibility and blame, and makes recommendations that provide 
evidence for societal and organizational learning” (Turner, 1976 in Brown, 2003: 98). But 
whereas public inquiry reports may stress the need for institutional change, Brown argues 
that they are essentially concerned with establishing the legitimacy of organizations and 
institutions by offering acceptable and authoritative interpretations (2000, 2003, 2005b). 
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A political sensemaking perspective on disaster events is based on the premise that 
“divergent views of reality emerge in the written and verbal statements of government, 
industry, and public critics involved and these views of reality compete for acceptance as 
the dominant reality” (Gephart, 1984: 205). Drawing on critical discourse analyses of the 
reports that three different public inquiries have produced, Brown claims that these texts 
are rhetorical constructs designed to render dominant a particular interpretation of the 
event under investigation. Brown successively focuses on the Allitt Inquiry into attacks 
on children in a UK hospital (Brown, 2000); the Cullen Report into the circumstances of 
the Piper Alpha disaster (Brown, 2003); and the Board of Banking Supervision’s report of 
the collapse of the Barings Bank (Brown, 2005b). Public enquiry reports, so argues Brown, 
provide “an (not the only) understanding” (2000: 49 [italics in original]) of the situation 
and they should therefore be seen as exercises in power. 

According to Brown (2000), public inquiry reports fulfil three functions: they serve the 
purpose of depoliticizing the disaster event, of (re)legitimizing the actions and interests 
of dominant groups and social institutions, and of ameliorating anxieties by elaborating 
fantasies of omnipotence and control. In this regard, Brown also refers to the reports as 
“public discourse myths”. They aim to reduce anxiety by offering acceptable interpretations 
that make the particular event seem comprehensible and, above all, evoke the feeling that 
similar incidents will be more controllable in the future. According to Brown “inquiries 
might usefully be thought of as cathartic ceremonies and the reports they produce as public 
discourse myths, which help modern societies cope with mysterious events and broker 
anxiety by enticing us to engage in fantasies of control” (2000: 68). Inquiry sensemaking, 
in other words, “extends control, blames, absolves and legitimates” (Brown, 2000: 69) and 
in so doing serves to “bring closure on publicly and politically sensitive issues” (Buchanan 
& Dawson, 2007: 675). In order to fulfil these functions, however, the reports must be 
constituted as authoritative texts, that is to say, they must satisfy criteria of verisimilitude 
rather than those of accuracy (Boudes & Laroche, 2009: 379). To quote Brown:

In order to be received as authoritative by its readership an inquiry report must elicit a 
verisimilitude attribution (Denzin and Lincoln 1994). My understanding of verisimilitude 
suggests that its attribution implies three related perceptions: that a text conforms to the 
rules of its genre, that it offers a vicarious experience, and that it provides good reasons for 
the events it describes (Brown, 2003: 100).

Brown’s analysis of the three British inquiry reports starts from the premise that inquiry 
reports are narratives. He looks at the reports as “storied attempts” to make sense of 
particular events. These attempts, however, are not disinterested, as they aim to “persuade 
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[their audiences] to accept certain contestable ideas” (Brown, 2000: 48). By focusing on the 
texts’ narrative structure, Brown shows how these reports use the power of storytelling 
(see also Boudes & Laroche, 2009). The construction of an authoritative account is like 
telling a good story with a plausible plotline:
 

How, in such circumstances, where the “evidence” is often non-existent or inconclusive, 
experts disagree, and eye-witnesses are wary of the threat of prosecution, can authority 
be claimed? This is the distinctive skill of the storyteller. Not necessarily to deliberately 
deceive, but to mask lacunae in the plot, gloss over differences in so-called “facts”, present 
oneself as a reasonable person, trustworthy, honest, and sufficiently astute to be permitted 
to judge that on the balance of probabilities “this is what really happened”. This is a kind 
of authority based not on expertise or direct experience of events, but on having gained 
privileged access to the “truth” through the vicarious experience of having heard others’ 
stories. To speak with authority is to tell a good story (Brown, 2005a: 1425).

Brown demonstrates how the inquiry reports are highly convention governed. They conform 
to the particular genre rules of official public policy discourse (Brown, 2000, 2003) or, in case 
of the Barings Report, to the conventions of banking policy discourse (Brown, 2005b): the 
reports make provenance claims (e.g. information about who commissioned the report, 
their status, qualifications etcetera); they make claims regarding comprehensiveness (e.g. 
the number of witnesses that have been consulted); and they present the findings as facts 
and from an omniscient point of view. By using direct quotation material from witnesses 
and descriptions of micro-situational details, the reports seek to engage the audience 
into the story (Brown, 2003: 100-101). Furthermore, any sense of interpretive plurality is 
being suppressed because this would inevitably undermine the reports’ credibility and 
authority (Brown, 2000). The reports impose a particular version of reality on its readers, 
by selectively quoting, omitting, marginalizing or highlighting. They aim to provide a 
coherent, univocal and monological account of what happened, despite the fact that the 
events under investigation are generally acknowledged to exhibit high levels of complexity 
and uncertainty. 

Recapitulation
In conclusion, then, both Brown’s analyses of post-crisis public inquiry reports and the 
previously discussed studies on entrepreneurial storytelling build on the performative 
power of language in constructing social reality. These scholars particularly focus on 
the structurational dimension of stories and narratives, arguing that legitimation is as 
much about persuasion as about the construction of an authoritative account, that is, 
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an account that is seen as plausible, comprehensible and verisimilitudinous by its target 
audience (Brown, 2000, 2003, 2005b; Golant & Sillince, 2007). The notion that legitimation 
is constructed through the production and consumption of texts, echoes the argument of 
critical discourse scholars that legitimation is never built-in to social practice but added 
in discourse. The studies discussed in this section, however, are explicitly concerned with 
the dynamics of how legitimation occurs: rather than exploring the relationships between 
power and ideology, these studies emphasize the recursive relationship between action, 
text, discourse and institutionalization (Golant & Sillince, 2007; Phillips et al., 2004). 

Insightful as these studies are for the subject of this study – the dynamics of discursive 
legitimation in the context of institutional and organizational change – there is still little 
attention for the interplay between multiple legitimation discourses in different settings. 
By focusing on the discursive practices aimed at creating, maintaining or repairing 
the legitimacy of social institutions or organizations, these studies are predominantly 
concerned with external validation, that is, with external legitimation processes. These 
studies furthermore tend to concentrate on the generation of “influential texts” (Phillips et 
al., 2004), more than on the interpretive struggle among discourses and practices (Mumby, 
2005). Yet, if we strive to understand legitimation as a discursive process of sensemaking 
and sensegiving and as the outcome of discursive negotiation, we need to complement 
these insights with a dialectical view of organizations, taking into account the interplay 
between multiple discourses and the existence of different stakeholders and audiences. 
Therefore, I will now focus on a specific body of research that adopts a dialectical-narrative 
approach to studying processes of institutional and organizational change.

A Dialectical Approach to Change – Understanding Multiple Discourses

Whereas most of the studies in the previous sections tend to focus on external legitimation 
processes (i.e. the legitimation of organizations or social institutions per se), in this section 
I turn to processes of legitimation within organizations. I particularly draw on what has 
come to be known as a “dialectical approach” to discourse. Various studies reveal how 
different stakeholders, for numerous reasons, often come to present contrasting versions 
of the same event or how the same stakeholder tells contrasting versions to different 
audiences (Buchanan & Dawson, 2007). Scholars adopting a dialectical approach to the 
study of organizations and organizational change have shown the problematic nature 
of presenting single-voiced, monological accounts (Boje, 1995, 2001). In this section, I 
first provide a brief discussion of such a dialectical approach to studying the process of 
legitimation. In the remainder of this section I examine more closely a couple of studies 
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that have taken up this dialectical approach in the empirical study of organizational and 
institutional change. I successively address the work of scholars on professional boundary 
work, on retrospective sensemaking and identity narratives and on micro-level practices 
of strategizing. Despite their differences, these authors all respond to calls for taking 
into account the existence of multiple discourses, conceptualizing organizational change 
as a discursive game of managing meaning, and discourses as sites to legitimate or 
delegitimate particular ideas or practices.

A Dialectical Approach to Organizational Change
Within the literature on organizational discourse, the importance of narratives and 
stories as sensemaking and sensegiving devices is widely acknowledged (Boje, 1991, 1995; 
Czarniawska, 1997, 1998; Gabriel, 2004; Weick, 1995). Organizational actors interpret and 
attach meaning to experiences through narratives, but narratives are also the means 
through which people try to influence others’ perception of actions and events. Individual 
and group narratives not only provide insight into everyday processes of sensemaking 
by organizational actors, they are also important vehicles through which meanings 
are negotiated, shared and contested among those actors. Proponents of a dialectical 
approach argue that if we are to do justice to the micro-politics of resistance (Thomas & 
Davies, 2005) and to the power struggles that take place between organizational actors, 
we need to move beyond the dominant discourse and recognize the existence of multiple 
and sometimes competing discourses (Mumby, 2004, 2005; Mumby & Stohl, 1991). 

A dialectical perspective focuses on the interpretive struggle between discourses. 
Mumby (2004, 2005) explicitly makes the case for adopting a dialectical approach. Central 
to this approach, he argues, is the idea that “resistance and domination are not simply 
binary oppositions, but exist rather in a mutually implicative relationship” (2004: 245) and 
the goal is thus “not to frame stories as either hegemonic or subversive”, but to examine 
“the possibilities for multiple and contradictory meanings and realities existing in the 
same discursive space” (2004: 242). Scholars adopting a dialectical approach “refuse a 
monological reading that reifies practice as either resistant or dominant” (Mumby, 2005: 
38). They are extremely critical of studies that tend to privilege one over the other and they 
emphasize the need to examine the ways in which “seemingly oppositional binaries” are 
mutually implicated and co-construct each other (Collinson, 2005: 1420; Mumby, 2005; Pal 
& Dutta, 2008). A dialectical analysis takes the view that “there are no stable and fixed 
positions” and focuses on the ways through which the different elements in a dialectical 
relationship (i.e. actors in an organization) participate in defining the role of the other 
(Perinbanayagam, 1991: 89). We find elements of such a dialectical approach in studies on 
professional boundary work, in a series of (ethnographic) studies focusing on sensemaking 
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and identity narratives in the context of organizational change, and increasingly also in 
what has come to be known as the “strategy-as-practice” or “strategy-as-discourse” field 
of research. 

Negotiating Jurisdictional Boundaries – Legitimation Talk amongst Professions
In the last decade, a series of studies have considered the role of discourse in the 
negotiation of boundaries within and between occupations. Scholars have variously 
explored “vocubularies of motive” (Bolton & Way), the “structure of workplace talk” 
(Allen, 2001), “occupational legitimation talk” (Sanders & Harrison, 2008), or “rhetorics of 
competence” (Taylor et al., 2002) in negotiating professional or managerial legitimacy. Most 
of these studies start from the premise that changes in the organizations’ environment 
cause pressure on established divisions of work and they often seek to ground their 
observations of micro-political interactions in a broader context of (institutional) change. 
They acknowledge that professional boundaries are ultimately set through the actions of 
individual and organizational actors, that is, “what we recognize as ‘objective’ boundaries 
can be seen as social structures that are in the final analysis and in a fundamental 
way produced by, based on, and legitimated by ongoing social processes at the action 
level of analysis” (Heracleous, 2004a: 99). The dialectics of professional boundaries 
encompass differentiation and conflict, as well as negotiation and the creation of order, 
and the discursive processes through which professional boundaries are legitimated and 
delegitimated (Perinbanayagam, 1991: 90). 

In a recent study in the area of heart failure management, Sanders and Harrison (2008), 
for instance, examine the legitimation discourses employed by different professionals 
working with heart failure patients in the National Health Service (NHS) in the UK. Following 
Larson (1990), these authors apply the metaphor of a rhetorical battlefield to the area of 
heart failure care, looking at how various occupations compete for professional jurisdiction 
in the discursive field surrounding the treatment and care of heart failure patients. 
Sanders and Harrison examine how cardiologists, geriatricians, GP’s and specialist heart 
failure nurses employ different discourses to claim legitimacy for their own role through 
reference to particular skills or characteristics in clinical work. Four themes characterise the 
legitimation discourses in this discursive field: in order to establish professional legitimacy, 
the occupations used claims to specialised expertise, competence, organizational efficiency 
and patient-centeredness. When comparing the use of particular discourses amongst the 
specific professions, Sanders and Harrison find a “fairly clear inverse relationship between 
these occupations’ respective location in the professional status hierarchy and the number 
and variety of legitimising discourses deployed” (2008: 304). The cardiologists, having a 
well-established position in the area of heart failure management, confined themselves 
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to the expertise discourse, whereas both the geriatricians and GP’s employed more 
than a single discourse. The heart failure specialist nurses, however, employed all four 
legitimation discourses. These findings, Sanders and Harrison suggest, “point towards 
a theory of occupational legitimation talk in which newer occupations utilise a greater 
range of discourses” (2008: 304) compared to more established professions. Sanders and 
Harrison locate their findings in the context of a changing NHS within which the creation of 
new occupations, intra-occupational specializations and role extensions is taking place in 
various areas other than heart failure management. These developments pose a threat to 
established professional divisions of labour and will increasingly lead to the “opening-up” 
of discursive fields. Not only do they suggest that in such a context the underlying struggle 
amongst professionals will become increasingly open, but also that existing professions 
will need to develop a “wider range of defensive legitimising discourses” (2008: 306) if they 
want to retain their role in a changing healthcare environment. 

Allen (2001) provides an example of the relation between legitimating claims and 
professional identity when describing the “micropolitical business” of talk amongst British 
nurses in a discursive, ethnographic study of boundary work in the workplace. Allen’s 
study focuses explicitly on the interactional work of talk, arguing that even though “the 
division of labor is, at its root, a process of social interaction … relatively little attention has 
been given to the ways in which the structure of workplace talk contributes to the social 
constitution of occupations” (Allen, 2001: 75). Allen examines the interactional production 
of occupational atrocity stories. Atrocity stories, in general, are about “dramatic or shocking 
events” (2001: 75). In Allen’s case they are “markers of social friction” (2001: 84) between 
nursing and medicine. Allen observes that the nurses’ atrocity stories are frequently 
about doctors. However, they are only told to members of the nursing group. The atrocity 
stories thus perform a dual boundary-work function, that is, they are not only markers of 
occupational difference, but they also contribute to the constitution of the nursing group. 
Allen shows how the stories are able to accomplish this dual boundary-work function by 
making use of specific discursive features, but also through the way in which they are 
continuously produced and reproduced in interaction. Not only do the stories explicitly 
cast the doctors as outsiders, but they also draw on contrastive rhetoric, such as the use 
of specialized terms, a shared language and knowledge available to insiders only. In so 
doing, the stories juxtapose the medical and the nursing perspective. The rhetoric not only 
serves to isolate the doctor, but also to align the recipient with the nursing standpoint. By 
moving between descriptions of specific events to more general experiences of problems 
between nurses and doctors, and by patterning the stories (producing a series of stories), 
the nurses’ stories also contribute to a sense of common occupational identity within the 
nursing group (Allen, 1997). 
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Even though most of the studies mentioned show no evidence of overt conflict in the 
interplay between professionals, they emphasize the dialectical interconnections between 
different professions. Conceptualizing occupational boundaries as a set of dialectical 
relationships amongst different professions, boundary work inevitably encompasses both 
conflict and negotiation. Sanders and Harrison, for instance, emphasize that the existence 
of multiple discourses in a discursive field is “an arena for potential, rather than necessarily 
actual conflict” (2008: 305 [emphasis in original]). The various discourses do, however, 
involve status claims, in that the jurisdictional claims made by the different professions 
serve to establish the legitimacy of their own role as much as they challenge the value 
of other discourses. For instance, the competence discourse, which emphasizes adequacy 
to perform a particular task, implicitly challenges the value of the ‘unique’ knowledge 
claims on which the expert discourse is based (Sanders & Harrison, 2008: 305). A dialectical 
approach highlights that notions of ‘the doctor’ and ‘the nurse’ or of ‘the manager’ and ‘the 
employee’ are “deeply embedded identities” (Collinson, 2005: 1436). The introduction of new 
policies, legislation, guidelines or working practices alters the parameters within which 
practitioners work and leads to the use of legitimation strategies by the professionals 
involved (Bolton & Way, 2007; Martin et al., 2008). Such legitimacy claims are often related 
to contests over agency and senses of individual and professional identity. 

Authoring Organizational Change – Editing Narratives of Change
The work of Andrew Brown and colleagues serves well to explain and illustrate the virtues 
of a dialectical approach with regard to the role of identity narratives in contests over 
legitimacy in the context of organizational change. Brown and his colleagues explicitly 
focus on contests over personal, system or project legitimacy within organizations. They 
start from the premise that legitimacy is not only a key resource for organizations, but also 
for individuals and groups. Individuals and groups of individuals need to acquire legitimacy 
for themselves and for the projects in which they participate, in order to protect privileged 
power relations, maintain credibility and enhance their own careers. Furthermore, managers 
are particularly concerned with seeking legitimacy for both themselves and for their 
strategies so as to enhance their own career path and employee compliance, enthusiasm 
and commitment. An overarching theme in this body of work is how individuals and groups 
make sense of particular events or outcomes in ways that legitimate their own actions, 
protect their interests and preserve their self-esteem (Brown, 1994, 1995, 1998; Brown & 
Jones, 1998; Brown et al., 2008; Currie & Brown, 2003; Humphreys & Brown, 2002). 

Brown (1997) establishes an explicit connection between contests over organizational 
legitimacy and individual identification by outlining a theory of legitimacy in which the 
notions of self-esteem and narcissism are of crucial importance. He argues that individuals 
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tend to legitimize their work activities and organizations in order to preserve and enhance 
their personal identities: “In acknowledging the legitimacy of the groups and organizations 
with which they identify, individuals are tacitly reaffirming their sense of self” (Brown, 1997: 
665). Humphreys and Brown (2002) suggest that, because of this reciprocal relationship 
between personal self-esteem and the image of the organization, organizational 
participants “are overwhelmingly likely to regard their organization as legitimate” and 
they will be “highly motivated to enhance its construed external image and to defend their 
organization from perceived attacks” (Humphreys & Brown, 2002: 424; see also Brown, 1997). 
This ego-defensive behaviour variously takes the form of narcissistic regulations of public 
and self esteem through such processes as denial, rationalization, attributional egotism or 
ego-aggrandizement. The crux of the argument, so argues Brown, is that such narcissistic 
ego-defensive processes are “not just identity maintaining but legitimacy enhancing” 
(Brown, 1997: 665). The work of Brown and his colleagues is particularly interesting for 
this study, first, because of its explicit focus on the political role of narratives in processes 
of legitimation in the context of organizational change. And second because, in so doing, 
they have shifted attention from legitimation as an external endeavour, to the contest over 
personal, project or system legitimation.

Illustrative examples are Brown’s (1998) and Brown and Jones’ (1998) studies of the 
implementation of a new information technology system in a UK hospital. By presenting 
the narratives of three groups (i.e. the ward, the laboratory and the implementation 
team’s narrative), Brown (1998) shows how the groups involved are offering quite different 
interpretations of the system’s development and implementation process and he concludes 
that these “retrospective descriptions and explanations seemed designed to do more 
than structure just their own sensemaking of events” (Brown, 1998: 40). Couching his 
observations in socio-psychological terms, Brown argues that the narratives are important 
vehicles through which the groups engage in self-enhancing behaviour by presenting a 
positive external image of themselves and attributing responsibility for the failure to 
others (i.e. attributional egotism) (Brown, 1998: 52). Brown and Jones (1998), focusing on the 
same case, further specify these ego-defensive explanations, by distinguishing between 
“narratives of inevitability” and “narratives of conspiracy”. Whereas narratives of inevitability 
attribute failure to the “occurrence of particular events”, narratives of conspiracy attribute 
responsibility to the “deliberate actions of specific groups of individuals” (Brown & Jones, 
1998: 73). Brown and Jones suggest that individuals’ post-hoc reconstructions of events 
typically serve to “simplify events, to produce a coherent interpretation and to attribute 
cause elsewhere, to fate or the actions of others” (1998: 85). 

These cases thus illustrate the political role of narratives. They show how narratives are 
simultaneously tools for personal or collective sensemaking as well as the means by which 
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individuals or groups legitimate particular interpretations of events over others. These 
findings are consonant with prevailing theories of retrospective sensemaking. Weick (2001), 
for instance, also suggests that individuals tend to offer rational explanations of past 
activities in order to deflect criticism and as a façade to attract resources and legitimacy. 
Buchanan and Dawson (2007) suggest that narratives are never merely descriptive, because 
in describing the manner in which events unfold over time, they tacitly impose causality 
into our interpretation. In so doing, narratives “may be used to deflect other perspectives, 
to challenge counter stories, to mark as dubious the motives of others, to establish the 
credibility, legitimacy, and dominance of certain viewpoints, and to present a compelling 
justification for aims and actions” (Buchanan & Dawson, 2007: 673). When analysing such 
narratives of change, however, we should distinguish between the stories that people tell in 
hindsight and the stories that we capture “in flight” (Buchanan & Dawson, 2007; Pettigrew, 
1990).

Brown’s sensemaking stories are, indeed, retrospective sensemaking narratives. 
Buchanan and Dawson refer to these narratives as stories of the past or “after-the-change-
accounts” (2007: 670). Stories of the present, in contrast, are intrinsically part of the change 
process. With stories of the present, Buchanan and Dawson refer to the stories that 
simultaneously “shape and are shaped by” the change process of which they are part (2007: 
670). Not only do actors retrospectively tell different narratives to different audiences, but 
so are these narratives continuously being revised through the act of telling and retelling 
as the process of change unfolds over time. Buchanan and Dawson refer to this as the 
“authoring”, “scripting”, or “editing” of the narrative of change:

The nature of the change process and its outcomes can potentially be explained by the 
way in which it is authored or scripted, and during the process edited and revised, by key 
narrators, sometimes (but not always) known as change agents or change leaders. As 
such, the “winners” and “losers” of this internal authoring competition are not merely 
scriptwriters of change, but shapers of ongoing change processes. In this scenario, multi-
authored stories occur in real time, before and during the process, influencing the nature 
and flow of events and the stories of others. To put it another way, multiple stories are an 
integral part of the complex dynamic of changing in the experiences that they capture, and 
in the influence that they have on the shape, direction and outcomes of change, as well as 
on “after-the-change” accounts (Buchanan & Dawson, 2007: 670).

Organizational change, in other words, is a “multi-authored” process. Buchanan and 
Dawson argue that there is nothing new with such a statement; however, if we want to 
take it seriously then we ought to combine insights from a narrative approach more with 
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a processual study of organizational change. Several studies have taken such an approach. 
Veenswijk and his colleagues, for instance, have analysed the dynamic process of how 
government planned programs of change are being transformed into praxis through 
processes of social editing (Berendse et al., 2006; Berendse & Veenswijk, 2007; Pelkman & 
Veenswijk, 2008; Veenswijk, 2006; Veenswijk & Van Marrewijk, 2008). The rapidly growing 
fields of strategy-as-practice and strategy-as-discourse research take a similar approach to 
studying narratives as part of unfolding processes of organizational change. 

Strategy-as-practice and strategy-as-discourse scholars both draw attention to the 
strategic mobilization of alternative and sometimes competing discourses to legitimize 
or delegitimize particular practices or ideas related to organizational change initiatives. 
Strategy-as-practice scholars do not regard strategy as “something that an organization has 
but something its members do” and they explicitly (re)focus on the actions and interactions 
of organizational actors in “the doing of strategy” (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007: 6). Scholars 
taking a discursive perspective on strategy view discourse as an important part of the 
strategic practices constituting the micro-level process of strategizing and they explicitly 
make a plea for analysing the existence of alternative and competing strategy discourses in 
different parts of and on different levels within organizations (Laine & Vaara, 2007; Mantere 
& Vaara, 2008; Nyberg & Mueller, 2009). In line with the strategy-as-practice perspective, 
they call for a detailed analysis of the ways through which local situational discourses are 
in dialogue with dominant macro-discourses (Nyberg & Mueller, 2009).

Laine and Vaara (2007), for instance, adopt a “discursive struggle approach” to the 
study of organizational strategizing within an engineering group. These scholars 
approach organizational discourse as a “dialectical battle between competing groups” 
and they specifically focus on the “kinds of struggles over subjectivity [that] characterize 
organizational strategizing” (2007: 30). Laine and Vaara show how the corporate 
management, by launching a new strategy discourse, effectively legitimates its own 
change initiative and authority position, but in so doing it simultaneously undermines and 
disempowers the agency and subjectivity of others in such a way that these groups can 
do nothing else than to resist. The middle managers react to this corporate discourse by 
crafting and subsequently legitimating their own strategy discourse in order to create some 
room for manoeuvre and re-establish their position as “strategic actors” in the organization. 
In order to maintain a positive professional identity (i.e. as competent professionals and 
key actors in strategic development), the project engineers, in turn, could not but distance 
themselves from both these strategy discourses, and in so doing also resist managerial 
hegemony. Laine and Vaara conclude that these findings “are in the end not too surprising”, 
after all, they “mirror the age-old tension between top driven control on the one hand and 
the right of self-determination and self-realization on the other” (2007: 52). The authors 
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warrant, however, against a view of “all discursive action [as] fully conscious or intentional”, 
arguing that some discourses are almost automatically reproduced. Actors (such as the 
corporate management in this case) may become “prisoners of the established discourses”, 
unaware of the “problematic disempowering effects” (2007: 52). 

Vaara and Monin (2010) provide another example of such an unintended effect when 
adopting a recursive perspective on discourse and action in the context of a merger between 
two pharmaceutical companies. Contrary to most of these scholars’ previous work on the 
discursive legitimation of mergers in the media, they shift attention from the legitimation 
of merger announcements to legitimation in actual integration processes. In so doing, they 
explicitly aim to establish a link between discursive legitimation and organizational action. 
Drawing from the literature on discourse mobilization and on the legitimation of specific 
actions (Hardy et al., 2000), Vaara and Monin (2010) outline a recursive perspective on the 
relationship between discourse and action. A recursive relationship, as we have seen in the 
previous section on discourse and institutionalization, implicates a structurational dynamic 
(Golant & Sillince, 2007). In the context of mergers and acquisitions this means that the 
legitimation of the initial decision for the merger serves as a frame to make sense of actions 
in the post merger organization. Subsequent evaluations of these actions in terms of success 
or failure create senses of legitimacy and illegitimacy that, in turn, lead to new actions in 
and around the merged organization. Vaara and Monin draw attention to the potential 
detrimental effects of promoting one (fashionable) legitimation discourse. The authors 
show how particular organizational actors may, as the change process unfolds, become 
“champions of specific integration ideas”, which not only “increase[s] the risk of focusing 
only on specific issues”, but also intimately links those ideas to “the authority position” of 
particular individuals (2010: 17). Their analysis serves as an example of reversals in discourses 
of legitimation and delegitimation, by illustrating the discursive strategies used by actors to 
“turn previous arguments to their opposite” in efforts trying to “save face” when their ideas 
turn out to be a failure (2010: 19). 

Recapitulation
In sum, whether focusing on occupational boundary work, retrospective sensemaking 
accounts or strategic development, all the studies discussed here, some way or the other, 
focus on actors’ discursive practices in shaping processes of organizational change in ways 
that serve their own interest. In all, emphasis is on the existence of multiple discourses and 
on how actors use particular discourses in order to preserve a sense of individual identity 
and to protect social agency. In contrast to scholars that focus on either domination or 
resistance, those taking a dialectical-narrative approach put this duality at the core of 
their analytic framework and concentrate on the dynamic interplay between alternative 
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legitimation discourses. This allows a shift in focus from the account of change, towards 
organizational change as a “multi-authored” process. Such a perspective also enables us 
to shift attention from legitimation as an external validation process towards discursive 
legitimation struggles at different hierarchical levels within the organization and as 
an essential part of unfolding processes of organizational change, as various discursive 
strategy-as-practice studies have illustrated. These examples further show that if we want 
to take such a view seriously, we explicitly need to combine a dialectical-narrative approach 
with a processual/contextual analysis of organizational change (Buchanan & Dawson, 
2007), that is, we need to capture the authoring of change ‘in flight’. 

Conclusion

It can be concluded that, in the last decade, the issue of legitimation has gained 
prominence amongst scholars interested in the role of discourse in society at large and 
within organizations in specific. Discourse scholars from various backgrounds have 
contributed to a conceptualization of legitimation as a socially constructed and discursively 
produced phenomenon. Critical discourse scholars have contributed significantly to our 
understanding of legitimation as a socio-political struggle and they should be credited 
for drawing attention to the subtle discursive practices and textual strategies used in 
legitimating particular ideas or practices. It has been argued that critical discourse analysts 
are fundamentally concerned with the relationship between discourse and power and 
therefore these studies sometimes take the form of ideology critique with the aim of 
demystifying the hegemonic power of the elite. As we have seen in the other parts of this 
chapter, critical organization scholars take seriously the insights from critical discourse 
studies, but not all of this work subscribes to the same social-political agenda. Those 
scholars developing a discursive approach to institutionalization, for instance, are equally 
concerned with the performative power of discourse, but they tend to focus more on the 
recursive relationship between discourse and (inter)action in constructing this social reality 
than on issues of power and ideology per se. Furthermore, critical organization scholars 
taking a dialectical-narrative approach to studying processes of legitimation in the context 
of organizational change focus on the dialectics of power and resistance, taking the 
position that we should focus on the interpretive struggle amongst different narratives or 
discourses of change, rather than to solely focus on either domination or resistance. 

Together these approaches make up the theoretical framework of this study. My aim 
has not been to present them as simple dichotomies, albeit they may sometimes strive to 
accomplish quite different things (e.g. critical discourse versus more managerial studies). 
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I have tried to gain an insight into how these approaches contribute to an understanding 
of legitimation as a discursive act. Rather than making a strong division between these 
studies, I would argue that they are often overlapping, if not complementary, as has been 
the case with organizational scholars using insights (amongst other) from critical studies 
in developing a discursive perspective on institutionalization and when taking a critical-
dialectical approach to organizational narratives. The discursive approach to legitimation 
that characterizes this particular study draws on elements that the various approaches have 
in common. A central tenet is the view that legitimation is essentially a textual affair. They 
all depart from the idea that legitimation is, to a large part, constructed through discourse. 
This discursive game of managing meaning has variously been defined as the answer to 
the spoken or unspoken ‘why’ question, the creation of a verisimilitudinous or authoritative 
story, or as the creation of a sense of acceptance for ones ideas, actions or demands. 

Apart from what these approaches have in common, the theoretical framework of this 
study also draws on the different contributions they have each made to the ways in which 
discursive legitimation can be conceptualized and analysed. The critical discourse literature 
provides a lens for addressing the role of power and ideology in discursive processes of 
legitimation. For the purpose of this study, the examination of the discourses mobilized 
and the strategies used to legitimate or delegitimate change are useful. The literature on 
discursive institutionalization tells us to take the recursive relationship between discourse 
and action into account when trying to gain insight into the discursive dynamics of 
legitimation. It draws attention to the question of how discursive legitimation is validated 
or negated through the course of events and decisions. The dialectical-discourse literature, 
in turn, is useful for its relational approach to legitimation. It focuses on processes of 
legitimation in everyday interactions and allows for the inclusion of plurivocality and 
negotiation into the analysis. It draws attention to ways in which discursive legitimation 
is strategically used to preserve a sense of individual identity and to protect social agency.

The conceptualization of legitimation as a discursive game of managing meaning sits 
well with a processual analysis that seeks to locate this discursive interplay within the 
context of everyday interactions. A discourse approach focuses on the discursive processes 
through which actors make sense of particular practices and define what is justified and 
legitimate, whereas a process-oriented perspective is concerned with how order emerges 
out of the continuous interactions between individuals or groups (Buchanan & Dawson, 
2007). In combining these approaches, I seek to understand the construction of (de)
legitimation as a discursive process of sensemaking and sensebreaking or sensegiving 
and sensehiding. Legitimation, then, is as a product of everyday interactions, which is 
temporal, relational and continually reconstituted. In the next chapter I will consider the 
methodological implications. 
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Throughout the last few decades, research in social science has seen a whole lot of 
“turns”: the linguistic turn, the interpretive turn, the cultural turn, the reflexive turn, 
and the practice turn, to name a few. What they share in common is a concern with the 
role of language in constructing human meaning making while simultaneously calling 
for explicit reflexivity on part of the researcher’s own positionality and practices in the 
process of making knowledge claims (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2006b: xi). Trained as an 
organizational anthropologist at the dawn of this century, I am certainly influenced by 
these various turns and their underlying philosophical presuppositions. This has influenced 
the articulation of the research question with which I started this study, the choice to focus 
on discourse in studying the process of legitimation, and also the methods that I have used 
in doing this study (Yanow, 2006b; Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2006a). Simply stating that I 
have been conducting an ethnographic study from an interpretive, social constructionist 
approach, however, does not suffice. With this chapter I would like to respond to calls for 
both interpretive researchers and ethnographers to be more explicit and transparent about 
what we do (O’Reilly, 2005; Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2009) and “how it is that we do what 
we do” (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2006a: 384). I begin by focusing on the philosophical 
assumptions underlying the interpretive-constructionist research methodology used in 
this study. I then discuss the types of methodological choices that I have made to access, 
generate and analyse data with regard to the dynamics of legitimation as part of the 
process of organizational change within the organization of Rijkswaterstaat. 

An Interpretive-Constructionist Approach

What does it mean to state that this study has been informed by a social constructionist 
ontology and interpretive epistemology? As we will see throughout this chapter, 
such a statement distinguishes this study from many other studies on organizational 
change, both quantitative and qualitative ones, because of its particular philosophical 
presuppositions regarding the character and the knowability of organizational and other 
social realities (Yanow, 2000; Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2006a, 2006b; Ybema et al., 2009a). 
Presuppositions regarding the “reality status” of the subject of study refer to ontological 
claims, while underlying assumptions regarding its “knowability” relate to epistemological 
arguments (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2006b: xi). More specifically, ontology is concerned 
with questions as to “whether the subject of study is considered objectively real in the 
world (…) [or] as socially constructed”, whereas epistemology has to do with questions 
regarding “the capacity of human animals to ‘generate’ or ‘discover’ or ‘find’ or ‘construct’ 
knowledge” (Yanow, 2006b: 6). Epistemological and ontological presuppositions are closely 
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regarding its reality status (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2006b: xviii). Accordingly, references 
to either a social constructionist or interpretive approach often implicate both. 

Social constructionism, to start with, rejects the notion of social reality as an objective 
entity that can be “discovered” or “found”. It views reality as a social construction and 
focuses on the processes through which it is constructed. Czarniawska describes the 
central premise of social constructionism as follows: 

Worlds are not given, they are constantly made and remade. This also means that meaning 
and knowledge are constructed, and not ‘found’ in things and events. They are constructed 
in concrete places at specific times, under the constraints present in those times and 
places, and build new constraints for other places and new times. This questions the 
traditional assumption that ‘true knowledge’ is objective and context-free (universal) by 
virtue of corresponding to the ‘essence’ of the world (Czarniawska, 2001: 254).

Building on the seminal work of Berger and Luckman (1966), social constructionists 
emphasize the shared or collective aspect of construction processes. Rather than being 
individually constructed in people’s mind, they understand social reality as being 
constructed through social interaction (Czarniawska, 2001; Fine et al., 2009; Marshak 
& Heracleous, 2005; Phillips et al., 2006; Veenswijk, 2001; Yanow, 2006b). Social 
constructionists draw attention to the intersubjective construction of meaning between 
human beings, because it is in the ongoing, iterative process of interaction, reflection, 
interpretation and further action that organizational and social realities are constructed 
(O’Reilly, 2005; Yanow, 2006b; Ybema et al., 2009a). Grounded in such a worldview, these 
scholars are principally concerned with meaning and processes of meaning making. 

The interpretive approach is based on the premise that the social world consists of 
multiple interpretations and that people’s successive interpretations are filtered by one’s 
prior experiences (Yanow, 2006b). Interpretive scholars further share an appreciation 
for the role of language. Long before the linguistic turn in social sciences brought about 
the widespread interest into the importance of language in constructing social reality, 
interpretive scholars had already recognized its central role in the construction and 
“manifestation of subjective meaning” (Heracleous, 2004b: 178; Heracleous & Barrett, 
2001; Heracleous & Hendry, 2000). An interpretive approach perceives language as a form 
of communicative action that is constructive rather than reflective, representative or 
instrumental (Heracleous, 2004b; Phillips & Hardy, 2002). Such a focus on language also 
provides the basis for the increased interest in discourse analysis by interpretive scholars. 
Heracleous explains: 
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How does discourse construct social reality? Underlying this question is the realization that 
social phenomena do not have the same solidity, stability and amenability to experimental 
observation as natural phenomena. They are defined by actors themselves and can thus 
be better understood if we take into account first-order meanings of the actors involved; 
a phenomenological view that became a cornerstone of the interpretive paradigm (Burrell 
& Morgan, 1979) (Heracleous, 2004b: 177).

Discourse analysis, as a methodology, is rooted in an interpretive-constructionist approach, 
and thus allows for the investigation of the discursive processes through which some 
definitions of reality are constituted as more appropriate, natural and legitimate than 
others (Phillips & Hardy, 2002). This is precisely why I have chosen to focus on the role of 
discourse in this study. I set out to study legitimation as a collectively and intersubjectively 
constructed phenomenon. In other words, I set out to study the socially constructed 
nature of legitimation. The implication of such a choice is not only that I conceptualize 
legitimation as a discursive practice, but it also brings with it a particular view of how we 
can study such processes. 

Interpretive scholars contend that the only way to study social reality is through 
understanding, or verstehen (Veenswijk, 2001; Yanow, 2006b). If social reality is constructed 
through the creation of collective and intersubjective understanding, then studying this 
reality is an interpretive act in itself. Such a view inevitably calls for reflexivity on the 
researcher’s part with regard to the role of his or her prior knowledge and positionality in 
generating knowledge claims, as well as in constructing this world through the writing of 
(scientific) texts (Phillips & Hardy, 2002; Yanow, 2006b; Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2006b; 
Ybema et al., 2009a). This approach stands in sharp contrast to positivists’ endeavours 
to uncover objective, value-free, universal and causal knowledge claims about social 
phenomena (Heracleous, 2004b; Yanow, 2000; Yanow, 2006b). Interpretive researchers 
emphasize the interpretive and contextual nature of knowledge and this is why they often 
follow a more responsive and less stepwise course than positivist researchers tend to do. 
Yanow and Schwartz-Shea (2006b) suggest that it is the absence of an orderly and discrete 
rhetoric of such “how to steps” with interpretive methodology that some of its critics have 
taken as a lack of systematicity and rigor. Yanow and Schwartz-Shea convincingly argue, 
however, that such statements derive from either a misunderstanding of interpretive 
work and its particular philosophical standing or from different understandings in 
terminological meanings. Interpretive research, so they argue, may not be rigorous in a 
“literal sense” but it is rigorous in a philosophical senses, or more specifically, interpretive 
scholars adhere to “a rigor of logic and argumentation – rather than merely a procedural 
rigor” (2006b: xvi). This equally applies to the study that I have conducted within the 
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step-by-step in advance, I deliberately chose a more iterative-inductive approach (O’Reilly, 
2005). I did not use a deductive approach in which hypotheses are derived from theory, 
nor did I opt for a purely inductive approach in which the researcher starts out with as 
few preconceptions as possible. I strongly believe that meaning-focused research requires, 
as Yanow and Schwartz-Shea call it, “on-site flexibility” (2006b: xvi), yet, as we have seen 
above, this does not mean that the work of interpretive researchers is not informed by any 
theoretical or experiential knowledge, neither that the methods used are not systematic. 

The purpose of this methodological chapter is to make transparent the process and 
methods used in order to provide the grounds for judgements about the overall quality of 
the research. Yanow and Schwartz-Shea explicitly make the case for judging the quality of 
interpretive studies through a set of evaluative criteria that fit interpretive epistemological 
and ontological presuppositions. Criteria of validity, reliability or generalizability, so they 
argue, are generally used to judge the quality of positivist-informed studies, but they are 
logically inappropriate for the evaluation of interpretive studies, where the criteria for 
evaluation typically revolve around judging the trustworthiness of a particular research 
project. Apart from the use of thick description, triangulation, audit trials, negative case 
analysis or member checking – criteria that are applied in other forms of qualitative 
research also – reflexivity has become a significant marker of interpretive work (Schwartz-
Shea, 2006; Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2009; Yanow, 2006a; Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 
2006b). Researcher reflexivity involves an awareness that we are part of the world we 
study and that we need to think critically about the ways in which our personal biographies 
not only affect how we generate data, but also what we write and how we write about it 
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995; O’Reilly, 2005; Ybema et al., 2009a). In other words: 

Researcher reflexivity shows that the researcher understands herself as the means, the 
instrument, through which the research (as well as its reporting) is produced. Researchers’ 
demographic identities (gender, race, sexuality, social class, nationality, and other 
components), manifested in dress, accent, physiognomy, and other elements of nonverbal 
communication, and other aspects of their phenomenological backgrounds (education, 
training, upbringing, and other elements of lived experience carried internally) contribute 
to a ‘positionality’ that can affect not only the character of interactions and research 
questions posed, but also access to research sites and persons in them and the kinds of 
data co-generated with research participants (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2009: 60).
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In this chapter, then, I not only elaborate what I have been doing, but I also reflect on the 
ways in which my positionality has affected my generation and analysis of the data. First, 
however, I will look at the applied ethnographic approach that has been used in this study. 

Applied Organizational Ethnography

At the core of this book lies an in-depth study of change within Rijkswaterstaat (RWS 
in its Dutch acronym). The study might best be described as “applied” organizational 
ethnography (Bate, 2000b) or “ethnography with an action research or clinical element” 
(Heracleous, 2001). Having a label to characterize this study, however, does not necessarily 
make clear what it is that I have been doing. After all, the terms ethnography and action 
or applied research – even without combining them – are used to cover a variety of 
approaches. It does set this study apart from other approaches of studying the process 
of organizational change. Despite differences in the precise interpretation, the common 
theme to which most ethnographers would subscribe is that ethnography refers to the 
close study of human interaction in its natural setting, usually (but not exclusively) by 
engaging with the people being studied (Atkinson et al., 2001; Fine et al., 2009; Hirsch 
& Gellner, 2001; O’Reilly, 2005). Action or applied research, in a broad sense, refers to the 
dual goal of bringing about change and of developing (theoretical) knowledge (Eden & 
Huxham, 1996; Marshak & Heracleous, 2005). At its simplest, then, applied organizational 
ethnography has to do with the ethnographic study of organizations and feeding back 
the insights developed from such an analysis in order to be used by those involved in the 
change process itself (Bate, 2000a; Sykes & Treleaven, 2009; Ybema et al., 2009b).

Organizational Ethnography
The ethnographic study of organizations and organizational change has a long history. 
In fact, ethnographers can lay claim to having contributed to some of the earliest 
empirical studies on organizational behaviour. As early as the 1920s organizational 
scholars have adopted ethnographic methods to produce fine-grained, detailed accounts 
of organizational life. In the 1920s and 1930s, it were anthropologists who provided the 
detailed observational data on workplace behaviour and informal organizational life upon 
which the famous Hawthorne studies are based. Anthropological field methods also 
played an important role in the subsequent human relations movement (Barley & Kunda, 
2001; Bate, 1997; Fine et al., 2009; Hirsch & Gellner, 2001; Schwartzman, 1993; Ybema et al., 
2009a). Anthropologists, however, are not the only ones who can lay claim to a heritage of 
organizational and work ethnographies. 
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on urban life that took the rapidly changing city of Chicago as a natural sociological 
laboratory. In 1927, Robert Park, a leading member of the Chicago School, famously told his 
students to get out of their armchair and to get the seat of their pants dirty in real research. 
A hands-on mentality and the close-up study of everyday human interactions in local 
social settings characterized this body of work (Deegan, 2001; O’Reilly, 2005; Rock, 2001). 
During the 1950s and the early 1960s sociologists from the Chicago School increasingly 
turned to the ethnographic study of occupations and work practices (Atkinson et al., 2001). 
This strand of research – grounded in symbolic interactionism – also came to be known 
as the “negotiated order” approach (Day & Day, 1977; Fine et al., 2009). Its proponents 
saw organizations as fluid and emergent systems, rather than fixed and constrained by 
rules, regulations, goals, and hierarchical chains of command. By focusing on day-to-day 
negotiations, temporary agreements, changing webs of interaction and differences in 
front and backstage behaviour, they showed some of the limitations of static, structural-
functional and rational-bureaucratic explanations of organizations (Benson, 1977; Maines, 
1982; Rahaman & Lawrence, 2001; Strauss, 1978; Ybema et al., 2009a). 

In the period between the 1950s and mid-1970s the field of organizational studies 
gradually shifted away from the detailed and situational study of organizational life towards 
quantitative oriented studies with a higher level of abstraction. While anthropologist left 
the field, organizational theorists came to focus on organizational strategies, structures 
and environments (Barley & Kunda, 2001; Bate, 1997; Schwartzman, 1993; Ybema et al., 
2009a). Along with the introduction of the culture concept into organizational studies 
in the late 1970s and throughout the 1980s, organizational scholars showed a renewed 
interest in qualitative methods, although this did not immediately lead to a resurrection 
of organizational ethnography (Bate, 1997; Rosen, 1991; Ybema et al., 2009a). In this 
regard, Bate (1997: 1150) remarked that “it is all too easy to wrongly equate qualitative 
research (which is on the increase) with anthropological or ethnographic research (which 
organizationally speaking is not)”. Throughout the 1990s, several scholars – among whom 
Bate (1997), Czarniawska (1992) and Rosen (1991) – explicitly make the case for reconciling 
organizational studies with organizational anthropology. But what, then, distinguishes 
organizational ethnography from other forms of organizational research? 

Despite – or rather because of – this long-standing tradition, a general answer to 
the question as to what characterizes ethnography, or more specifically, organizational 
ethnography, is not that easy: the definitions are many and various (O’Reilly, 2005). Some 
ethnographers use the term to refer to a particular set of methods. According to the often 
cited definition from Hammersley and Atkinson (1995), for instance, ethnography: “involves 
the ethnographer participating, overtly or covertly, in people’s daily lives for an extended 
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period of time, watching what happens, listening to what is said, asking questions – in fact, 
collecting whatever data are available to throw light on the issues that are the focus of the 
research” (1995: 1). To them, there is no sharp line between ethnography and other forms of 
qualitative research. Others have argued that ethnography is much more than a collection 
of fieldwork methods used to generate data (see Fine et al., 2009; O’Reilly, 2005; Rosen, 
1991; Ybema et al., 2009b). The definition used by O’Reilly, for instance, is much broader, 
referring to ethnography as a set of ideas about research: 

Ethnography at least (in its minimal definition) is iterative-inductive research (that 
evolves in design through the study), drawing on a family of methods, involving direct and 
sustained contact with human agents, within the context of their daily lives (and cultures), 
watching what happens, listening to what is said, asking questions, and producing a richly 
written account that respects the irreducibility of human experience, that acknowledges 
the role of theory, as well as the researcher’s own role, and that views humans as part 
object/part subject (O’Reilly, 2005: 4).

Bate (1997) usefully summarizes its various interpretations by distinguishing between 
the “doing”, the “thinking” and the “writing”, that is, ethnography as the activity of doing 
fieldwork, as a way of looking at the world, and as a particular narrative style. But even 
though the latter two may distinguish ethnography from other types of qualitative 
studies, ethnographers have been informed by various epistemic communities and it has 
frequently been noted that there is not one ethnographic style of thinking or writing either 
(Gellner & Hirsch, 2001; Ybema et al., 2009a). As already indicated, this study has been 
informed by constructionist-interpretive presuppositions. I have chosen an interpretive 
ethnographic approach not only because of its distinctive set of methods, but for various 
other reasons. 

One of the important attributes of interpretive organizational ethnography is its concern 
with the process of meaning making in everyday organizational interactions and its interest 
in the polyphonic nature of organizations. Ethnographic narratives are multivocal rather 
than univocal accounts, allowing the researcher to focus on the multiplicity of voices that 
usually exist in the organizational arena (Ybema et al., 2009a). The ethnographic approach 
thus seems particularly fruitful to capture legitimation as a discursive game of managing 
meaning. Narratives have, in fact, since long been part of ethnographic studies as they are 
seen as one of the ways through which people make sense of the world (Bate, 2005). By 
showing how discourses are enacted in particular organizational practices, ethnography 
is useful for discourse analytic studies (Phillips & Hardy, 2002). Furthermore, because of 
its processual focus, ethnography is particularly useful also for the study of organizational 
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study, and its dissemination, of organizations and their organizing processes”. As simple as 
this definition seems, the distinction between the words “organization” and “organizing”, 
between the noun and the verb, highlights one of the most important contributions of 
organizational ethnography to the study of organizational change. Ethnographers typically 
focus on how organizations evolve over time rather than taking a “short term or one-shot 
view” of organizational life (Fine et al., 2009: 11). Bate (1997: 1165) pushes the argument even 
further by saying that “there is no other way to study ‘process’ and change” than by paying 
close attention to the mundaneity and everydayness of organizational life. Organizational 
behaviour, so he argues, should stop seeing organizational change as a “parade that can 
be watched as it passes” in favour of a more processual understanding of organizational 
change (1997: 1159, citing Geertz). 

As noted at the end of the previous chapter, I seek to understand the construction of 
legitimation as a discursive process of making meaning and as the product of everyday 
interactions between individuals and groups of organizational actors. The problem 
statement of the study thus calls for a processual approach (Buchanan & Dawson, 2007; 
Pettigrew et al., 2001). This research evolved from the researchers’ close involvement in 
a change initiative at Rijkswaterstaat’s Civil Engineering Division (CED). In the following 
section I will describe how this provided a good opportunity for gaining insight into the 
process of discursive legitimation as part of an unfolding program of change. 

Applied or Action Ethnography
Although in the late 1990s Bate (1997) lamented that organizational behaviour and 
anthropology – despite their connections in the past – had gradually lost touch with 
each other, the combination of ethnographic research with an action oriented or clinical 
approach seems to be on the rise again (Van Marrewijk, 2009; Van Marrewijk et al., 2009). 
This study embraces the combination of ethnography with action research. It originates 
from a request to assist the actors involved in the CED’s organizational change program 
to create increased awareness and understanding of the process of cultural development 
within the organization. The project combined ethnographic research into the CED’s 
culture with an organization development project that involved feeding back the findings 
and helping those involved to work through an ambitious change agenda (cf. Bate, 2000a).

Previous studies show that the culture of engineering organizations is generally 
characterized by a strong internal focus, low self-reflexivity and a static perception on 
change, as a consequence of which they run the risk of becoming “trapped within their 
own dominant technical rationalities” (Van Marrewijk & Veenswijk, 2005: 45). What 
might once have been seen a virtuous, functional and adaptive organizational culture, 
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may suddenly turn into a vicious, dysfunctional and maladaptive culture (Bate, 1994; Van 
Marrewijk, 2005b). Processes of change within the infrastructure sector often require 
(external) intervention (Koot & Dobbinga, 2004; Van Marrewijk & Veenswijk, 2005; Van 
Marrewijk & Verweel, 2005). Unusual in this case is the combination of an intervention 
oriented approach and ethnographic research. 

Ethnography and action research are often thought of as two different strands of 
research. Whereas ethnographers traditionally refrain from action, action research is 
grounded in action (Eden & Huxham, 1996). That is to say, whereas ethnographers usually 
take the role of observer and make sure to maintain a separation between their observations 
and possible interventions, one of the most persuasive reasons for action researchers not 
to refrain from action stems from the idea that knowing is inseparable from doing (Sykes & 
Treleaven, 2009). Despite these obvious differences, action research and ethnography are 
also said to have a lot in common, epistemologically as well as methodologically: 

When doing action research or ethnography, researchers seek to position themselves 
alongside research participants and their everyday actions in order to engage both with 
and in the meaning-making of the participants and the particular phenomena under 
investigation. From this perspective, ethnography, like action research, is a way of knowing, 
an epistemology, where the ethnographer’s task is both semantic and semiotic-oriented 
toward both specific meanings and the ‘signs’ through which meaning is conveyed (Sykes 
& Treleaven, 2009: 218).

The broad range of action research referred to here comes close to the intervention and 
action oriented anthropology work that is described by Van Marrewijk et al. (2009) as 
“ethnovention” and Bate (2000b) as “action ethnography”. In the view of Van Marrewijk 
et al., “ethnovention” refers to the use of organizational ethnographies to facilitate 
interventions that have the purpose of improving the functioning of organizations. Van 
Marrewijk et al. define the ethnoventionist approach as: 

… one that organizes the reflexive process in a multi-layered fashion and relates 
environmentally related data, such as “external” emerging societal and customer 
orientations, to “internal” organizational and managerial change aspirations, concerning 
the locus of control, change issues and related instruments, as well as dealing with 
the realpolitik of how management initiatives are registered internally by different 
constituencies of interest (Van Marrewijk et al., 2009: 214).
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intervention-oriented research. Apart from the role of reflexivity, which according to 
these authors is a mark of all “good ‘ethno’ practice”, ethnovention is characterized by a 
particular management orientation (i.e. it connects observations to managerial choices 
and work floor perceptions), a deep understanding of values in use, an explicit focus on the  
multi-layered context within which cultural patterns are developed and reproduced, and, 
finally, by an interest in longitudinal change. Thus, for intervention-oriented ethnographers, 
ethnography not only serves to report on the voice of managers and other stakeholders 
involved in the change process, but it is also used to offer reflection and alternative 
interventions (Van Marrewijk et al., 2009). 

Whereas Van Marrewijk et al. specifically stress the benefits of an action oriented 
approach for organizational change research, Bate (2000b) emphasizes the learning aspect 
for organizational change agents. The action ethnography that Bate refers to explicitly 
aims to “develop a kind of ethnographic conscious amongst the actors themselves” (ibid: 
480). Bate places action research strategically between applied research and consultancy, 
that is, between researching and practising. But rather than making either one of these 
more important than the other, Bate argues that action ethnography is about the  
fusion of research and practice: “Specifically, it is about using ethnographic data for 
problem-solving, issue diagnosis and action-taking, and is therefore not just applied but 
action-based anthropology. It is about representing issues anthropologically, and getting 
people to “think culturally” about those issues” (ibid: 480).

The trajectory of cultural change within the CED derived from a strategic change process 
that had been set in motion in 2004. A so-called ‘cultural change project team’ had been 
established, consisting of both internal organizational representatives and three external 
consultants, of whom professor Veenswijk was one.2 The project team departed from the 
view that cultural change was a prerequisite in order for the strategic change process not 
to become a cosmetic operation: if the organization was to transform into an attractive 
partner in business, its cultural orientations had to develop according to and fitting such 
profile. A memo of the project team to the CED’s directorate team describes the intended 
trajectory of cultural change. It starts with a brief orientation: 

2  Interestingly, professor Veenswijk performed a double role in this project since he was both the supervisor of 
this PhD project and he was an actor – a consultant – in the the cultural change project under study.
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During the past year the CED has embarked on a strategic change process that aims at 
the revitalization of the organization and its adjustment to changing environmental 
conditions. The desired profile is that of a slender, innovative knowledge organization 
within the infrastructural chain, one that delivers high-grade quality services and products. 
Concretely this means becoming a “partner in business” for parties within and outside the 
Waterstaat.3 

The cultural change project team defined organizational culture as a constellation of 
sensemaking patterns that finds expression in basic assumptions, values and behaviour 
codes; a dynamical phenomenon that develops continuously throughout time because of 
its embeddedness in historical and societal developments, but also discontinuously when 
being the result of planned interventions. The project team’s model of change was based 
on the premise that the most successful strategies for cultural change depart from the 
idea of “dual anchoring”. Those programs of change that focus on internal orientations 
and behaviour only, it said in the text, tend to be of little success when lacking external 
legitimation, and vice versa. 

The project team thus advocated a process of change in which one would 
simultaneously pay attention to the legitimation of the desired organizational profile 
(external process) and its connection to the everyday life world of actors within the CED 
(internal process). The project team developed what they called a “sawtooth model” – 
represented schematically in figure 1 – which conceptualizes this trajectory of change. The 
purpose of the “sawtooth model” was to ensure a fit between the organization’s external 
environment and the internal situation: the link between the two trajectories of change 
would provide legitimation for either one of them. The external anchoring of the change 
program (the upper line in the scheme) would take place through a thematic sessions 
program that would be organized in interaction with the partner organizations from the 
CED. These partners include stakeholders from within the public sector, such as the Ministry 
of Transport, Public Works and Water Management, the RWS board and the directorate 
teams of RWS’ regional and specialist departments, provinces and municipalities, as well 
as from the private sector, such as architectural firms and contractors. Themes would be 
selected in line with the ambitions of the CED. Prior to the sessions, the project team would 
conduct a series of interviews with key actors in the infrastructural field. 

3  This fragment, as well as all other quotes from the empirical data in this study, was translated from the original 
language (Dutch) to English. I have attempted to stay as close to the literal translations as possible throughout 
this book, but in some occasions literal translation was problematic. In those instances I have chosen ‘the best 
possible’ translation. 
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The main goal of this trajectory was to get the CED to develop its new organization in 
interaction with its partner organizations so that the outcome of the change program 
would be a “meaningful positioning of the CED in the infrastructural chain”. The internal 
trajectory of change (the bottom line in the scheme) would focus on developing the 
operational work culture of the CED: the internal orientations, attitudes to work and 
behaviour regarding themes such as flexibilization, professionalism, entrepreneurship 
and customer-orientation. The internal program of the change would be related to on-
going concerns as much as possible, but would also consist of a series of activities explicitly 
focused on organizational behaviour (i.e. training sessions or simulations). 

For me this study started out on the 24th of March 2005 when I received the advert text 
for the vacancy of a PhD project on “cultural change and intervention in the infrastructure” 
at the VU University where I was working as a junior lecturer at the time. Prior to my 
involvement, the CED’s Managing Director and the Head of its Department of Organization, 
Personnel and Communication (as it was called at the time) had agreed upon adding a full 
time researcher to the cultural change project team.4 

4  The research is co-financed by the Ministry of Transport, Public Works and Water Management and the VU 
University Amsterdam. A contract has been signed regarding the duration of the study, the office facilities, the 
financial agreements and conditions for termination of the contract.

Figure 1  Sawtooth model
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The researcher was to conduct an in-depth ethnographic study of the organization and 
its culture(s), including the mundane, everyday issues and cultural practices (cf. Bate, 
2000a). The task of the researcher would be to systematically map the most important 
milestones of the CED and its cultural and political processes over the period of 2000 to 
2006, and to analyse and describe the chosen change approach and its effects in the CED’s 
everyday practice. The research served two goals. For the first two years (2005-2007), 
the researcher was to provide the project team with short presentations regarding the 
findings. The results would be used by the project team to offer reflections and alternative 
interventions, thereby acting as “change reflector” to the CED’s management and other 
stakeholders involved (cf. Van Marrewijk et al., 2009). At the same time, it was agreed upon 
that the research would be part of a PhD study into processes of cultural change within 
complex organizations. This book reports on the results of the study. 

As becomes clear from the above, the applied or action research element in this study 
stems from the researcher’s participation in the cultural change project team and from the 
overall relation of the project team to the organization. That is, at the start of the project. 
First, it should be noted that my individual role as a researcher was more ethnographic 
than interventionist, in particular when compared to the role of the overall project team. 
Although I was part of the project team, my role within the team was to listen and to 
observe, more than to intervene. Compared to the other members of the project team 
my position was more “invisible” and on the sidelines (Van Marrewijk et al., 2009: 225). 
What’s more, the early retirement of the executive secretary and only internal member of 
the project team in the course of 2005 marked the gradual disintegration of the project 
team. On the one hand, the directorate team (and the Managing Director in particular) was 
very outspoken in the necessity of reflecting on the cultural and political change dynamics 
within the organization and of the benefit of (external) change reflectors in doing so. 
On the other hand, it seemed increasingly difficult for the cultural change project team 
to act as such, because with the departure of the executive secretary, the project team 
lacked internal anchoring. At the end of that first year, the team met less often and the 
relationship with the directorate team started to change. An illustrative example of this 
comes from one of the project team meetings late 2005. After the executive secretary had 
left, the CFO had taken over coordination of the project team. Upon asking him something 
about the next meeting of the project team, he did not seem to understand what I was 
referring to; it was not until I changed the word “project team” into “reorganization team” 
that he showed a sign of recognition. His answer is illustrative for the image some people 
had of the cultural change project team around that time: “oh, you mean the discussion 
with the external advisors”. This is not to say that the project team ceased to exist, because 
the individual project members (external advisors) all had their own individual contribution 
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plans never really got off the ground. As a consequence, my role as the ethnographic 
researcher became more and more disengaged. 

Considering the above, I would say that there are a number of reasons why the 
form of ethnographic research used in this PhD study fits the “applied” end of the 
spectrum more than the “action” one. First, the overall impact of my research activities 
on the organizational change process has been somewhat limited. Several studies by 
organizational anthropologists show that the degree to which results of the findings 
provide feedback to the organization by means of intentional interventions and initiations 
of change depend on the course of the research (Kunda, 1992; Van Marrewijk, 1999). To what 
extent the researcher intentionally intervenes in the organizations, depends on whether 
the developments actually allow for interventions. A common theme in all forms of action 
research is the dual purpose of helping organizations in bringing about change and of 
developing (scientific) knowledge. The emphasis being placed on either one of those goals, 
however, may differ (Eden & Huxham, 2006). In this case I would say that this changed 
throughout time. Whereas the dominant purpose of the project team was to generate real 
change, for me the intervention was primarily a means to the research ends (Huxham & 
Vangen, 2003). This does not mean that my observations did not find their way back to 
the parties involved, nor that my presence in the organization was purely observational. In 
2005, a series of interviews were conducted with both internal and external stakeholders 
(according to the idea of the “sawtooth model”). We continued with the latter in 2006 
and 2007. Feeding back the results of these conversations to the CED’s directorate team 
obviously involved intervening into the process of organizational change. Other examples 
of intentional interventions are the publishing of an article on cultural change in the 
organization’s reorganization bulletin, writing the report of a series of workshops on new 
working practices for an innovative project dealing with the large scale outsourcing of 
maintenance, or writing a midterm review of the project “Dutch Perspective Louisiana” 
in the context of the memorandum of agreement between Rijkswaterstaat and the US 
Army Corps of Engineers. In addition, there have been non-intentional interventions (cf. 
Van Marrewijk, 1999). Non-intentional interventions encompass the more incidental 
interventions which are the result of my daily presence in the organization (talks with 
people at the department I was working or during lunchtimes) or the less-incidental but 
nonetheless non-intentional interventions which are the result of my in-situ questions for 
clarification or interviews, which may have encouraged people to “think culturally” about 
the reorganization process within the CED. 

The second reason to refer to this study as applied organizational ethnography rather 
than action organizational ethnography has to do with the research itself. The formulation 
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of the research question and the research design are the results of choices made from a 
research perspective, as opposed to those forms of participatory and cooperative action 
research approaches in which researcher and practitioners work together to design the 
research and to identify the research problem. The organization itself has not explicated 
any preferences or requirements regarding the research design prior to the study, other 
than their interest in ‘following the process’. Whereas the various reports as mentioned 
above did focus on questions of interest to the practitioners involved – and often explicitly 
included such questions in the writing of the report – this has not been the case with 
regard to the broader PhD research. Apart from the general description of the aim of this 
study (following the cultural change process), no direction has been given regarding the 
research question or the cases to be studied. 

All in all, I would argue that the term “applied organizational ethnography” fits this 
study best. Although the interventions have been driven by the organization’s need, the 
research ends are the reasons for the researcher’s involvement. This has resulted in two 
different kinds of output: reports written for practitioners based on their needs, and 
academic articles and a PhD thesis based on the research questions formulated by the 
researcher.

A Progressively Focused Research Design

This research has started out with a general interest in the problem of building and 
maintaining legitimacy in the Dutch infrastructure sector. More specifically, I was interested 
in how Rijkswaterstaat – the major policy-implementing organization in the Dutch 
infrastructure sector – created and managed its legitimacy in light of widespread calls for 
cultural change. That being said, the aim has never been to define if or to what extent 
specific changes at particular points in time within the organization of Rijkswaterstaat in 
general, and within the Civil Engineering Division in particular, were seen as legitimate by 
any stakeholder group. Instead, the focus lied on the strategies used by the actors involved 
to legitimize or delegitimize new working practices within the organization (cf. Vaara et al., 
2006). With its history and immediate change initiatives evident, Rijkswaterstaat provided 
an interesting research setting to study the dynamics of discursive legitimation and 
organizational action as part of an unfolding process of organizational change (Gordon, 
2007; Vaara & Tienari, 2008). 

Inspired by ethnographies such as Kunda’s (1992) “Engineering Culture”, Orr’s (1996) 
“Talking about Machines” or Watson’s (1994) “In Search of Management”, I set out to study 
the organizational change process with an explicit ethnographic approach. My goal was to 
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observe and later on write a detailed account of the day-to-day activities through which 
the organization’s reform program took shape. This soon proved to be a more complicated 
task than I initially thought it would be. I had conceptualized the process of legitimation 
as a discursive game of managing meaning through which actors try to create a sense of 
legitimacy or illegitimacy for a particular set of ideas, actions or working practices. This 
required studying some form of interaction. After all, legitimation always includes at 
least two parties: that of the person, group or organization seeking legitimacy and that 
of the person, group or organizations granting legitimacy. I needed to focus not only on 
the construction of the managerial narrative of change, but on the continuous process 
of editing, interpreting, translating and recreating this story, that is, on the process of 
negotiating meaning. How do individuals or groups of individuals set out to influence this 
process? What strategies do they use to legitimize or delegitimize a particular development? 
And how is this process connected to actions as the process of change evolves? In terms 
of the research design I was facing several challenges: where to conduct the study (which 
situation, which location, which level), when to conduct the research (and for how long), 
who or what to include in the study (which people, groups of people, or events) and how 
to conduct the research (what methods of data collection and analysis) (Hart et al., 1998).

Rather than starting the fieldwork with a predefined research design, this research 
project is characterized by what Stake (2006) calls a “progressively focused” research design: 
as the study moved along, both the organizing concepts and the choice for particular cases 
changed. As a the result of the iterative approach taken, the selection of cases has been 
made “gradually” and “cumulatively” (Hannerz, 2003). As insights developed, cases were 
added and others were dropped. This had everything to do with the progressive answers to 
the questions of where, when, who or what to include in the design of this study. I started 
out by studying the reorganization process at the Civil Engineering Division. Throughout 
the entire period of fieldwork, three cases were added: two projects and a documentary 
analysis of speeches by the Director General and chairmen of the works councils at New 
Year and other occasions. For practical reasons in the final part of this study (the writing) it 
was decided to exclude one of the projects from this book.5 Below I will describe the case 
selection and the methods used to gather the data. 

5  The start-up of this research coincided with hurricane Katrina hitting the American Gulf coast. In the 
aftermath of the tragedy, Rijkswaterstaat and the US Army Corps of Engineers developed an intensive working 
relationship, which eventually resulted in the writing of the so-called “Dutch perspective for the protection 
and development of Coastal Louisiana” together with Dutch private sector organization. Originally, this 
case was included in the research also. The continuous discussion within the organization and between 
Rijkswaterstaat and private sector organization about the division of roles within the project, provided an }
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The Civil Engineering Division
Compared to most PhD studies, I entered the field in a very early stage of the research. 
This had everything to do with my early involvement in the reorganization of the CED in 
2005. The CED at the time was one of the six specialist departments of Rijkswaterstaat, 
specialized in developing, constructing, maintaining, consulting and coordinating 
infrastructural and hydraulic engineering structures (for the organizational chart see 
appendix 3). Headquartered in Utrecht, the CED maintained a number of regional offices 
(“field offices”) throughout the country. The CED was one of the first departments to 
embark on a rigorous reorganization program.6 Since I would participate in the CED’s 
cultural change project team right from the start, the research design had to develop along 
with my presence in the organization.

One of the first tasks of the project team was a series of open-ended, semi-structured 
interviews with heads of departments, project managers and product managers of the 
CED, with members of the directorate teams of the regional and specialist departments, 
and of the Staff DG. The interviews took place between July and September 2005. They 
focused on the organizational culture of the CED, the relationship between the CED and 
the regional and specialist departments, and on the perceived potentials and pitfalls of 
the CED’s change process. Together with one of the external advisors I conducted the 
interviews with employees from the CED. The interviews with the external stakeholders 
were mainly conducted by the other two external members of the project team. Between 
September 2006 and February 2007 another series of interviews has been conducted 
with partners of the CED from within the Rijkswaterstaat organization, with key actors 

6  At the start of this study – in 2005 – Rijkswaterstaat consisted of a head office that was accommodating the 
RWS board and the Staff DG (often referred to as “The Hague”), ten regional departments and six specialist 
departments, of which the Civil Engineering Division (Bouwdienst) was one (for organizational charts see 
the appendices). In 2007 the six specialist departments were transformed into four national services. These 
national services were soon called centres of excellence. With that, the name of the Civil Engineering Division 
(Bouwdienst) changed into RWS Centre for Infrastructure (Dienst Infrastructuur).

excellent opportunity to gain insight into the on-going process of establishing a new ‘legitimative’ order 
within the infrastructural field (on both an inter-organizational level and on an inter-departmental level). The 
fieldwork consisted of observations, interviews and a documentary study. I conducted in-depth interviews 
with key actors from Rijkswaterstaat, the Dutch private sector, the USACE and staffers of US senators. I sat in 
on a variety of meetings: the technical workshops in the Netherlands, preparatory meetings by Rijkswaterstaat 
or strategic meetings between Rijkswaterstaat and the Grand Technological Institutes, I went on a trip to 
Washington and New Orleans with delegates from Rijkswaterstaat and the Dutch private sector and I joined 
in on several telephone conferences between members of the USACE and the Dutch parties involved. A report 
was written for the coordinators of the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) and I held a presentation for 
Rijkswaterstaat staffing. For practical reasons the case did not end up in this dissertation: the study simply 
turned out too large.

|
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a communications advisor, the HR manager/executive secretary of directorate team) and 
with some of project managers. 

Table 2  Interviews Civil Engineering Division (n=63)

2005 Employees CED headquarters (n=8)
Employees CED regional offices (n=9)

July-Sept Jaap Verkade
Myrte Berendse

Directorate teams RWS regional departments & 
specialist departments (n=16)
Director General of RWS Board (n=1)

July-Sept Marcel Veenswijk
Ton Pover

2006 Employees CED headquarters (n=2) July Myrte Berendse

Directorate teams RWS regional departments & 
specialist departments (n=8)
Director general of RWS Board (n=1)
Directors of the Staff DG (n=4)

Sept-Nov Marcel Veenswijk
Ton Pover
Myrte Berendse

Directorate team CED (n=2) Sept-Nov Marcel Veenswijk 
Myrte Berendse

2007 RWS project managers (n=2) April Marcel Veenswijk
Myrte Berendse

Directors of the Staff DG & Project Managers (n=7)
Directorate team RWS regional department (n=1)

Jan-Feb Marcel Veenswijk
Ton Pover

Employees CED (n=2) Jan-March Myrte Berendse

Since the interviews were conducted as part of the consultancy assignment, the cultural 
change project team determined the topics. It was also the project team – in collaboration 
with the CED’s directorate team and the HR director – that decided whom to interview. The 
interviews with employees concentrated on identifying crucial moments in time (important 
episodes), external orientations (relation with the policy department, other departments 
within Rijkswaterstaat, private sector, customers and citizens, image), internal orientations 
(views on leadership, collaboration, strategic issues, products made by the CED), the CED’s 
culture and subcultures (internal differentiation, power relations, cultural characteristics), 
the ways in which people looked at the way the organizational development was given 
shape (structural and cultural change, stakeholder management) including the potentials 
and pitfalls for the cultural change process. To a large part, the interviews with partners 
in the organizational environment of the CED included the same topics. Compared to the 
internal interviews, however, these conversations focused even more on the relationship 
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between the CED and organizations in the field (joint projects), the organizational steering 
model (management style, orientation on mutual relationships, planning and control), on 
the decision to accommodate the so-called Large Projects Division with the CED, and on 
the identification of best practices and example projects. Throughout 2006 an 2007, the 
external conversations increasingly focused on how the external partners perceived the 
‘new CED’: what improvements did they see, what kinds of competences did they think 
were missing (in general, and with regard to collaboration in particular), which initiatives 
did lead to tensions and, on the other hand, which best practices could become an example 
for the further development of mutual relationships. The conversations with employees 
from the CED in this later phase mainly concentrated on particular moments in the change 
process (e.g. the placement procedure, the construction of a narrative of change, employee 
resistance). 

The appointments with MD’s, directors and project managers from other Rijkswaterstaat 
organizations were made through the secretary office of the CED’s MD. Even though I made 
appointments with the CED’s employees myself, all respondents had first received a letter 
from the MD that I was about to contact them (i.e. during the first phase of the research 
– as mentioned before, after the initial series of interviews I was more and more going 
my own way). Apart from a means of collecting information, the interviews can thus be 
seen as an intervention by itself. It was part of the “sawtooth model” to align the internal 
process of change with the external anchoring of the change process: the interviews – 
in particular the ones with stakeholders from the organizational environment – had to 
convey the message that these people were being listened to. The results of the interviews 
were presented to the CED’s directorate team and let to the decision to structure the 
dialogue between the CED and the regional departments: following the interviews, several 
meetings took place where directors and project managers of both the CED and several 
regional departments talked about their mutual expectations and positions within the 
Rijkswaterstaat organization by discussing the current collaboration.

The interviews have given this study an enormous head start. Although the topics of 
these conversations had not been determined by the focus of my research alone; although 
I did not conduct all these interviews myself; and although I was not responsible for the 
selection of the respondents, they provided me with a wealth of information within the 
very first half year of this study. The conversations lasted from 1 to 2 hours. All of them 
were recorded and transcribed and available as data for this study. Not only did I receive 
a lot of information within a very short time span, most likely I would not have been able 
to get access to the upper management level without the existence of the project team 
and my supervisor’s involvement in it. At the time I was in my mid-twenties. I had just 
received my master’s degree as a social scientist. I had no practical knowledge or skills as a 
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Most of the people I interviewed in this first round told me that they had started working 
for Rijkswaterstaat around a time that I had not even been born. I was happy to conduct 
those interviews together with a more experienced consultant so that I could get familiar 
with the vocabulary of organizational change processes and gradually get to know the 
technical culture and “the language” of abbreviations that characterizes the organization 
of Rijkswaterstaat. 

What’s more, this setting provided me with rich data about what people do and say in 
a situation that really matters to them (the advantage of action research as described by, 
among others, Eden & Huxham, 1996; Huxham & Vangen, 2003). In fact, precisely because 
they were conducted as part of the CED’s change process, these interviews can be seen as 
part of the legitimation process that I set out to study in the first place. Inspired by Johnsson 
(2004), who metaphorically understands the consultancy process as storymaking, I came 
to view the individual project members as co-constructors of the CED’s narrative of change. 
I gradually started to look at the cultural change project team itself as a change agent and 
“editor” in the organizational change process of the CED and I started to make notes also 
of the role they played in the CED’s change process: the way they talked about the CED, the 
way they viewed their relation to the CED’s directorate team and other change agents such 
as the middle managers, the HR advisors or the communication office and the strategies 
they used to legitimate their presence as external advisors as necessary and acceptable. 

My connection to the project team provided me with a range of other advantages. I was 
given a flexible workplace on “the sixth floor”: depending on who were absent or present, 
I was able to grab a computer in either the office of the human resource managers (HRM) 
or in the office of the communications consultants. I was given computer access, a CED-
email address and access to the intranet. I also had my own pigeonhole. Apart from the 
reorganization newsletter “Tangram” that was handed out to everyone with a pigeonhole, 
I did not receive a lot of post. Instead, I plundered the intranet for useful information about 
the change process. I downloaded relevant items from the CED and the corporate news 
archives (starting in 2004), minutes of meetings, reports of management visits and road 
shows, the MD’s blog items, etcetera. The communication department had launched a 
special reorganization site with information regarding the CED’s change process. The page 
of the CED’s works council also provided a lot of information. Where the works council’s 
newsletters can be seen as representing the view and opinion of the works council, it 
also posted a lot of change related documents, such as the organization and formation 
report and letters from and to the directorate team. Apart from that, I had access to all 
the documents that were being discussed in the directorate team (DT-stukken) through the 
MD’s secretary office.
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Initially I spent as much time as possible on the sixth floor. I worked in the offices of the 
communication and HR managers and I joint for lunch and coffee breaks or other social 
activities such as drinks, the annual sports day, birthday cake or department outings. I had 
informal hallway conversations with people I knew or with those I got to know simply 
because I was sitting next to them on a particular occasion. I participated in a variety of 
meetings, ranging from the infrequent get-togethers of the cultural change project team 
to work conferences with the new middle management, workshops organized by the HR 
advisors and the Medical Social Team to help employees cope with change, and large-scale 
reorganization meetings. I enjoyed tracing the path of the directorate team also. At several 
times in the process, the MD and other members of the directorate team embarked on a 
series of road shows to the various regional offices of the CED. Even though it took a lot 
of time to travel back and forth between the different locations, I took a lot of pleasure 
in it: the meetings felt “tangible” and gave me something to grab and hold onto. During 
the meetings I observed and I was making notes. I guess more than the usual note-taking 
behaviour, so on some occasions people would come up to me and ask what on earth I was 
busy with writing about all day. I was not sure about that myself either. Insecure about 
what it was, that I was looking for exactly, and pressured by my colleagues ‘back home’ at 
the university to be as precise and detailed as possible in my field notes, I decided to write 
down as much as possible, ranging from what people said and to whom, with whom they 
were interacting, what the setting looked like, etcetera. Doing fieldwork is “messy” and 
not as structured as the end products of ethnographic studies seem to suggest. I am sure 
that I am not the first ethnographer who – at times – has felt quite lost in the field. Fine 
and Shulman (2009: 183) actually note that good ethnographers often do not know what 
they are looking for until they have found it. In other words, fieldwork is far but orderly and 
difficult to plan. At times I experienced strong feelings of anxiety due to the challenge of 
identifying the unknown and the lack of control one has over the unfolding process (Van 
der Waal, 2009). 

The first two years of this research are very much characterized by an iterative process 
of going back and forth between my observations within the field and developing the 
theoretical notion of discursive legitimation. I hang out in the organization several days a 
week from May 2005 to May 2007. Near the end of 2005, however, I felt myself increasingly 
wondering if I was really focusing on the right thing. Although my connection to the cultural 
change project team opened doors for me on the CED’s “sixth floor”, I was afraid of getting 
stuck with the change agents’ point of view and of losing sight of how things were actually 
developing at other levels of the organization. I felt myself constantly wondering where 
“the negotiations” about the organization’s change programme were taking place. This is 
not to say that I only stayed on the sixth floor. In fact, by “following people” – the members 
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cultural change project team – I was moving across multiple sites (Marcus, 1995). However, 
I did not only want to explore the micro-process of legitimation at one particular level – 
that of the CED’s management – but I was interested in the interconnections between 
meanings among different organizational levels (see also Pope et al., 2006). I wanted to 
know how a narrative of change was being created, edited and revised at different levels 
within the organization of Rijkswaterstaat, as part of an unfolding process of change, and 
how this narrative ultimately became enacted in people’s day-to-day working practices. I 
therefore started looking for an additional case to study. 

The UNIVERSE Project
Project UNIVERSE was charged with the task of developing a new approach for the large-
scale outsourcing of maintenance. The concept that was developed within UNIVERSE 
focused on the early and intense involvement of contractors in order to achieve a 
significant reduction in preparation time and with more room for innovative solutions 
and incentives to reduce traffic disruption. The approach for both the procurement phase 
and the engineering and execution phase was innovative in terms of the content, the 
procedures and the processes that were being developed. An important task of the central 
UNIVERSE team was to operationalize the new way of working. Ever since the process of 
organizational change started, the CED management proclaimed that the new way of 
working was to be enacted in projects currently in progress. Throughout the time I spent 
on “the sixth floor”, it became increasingly apparent that UNIVERSE was often used as an 
example of various aspects of the new way of working, such as new arrangements with 
the private sector, new roles and responsibilities within the internal organization, customer 
oriented network management or a unified, corporate, Rijkswaterstaat. 

My interest to focus on processes of legitimation within a project was stimulated by 
recent calls to examine the area of project management from a more critical organizational 
approach (Cicmil & Hodgson, 2006; Cicmil et al., 2006; Maylor, 2006; Van Marrewijk & 
Veenswijk, 2006). These scholars argue that, notwithstanding the ‘projectification’ 
in the organization of (public) work and its alleged importance in processes of cultural 
change, there is a lack of knowledge on project members’ lived experience, the so-called 
‘actuality’ of projects. They challenge the implicit assumptions underlying the dominant 
view on project management wherein projects are being encountered as fixed entities 
or objective realities ‘out there’. They further argue that we should no longer consider 
projects solely as product creating systems (e.g. resulting in public infrastructure works), 
and focus on projects also as value-creating systems in which project outcomes may be 
social or organizational change (e.g. revitalization of the construction sector or public 
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sector reforms) (Winter et al., 2006). In other words, apart from being the principal way 
of working within the construction sector, projects can be looked upon as areas where 
change becomes enacted during processes of organizational change (Nocker, 2006), that 
is to say, as places where changes become visible and new working practices are being 
shaped. If we accept the view that not all project members have the same interests, or 
the same interpretation of the proposed initiatives for change (Bresnen et al., 2005; 
Fernie et al., 2006; Green & May, 2005), projects can be seen as complex social networks 
of competing discourses through which the “new rules of the game” (Jeannot, 2006) are 
created, contested, appropriated and diffused. 

Project UNIVERSE indeed provided me with ample of opportunities to study the 
dynamics of legitimation in the day-to-day work of the actors involved. A central project 
team had been allocated to the CED. Apart from that, the project consisted of 10 regional 
project teams (for the project’s organizational chart see appendix 4). As a consequence, 
UNIVERSE not only served an important task in developing and implementing new roles 
and relationships between Rijkswaterstaat and private contractors, but also within 
the Rijkswaterstaat organization itself, between the Civil Engineering Division and the 
regional departments. UNIVERSE, as a project, had been initiated in 2005. People working 
for UNIVERSE came from both the CED and elsewhere. The central UNIVERSE’ team was 
staffed by a combination of Rijkswaterstaat employees and ‘externals’.7

I interviewed people from the central as well as the regional teams. Similar to the previous 
case, the interviewees were selected through snowballing (O’Reilly, 2005). After receiving 
approval from the project manager to include this project in my study, the office manager 
arranged a first series of interviews with “key members” of the central project team. I 
asked all these people for recommendations of other people to contact. I tried to include at 
least three people from each of the five project roles: (regional) project managers, project 
control managers, stakeholder managers, the technical managers and contract managers. 
I also tried to include both people from the central project team and from the regional 
project teams. All but two requests to interview people were granted. One person denied 
and another never responded to my initial request via email. Between August 2006 and 
February 2007 I eventually conducted 26 interviews with members of the central project 
team and members of the various regional project teams. The interviews concentrated on 
the ways in which people got involved in the project, what they saw as crucial moments 
in the development of the project, the project philosophy, the links between the new way 
of working within the project and the implementation of a new way of working within 

7  Project members with a particular expertise (e.g. risk management, contract management, etcetera) who were 
externally hired from consultancy firms and working as project members on a temporary basis. 
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success or a failure, their ideas of how others (non-members) perceived of the project, and 
the problems or challenges that the project was facing. The conversations lasted from 1 
to 2 hours. All of them were recorded and transcribed and available as data for this study. 
It should be noted that the interviews conducted as part of the “sawtooth assignment” 
also provided a lot of information regarding the project: when talking about the ways in 
which MD’s and directors of the regional departments looked at the CED’s change process, 
they often referred to UNIVERSE. I also received the transcripts of interviews conducted 
by a Master-student for whom I was able to arrange an internship at the road district 
Amsterdam. Although his focus was broader than project UNIVERSE only, his interviews 
gave me some valuable insight into the relationship between the members of the road 
district and a central project like UNIVERSE. 

2006-
2007

Central Project Team (n=17) Aug-Feb Myrte Berendse

Regional Project Teams (n=9) Dec-Feb Myrte Berendse

2007 Road district Amsterdam (n=15) Feb-April Merijn Lont (Master Student)

Contractor (n=1) May Myrte Berendse

Table 3  Interviews Project UNIVERSE (n=42)

In addition to the interviews, I participated in a series of “knowledge exchange” workshops 
organized by the central UNIVERSE team in collaboration with an external advisor. 
Although the latter was also one of the consultants from the CED’s cultural change project 
team, these activities were not explicitly connected as such. The aims of the knowledge 
exchange programme was to systematically and regularly discuss and reflect on the new 
way of working in general, and on the necessary changes in attitude, knowledge and 
competences of the project members in particular. The working conferences started with 
a game simulation through which the participants could practice with different roles 
and responsibilities during the competitive dialogues. In the afternoon, a monitor was 
used to measure participants’ opinions towards 24 propositions or statements regarding 
the implementation of the new way of working within the project and to evaluate and 
discuss the different experiences project members’ had within their own project team. I 
participated in both the working conferences with the regional project teams, as well as 
the preliminary team building session with the central project team to test the monitor, 
and the kick off meeting with directors from the regional departments. I helped out the 
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organizers by making notes of the discussions and I wrote part of the final report. 
Apart from the working conferences, I joined in on several other meetings: a regular 

meeting of the central project team, a project managers’ meeting (where project managers 
of all the regional project teams got together at the CED), a lunch meeting organized by 
UNIVERSE and another “innovative project” to share experiences in implementing the new 
way of working with non-project members, a network meeting organized by the project 
management department that focused entirely on UNIVERSE, and a meeting at one of the 
RWS’ road districts to inform them about the project and the required way of working. And 
even before I decided to focus on the project as a case in itself, I was present at a series 
of meetings in which the project had been given a prominent role. At two of the three 
get-togethers between the CED’s management team and the MD’s and directors of the 
regional departments, for instance, UNIVERSE’s project manager had been invited to tell 
the UNIVERSE story. And during the RWS board’s road show to the CED, considerable time 
was spent by the DG in joining one of UNIVERSE’s risk sessions. 

All this provided me with the opportunity to see how the project functioned as an 
emergent constellation of new working practices and through which the actors involved 
(project managers, project members and other stakeholders) had to cope with the 
‘narrative of change’ as imposed by the top management, while getting their project going. 

Speeches at New Year and Other Meetings
Throughout the entire time I was busy doing fieldwork, I frequently heard reference to 
(supposed) statements of the Director General. Phrases like “[name of DG] has said” or 
“according to the DG” were not uncommon and made me realise that I couldn’t actually 
study processes of (de)legitimation within the CED or within UNIVERSE without connecting 
it to the ways in which the Director General constructed and legitimated a corporate 
narrative of change. In 2003, alongside the introduction of the ministry’s Change Task, the 
DG had started developing its new Business Plan, the building blocks of which could be 
found in a variety of documents, ranging from official reports, power point presentations 
and booklets posted in public places or distributed to employees via the intranet, to more 
informal means of communication such as interviews with the Director General, short 
messages on the intranet, posters, postcards, calendars or other informative devices. The 
information varied from bullet-style texts, to coherent stories or visuals such as charts, 
pictures or cartoons. 

Although the previously mentioned documentation provided a rich source of information 
regarding the abstract principles underlying the new Business Plan, I decided to focus 
on a series of speeches held by the DG at various occasions, ranging from management 
meetings to the opening of a new office building or to the farewell speech of an employee. 
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New Year. The reasons for that were twofold and had to do with the literature I was 
reading about managerial discourse in general, and the dimension of time in particular. 
While everyday organizational narratives typically tend to be fragmentary, incomplete or 
incoherent (Beech & Johnson, 2005), speeches offer more or less comprehensible accounts 
and as such, they are particularly suitable for the study of an evolving narrative of change 
(Chreim, 2005). New Year’s speeches are interesting because of their temporal dimension. 
Within the Rijkswaterstaat organization, as well as in other government agencies in the 
Netherlands, New Year’s speeches are yearly recurring events that often contain both 
retrospective and prospective elements (Gioia & Mehra, 1996). New Year meetings as 
particular events in time typically evoke speeches with reference to both the past and the 
future, in which the speaker provides the audience with his or her interpretation of the 
year that passed by and his thoughts for the year to come. By making sense of the past, 
these narratives also provide the audience with an interpretive frame for future actions: 
by (re)framing success or failure, by highlighting certain activities, or by emphasizing 
the appropriateness and effectiveness of particular activities, these speeches legitimize 
particular practices and delegitimize others (Brown, 1998, 2000; Currie & Brown, 2003; 
Holman & Thorpe, 2003; Phillips et al., 2004; Vaara, 2002). 

Besides providing a temporal dimension to the DG’s evolving narrative of change, the 
annual New Year meetings also constituted a valuable source for gaining insight into 
the interpretation and translation of this narrative by other actors involved. In fact, my 
interest in the organization’s New Year meetings was aroused when reading about the 
DG’s speeches on both the CED’s intranet and in a national newspaper reporting on one 
of the DG’s New Year’s speeches: although the first constituted an internal organizational 
information channel and the second an external one, both were examples of the ways 
in which various actors interpreted and translated the DG’s narrative of change to a 
broader audience than the one present at the original occasion. After being present at 
the CED’s New Year meeting, I realised that the Director General was not the only person 
speaking at New Year within the organization. The Managing Directors of the regional and  
specialist departments – as well as the chairmen of the respective works councils also spoke 
at the New Year meetings of the department in question. I decided to take these speeches 
as the starting point to gain insight into how the DG’s narrative of change was constructed 
and became legitimated or contested over time and amongst the organization. 

From the period 2003-2008, the New Year’s speeches of the Director General and those 
of the Managing Directors of the different organizational services were gathered, as 
well as speeches by the chairmen of the organizational works councils. I also collected a 
selection of additional speeches by the Director General. 
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By and large, most of these speeches were published on the organization’s intranet 
afterwards, accessible to the organization’s employees. I emailed the speechwriter of the 
DG for additional speeches and I contacted to the secretaries of the MD’s and the works 
councils for those New Year’s speeches that were not directly available online. By focusing 
on a variety of speeches between 2003 and 2008, as well as a series of speeches from the 
DG at other events within the same time period, I tried to gain insight into the production 
and consumption of a story of change over time and amongst different organizational 
departments. 

Multicase Project
In hindsight, it can be concluded that the research design of this study comes close to 
what Stake refers to as a “multicase project”, that is, the close examination of several cases 
that are linked together (Stake, 2006). The case studies are not comparative. Rather, they 
build on each other and focus on different levels. Whereas the reorganization of the CED 
focused on the departmental level, project UNIVERSE included the project level and the 
analysis of the DG’s speeches contributed to including the corporate level. In addition, all 
of them dealt with processes of legitimation and delegitimation on an intra-organizational 
level. Focus was constantly on how the different levels interacted. In the case of the CED, 
for instance, I focused on the ways in which a story was created and sold by the CED’s 
management to a variety of internal and external stakeholders. The organization chart of 
project UNIVERSE in itself showed that the project was crossing departmental boundaries 

Table 4  New Year’s Speeches and Other speeches

Director General Rijkswaterstaat MD’s regional and 
specialist departments

Chairmen general 
and local works councils

New Year’s Speech Other Speeches New Year’s Speeches New Year’s Speeches

2003 1 7 - 2

2004 1 7 3 1

2005 1 - 6 2

2006 1 9 9 7

2007 1 6 12 9

2008 1 1 10 8

Total 6 30 40 29

hfst 2.indd   90 19-09-13   14:56



91

2
chapter

(for the project’s organizational chart see appendix 4). And by including not only the DG’s 
New Year’s Speeches, but also those of the chairmen of the works councils of both the 
regional and specialist departments, this case also extended beyond the corporate level 
only. See figure 2 for a schematic overview. 

Analysis and Writing

And then there was a point in time that I thought I had enough data. The difficulty in 
doing ethnography is that this point is not really clear or it might not exist at all. Analysis in 
ethnography should not be seen as a separate phase after having done the fieldwork. It is 
hard to see the process of data collection and analysis of the different cases as completely 
separate. Where the research design was progressively focused, so was the process of data 
analysis. As Duijnhoven mentions, the most difficult aspect of the data analysis is probably 
the selection of ‘relevant’ data (Duijnhoven, 2010). The risk of a progressive focus (and a very 
open mind) is that initially everything seems interesting and as a result one ends up with 

Figure 2  Multicase research design

Corporate level
– 

Creating 
and translating a corporate 

narrative of change

The RWS Business Plan
•   New Year’s Speeches and other speeches Director 

General
•  New Year’s Speeches Chairmen of the works council

Restructuring and repositioning the CED
•  CED’s management (MD and directorate team)
•   Change agents (communication officers, HR advisors,  

middle managers, external advisors)
•  Works council
•  Employees various departments within the CED 
•  MD’s and directors of regional and specialist departments

Project UNIVERSE
•  Tensions within the project (new versus old professionals)
•   Tensions between departments within the CED (insiders 

and outsiders)
•   Tensions between the central project team and regional 

project teams (jurisdictional boundaries)

Departmental level 
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Editing and revising a 
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Project level
 – 

Implementing new 
working practices
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a huge pile of data. This was indeed the case: although I became more and more selective 
as the research progressed, I generated thousands of pages with data: observational notes, 
interview transcripts, pictures, and a whole lot of documents, articles, posts on the intranet, 
memos, minutes, presentations, collections of archival material, and so on. 

Throughout the research I have continuously been cataloguing these data. It started 
with a folder-structure on my computer and a hard-copy archive. I assigned a code to each 
(digital) document containing: the date, the case to which it belonged, the author or origin 
(i.e. the directorate team, the RWS board, communications office, works council) and the 
general theme (newsletter, minutes, blog). This allowed me to easily search through the 
data while doing fieldwork. In 2008 I started using qualitative data analysis software (Atlas.
ti) to further sort and code the data. Since coding takes a lot of time, this forced me to make 
a first selection among documents: I coded the interview transcripts and fieldnotes, the 
entire collection of speeches and a selection of documents. I started out with different 
hermeneutic units (i.e. projects within Atlas.ti) for each case, but since there was a lot of 
overlap between the codes and documents used for the CED and UNIVERSE case, I eventually 
ended up merging these units. The coding helped me to further categorize the data into 
meaningful pieces. Data reduction and data reorganization were going hand in hand as the 
sorting and classification of the codes (and thereby the data) into thematic groups helped 
to reduce the huge pile of data into meaningful groupings. 

I started without any predefined code list. As I went along codes were added, merged, 
renamed or discarded again. I read and re-read some documents several times and I was 
going back and forth between documents and the code list. The analysis focused on the 
editing or scripting of (de)legitimizing accounts regarding the process of change within 
Rijkswaterstaat. I was interested in how the management and other organizational 
actors made sense of the organizational change process throughout time. I conducted 
a thematic analysis in which I focused on what was being said and done, by whom and 
in what period of time. Codes included actors/editors in and outside the organization; 
episodes and events; key themes from the business plan; organizational culture, image and 
identity, change instruments; narratives about the market, the new way of working, the 
role of regional departments and the districts, knowledge and expertise of RWS. I divided 
between main codes and sub-codes. The sub-codes for “narratives about the market”, for 
instance, included specific and often heard narratives like “contractors cannot be trusted”, 
“contractors change the contract”, “a contractor always says yes”, “contractors also need to 
get used to the new way of working”, “the private sector is (un)able to come with innovative 
solutions”, etcetera. During the process of writing I printed numerous quotation lists (i.e. 
quotations for one or several codes), often filtered to families of documents. 

I found that the software was a good “administrative tool” in that it allows the data to be 
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felt the need to go through the hard copies while making notes and labels in the margin. 
During the process I further organized my thoughts by writing memos. From conceptual 
ideas to empirical descriptions, lists of metaphors, relations, tensions, the chronological 
order of events, and so on. With the speeches, I ended up putting the coded fragments 
into a large Excel spread sheet that formed the basis for the analysis presented in chapter 
3. For the case of the CED (chapter 4) I started with a short ethnographic description of the 
organization and I wrote a lot of memos about specific moments in time. For the UNIVERSE 
case (chapter 5) I found myself writing short summaries of the interviews to see how people 
constructed a particular narrative of the project and how they narrated about their own 
role and relationship with others. 

Transforming these trunks of text into the thesis at hand eventually took several years. 
During this period I worked (among others) on a different research project within the 
infrastructure sector, but I hardly returned to the main field of this study (the CED), nor did 
I actively remain in touch with my informants. I guess I needed a certain distance to be able 
to write things up. Throughout the study I have been very aware of the ethical concerns in 
conducting ethnographic fieldwork. I have tried to protect the anonymity of the informants 
by using pseudonyms or by only referring to their function (e.g. a project manager, a civil 
engineer, trainer 1, 2 or 3, a risk manager, a contract manager, etcetera). Nevertheless, for 
some people it is hard to disguise who they are because they are public figures or because 
insiders may easily be able to attach a name to a certain role (e.g. there is only one project 
manager of project X). I have used the following general terms – and abbreviations – for the 
various categories of management functions.

- Rijkswaterstaat Board (corporate level): 
° Director General (DG) 
° Deputy Director General 
° Chief Financial Officer (CFO RWS)

- Directorate team (departmental level):
° Managing Director (MD)8

° Chief Financial Officer (CFO)
° Director or Director Operations

- Middle manager (division level)

8  Traditionally the Managing Director of the departments is called Chief Engineer Director. As from 2008 they 
are formally called Managing Directors, although they are still often referred to as “HID”, the acronym for the 
Dutch title “Hoofd Ingenieur Directeur”. In this text I will refer to them as Managing Directors, of MD’s. 

hfst 2.indd   93 19-09-13   14:56



94

Chapter 2  | On Methods and Methodology

The second part of this book contains an analytic description of the discursive struggle 
for (de)legitimation as part of the unfolding program of change within Rijkswaterstaat. I 
purposefully use the term “analytic description” to emphasize that the accounts presented 
here are a selection and an interpretation of someone’s – my – work (Southworth, 1995). 
The descriptive accounts are my (i.e. the researchers’) constructions and they present an 
(not the only or the ultimate) interpretation of the process under study (see also Brown, 
1998, 2000). Regarding the case studies as analytic descriptions also makes it plain that 
the aim of the accounts is not just to describe; they are an interpretive presentation 
and discussion of the case. The case studies are not mere descriptions, but descriptions 
enriched by the application of theories during the process of analysis (Southworth, 1995). 
Although the choice of combining description and interpretation at the same time had 
been a deliberate one, writing such an analytic description was not straightforward. While 
the literature on research methodology devotes a lot of attention to conducting fieldwork, 
the art of writing up the results receives far less attention (Duijnhoven, 2010; Schwartz-
Shea & Yanow, 2009). For instance, I was constantly grappling with structural issues such 
as the organization of illustrative data and the integration of analytic and interpretive 
comments in the text (Southworth, 1995). I eventually decided to organize this in two parts. 
The case study itself is the first part of the interpretation. Analysis is included in the ways 
in which the data are organized around themes and incrementally build towards a ‘plot’. 
The organization of the case studies and the short conclusions at the end of each chapter 
is the first part of the interpretation. The second part of the interpretation is formed by 
the recapitulation and combined discussion and conclusion in chapter 6. This combined 
discussion helps to go beyond the level of one case study in order to build a comprehensive 
answer to the overall research question. 

In the following chapters we will successively look at the discursive construction of a 
narrative of change through speeches (chapter 3), the (de)legitimation of an unfolding 
narrative of change within the Civil Engineering Division (chapter 4), and the enactment of 
this narrative in the everyday life of members of an ‘example’ project (chapter 5). Before we 
delve into the organization of Rijkswaterstaat in the years 2004-2008, however, let’s have 
a brief look at its 200-year history.
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Over the last two centuries, Rijkswaterstaat has played a major role in important water 
management projects (e.g. river canalization, land reclamation, flood defence) and in 
infrastructure developments. Falling under the Ministry of Transport, Public Works and 
Water Management (for the organizational chart see appendix 1), Rijkswaterstaat is 
responsible for all main traffic and transport arteries by road and by water. For decades, 
the organization achieved its legitimacy from public tasks crucial to the organization and 
preservation of the Netherlands. Its dikes, dams, weirs, locks, storm surge barriers, bridges, 
viaducts, cloverleaves, tunnels and overpasses – ‘artworks’ as civil engineers tend to call 
them – have become a ‘natural’ part of the Dutch landscape (Bosch et al., 1998; Lintsen, 
2002). It is not without reason that the organization – and with it its corps of engineers – 
is said to regard itself as “the technical bodyguard of society” (Bosma, 1993: 7). However, 
organizational legitimacy is a relative rather than absolute phenomenon (Marnoch et al., 
2000) and throughout its existence the Rijkswaterstaat organization has gone through 
both prosperous and less prosperous times. 

In an essay entitled “Two Centuries of Central Water Management in the Netherlands” 
the Dutch technology historian Lintsen (2002) describes several “periods of acute crisis in 
which social support for its operations faded and its existence hung by a thread” (2002: 
550). Lintsen distinguishes between the “autocratic-traditional period” (1798-1850), the 
“democratic-mechanized period” (1850-1930) and the “technocratic-scientific period” (1930-
1995). Set up in 1798 as part of political movements to centralize power, Rijkswaterstaat 
has to prove its position vis-à-vis powerful local and regional orientated water boards 
and provincial elites. The organization flourishes during the autocratic reign of King 
Willem I (1813-40) who invests heavily in public works and infrastructure. But even though 
Rijkswaterstaat successfully participates in several big water management projects, its 
credibility is continuously threatened due to the incapacity to stop the regularly recurring 
flooding of the rivers. By the 1830s, investments in public works and infrastructure decline 
and the role of the organization is marginalized.

Lintsen points out that it takes until the 1850s before Rijkswaterstaat prospers again. 
The establishment of a clear division between national and provincial responsibilities 
increases its mandate as a centralized body of public works and due to the adoption of 
new technologies the organization finally manages to get control over the rivers. In the 
second half of the 19th century Rijkswaterstaat successfully participates in important river 
improvement and railway projects. This period of success comes to a halt again at the 
beginning of the 20th century when those projects are completed and plans for new ones 
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stagnate. Several scholars describe how around 1910 politicians and other stakeholders 
start to cast doubt on the organization of Rijkswaterstaat, which is criticized for being too 
bureaucratic, too hierarchical and conservative (Berkens & Ten Horn-van Nispen, 1998; 
Lintsen, 2002; Van Lente & Schot, 2003). In 1918 the controversy heightens when Cornelis 
Lely, the Minister of Public Works and an engineer by profession, decides to set up a new 
organization to take charge of the closure of the Zuiderzee, rather than to assign the project 
to Rijkswaterstaat. Lely – and others with him – regard Rijkswaterstaat as an obsolete 
organization: inefficient and slow, hampered by a lack of expertise and insufficiently able 
to adopt new technologies (Lintsen, 2002; Van Lente & Schot, 2003). Despite political 
pressure and suggestions to restructure the organization, Rijkswaterstaat long resists 
the strain on the organization to change. In 1924 an inquiry committee underlines earlier 
suggestions for further specialization and centralization of the organization (Berkens & 
Ten Horn-van Nispen, 1998). Still, it takes until 1930 before the organization embarks on a 
radical reorganization program. 

In that year the first Director General is being appointed under whose guidance 
Rijkswaterstaat creates a range of specialized departments alongside its regional 
departments. The reorganization not only enhances its functioning but it also restores 
political confidence (Berkens & Ten Horn-van Nispen, 1998; Lintsen, 2002). The period 
from 1930 onwards is generally regarded as one of unprecedented growth and prestige. 
The organization flourishes during the post-war reconstruction of the Netherlands and 
acquires a leading role in building the famous Dutch Deltaworks after the disastrous flood 
of 1953. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s Rijkswaterstaat has a broad political and societal 
mandate and the organization seems inviolable: its budget grows tremendously and it is 
able to exercise great influence over several major water management and infrastructure 
projects (Bosch et al., 1998; Lintsen, 2002; Van Lente & Schot, 2003). 

Around 1970, however, this “technocratic paradise” suddenly comes to an end (Lintsen 
et al., 2004). In the 1970s Rijkswaterstaat is again being confronted with societal changes 
that put great pressure on the organization. The environmental movement is growing 
and several projects are met with great opposition. Furthermore, the 1970s see the 
emancipation of citizens and the rise of participatory decision-making processes. Both 
the government and the public demand a greater say in the design and decisions on 
infrastructure projects. Rijkswaterstaat engineers, who are used to an enormous autonomy 
and belief in technological progress, initially try to overrule the protests with their own 
technocratic-scientific logic. This leads to a period of conflict in which the image of the 
organization is severely being damaged. Critics accuse Rijkswaterstaat of being “a state 
within the state”, an “arrogant bully”, “a technocratic organization that pushed through its 
plans at any prices” (Geels, 2007; Lintsen et al., 2004). 
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In the course of the 1980s the organization enters a period of reorientation (Lintsen 
et al., 2004). The controversy around the closure of the Eastern Scheldt seems to be 
decisive. It forces Rijkswaterstaat to reconsider its own solutions, to collaborate with 
external stakeholders and to consider values other than safety. From this period onwards 
the organization increasingly includes ecological, cultural and economical values into its 
designs. Its workforce diversifies as accompanying professionals are incorporated into 
the organization and integral management becomes the new creed (Bijker, 2002; Lintsen, 
2002; Veenswijk et al., 2004). The economic recession of the 1980s further stimulates this 
change. Rijkswaterstaat, just like other public agencies, is hit by spending cuts. 

Throughout the 1990s, the internal organization is increasingly defined in terms 
of outputs, and individual units are more and more judged by their results. Business 
administrators, economists and lawyers enter the organization and they bring with 
them a whole new language and code of conduct. These developments go hand-in-
hand with processes of decentralization and the separation of policy making and policy 
implementation (Van den Brink, 2009; Veenswijk et al., 2004). Even though the funding for 
public works improves by the mid-1990s (Lintsen, 2002; Lintsen et al., 2004), Rijkswaterstaat 
is being confronted with another challenge: the new performance culture increasingly 
reveals differences in conduct and a lack of integration (Veenswijk et al., 2004).

Despite several reorganizations in the 1990s, the identity of the organization does not 
really change. Van den Brink (2009) shows how, during that first managerial turn, the 
organization is able to reconcile the neo-liberal managerial discourse with the traditional 
technocratic way of working: the introduction of the internal decentralization, for instance, 
can be seen as one of the ways in which the organization tries to change into a government 
business, yet it also gives the directors of the decentralized regional units a high degree 
of autonomy (Van den Brink, 2009). Around the turn of the century this fragmentary and 
loosely coupled structure is increasingly subject to discussion. The discussion is fuelled 
by several public debates: the findings of the parliamentary inquiry into the construction 
industry and those of the temporary committee on infrastructure projects result in a lot 
of negative publicity (Van den Brink, 2009; Veenswijk et al., 2004). The yearly struggles 
of various units within the organization in achieving approved audit certificates further 
contribute to the idea that the organization is not in control of its own financial and 
operational management. In addition, the growing market share of private contractors 
contributes to a weakened mandate for Rijkswaterstaat (Van Lente & Schot, 2003). In the 
beginning of the 21st century, the organization is again pressured to reposition itself along 
the lines of a neoliberal managerial discourse. This second managerial turn is explicitly 
focused on changing the technocratic culture (Van den Brink, 2009). The introduction of a 
Business Plan in 2004 marks the beginning of this study. 
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The History of the Change Task – In 2003 and 2004 the Netherlands watched TV to see how 
civil servants, (former) ministers and managing directors of major construction companies 
were being interrogated. First by the parliamentary enquiry committee on fraud in the 
construction industry, and later by the temporary committee on infrastructure projects 
because of considerable overspending at the construction of major infrastructural projects 
such as the HSL-Zuid and the Betuweroute. The Ministry of Transport, Public Works and 
Water Management (V&W) was heavily criticized. A negative image of the department 
dominated among the public at large: V&W was an organization that did not listen and 
simply went its own way. Even within the political realm the ministry was depicted as an 
organization that “loves building big projects and – detached from developments in society 
– stoically pursues its own course – an asphalt-department”. Reason enough to change our 
method of working completely. The Change Task started in 2003 with an action program 
that specifically focused on ‘more quality with less people’. Cabinet cutbacks meant a 
complete overhaul of the organization. After that we got busy with the development from 
a ‘do’-department towards an administrative department. In practice this means thinking 
of more creative solutions for social issues; working more from ‘the outside to the inside’; 
more collaboration within the ministry according to the model ‘foreman/teammate’, 
increased multidisciplinarity; more competence-based; and less hierarchically driven, to 
prevent compartmentalization and to share knowledge and experience. Policy execution 
should become more ‘business like and efficient’. The societal relevance of our ministry 
is big. V&W has had a share in creating and organizing the Netherlands. The Change Task 
does not alter this societal function of V&W one bit. We are and we stay recognizable and 
responsible for roads, rails, bridges and safe dams. And that is something for us to be proud 
of. What we do change with the Change Task is the way we perform our function. And we 
have to rediscover that pride (Intranet Ministry of V&W – 2006).

The above story is part of what has been named “The history of the Change Task” on the 
corporate intranet site of the Ministry of V&W. Although references to both the question 
and the questioner are absent, the story clearly provides an answer to what Van Leeuwen 
(2007) refers to as the “spoken or unspoken ‘why’ question.

Q:  Why should we do this? 
A:    Because of the negative image that exists both within society at large and within the 

political arena. The findings of both the parliamentary enquiry on fraud in the Dutch 
construction industry and the temporary committee for infrastructure projects portray 
V&W as an arrogant, internally focused and technically oriented department without 
showing considerations for the environment it finds itself in.
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Q:   Why should we change this way? 
A:    Government cutbacks mean that we have to do more with less. Our way of working 

needs to become more professional and efficient. 

If we accept the view that the act of legitimation involves creating the answer to a ‘why’ 
question, we may interpret the ‘history of the change task’ as an attempt to legitimate the 
organizational change by providing an explanation for the need to change and a justification 
for the content of the change program. The aim of the story is not just to inform its readers 
on the change task, but to ascribe validity to it. Informative as the story on the intranet 
may be, it also leaves us with many questions regarding, for instance, the author (who is 
speaking here), the intended audience (although placement on the organization’s intranet 
suggests it is the employees), the ways through which the narrative of change evolves over 
time (for how long has it been around and has it been the same all along), or the existence 
of alternative “histories of the Change Task”. 

This chapter focuses on a series of speeches by the DG, ranging from speeches at 
management meetings to the opening of a new office building or to the farewell speech 
of an employee. Specific attention will be paid to a series of New Year’s speeches. The first 
part of this chapter elaborates on the ways in which the necessity for change – his answer 
to the question ‘why should we do this’ – is framed by the DG. We then turn to the three 
discourses that form the building blocks of the DG’s answer to the question of ‘why should 
we do this in this way’. By tradition, the Director General is not the only person speaking at 
New Year. The Managing Directors and the chairmen of the respective works councils also 
speak at the New Year meetings of the regional and national services. In the last part of this 
chapter we will focus on the speeches of the chairmen of the works councils. This analysis 
provides a first insight into the discursive process through which the DG’s narrative of 
change becomes legitimated or contested over time and space (i.e. on other organizational 
levels). Focus here lies on how the chairmen of the various works councils translate and 
develop their own narrative against the ‘script’ (cf. Watson, 1994) that has been provided by 
the DG’s narrative of change.

Why Should We Do This? 

2004, January 8 – Our organization is deeply rooted in society. We have been working on 
the same core tasks for well over 200 years; tasks that are essential to the organization and 
preservation of our country. With that, Rijkswaterstaat has also build up the strength to 
develop along the demands made by society on the organization again and again. But no 
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matter how reliable our reputation, we aren’t judged on what we have achieved in the past, 
but on what we are doing now and on our plans for the future (DG – New Year’s speech 
2004).9

In his 2004 New Year’s speech, the DG announces Rijkswaterstaat’s new Business Plan. 
Although the main points have already been presented during a corporate management 
day three weeks earlier, the DG’s plans for change are publicly announced at the dawn of 
the New Year during the organization’s annual New Year meeting. The ‘official’ narrative 
of change is found in “the Business Plan” a printed booklet that is sent to all employees 
later that month. The Business Plan marks a “break with tradition”, a “major turn of the 
tide” in the organizational development of Rijkswaterstaat, the DG says. Throughout the 
document plenty of ‘was/become’ statements (descriptions of the 'old' Rijkswaterstaat 
versus descriptions of the 'new' Rijkswaterstaat) can be found crucial to a narrative of 
change in which the organization is in great need of laying a “new foundation” or a “new 
basis” for a “new future”. 

At the core of the organizational identity of Rijkswaterstaat is the story of an organization 
that is over 200 years old; an organization that is deeply rooted in Dutch society because it 
takes care of one of the most basic needs of that society: protecting the Netherlands – two 
thirds of which is located below sea level – against flooding (“ensuring dry feet”). It presents 
the organization’s workforce as a group of extremely loyal and knowledgeable people who 
take great pride in designing and constructing infrastructural works. Within this heroic 
narrative, the past is presented in positive terms, with warm, sometimes nostalgic feelings 
about the time in which a mighty Rijkswaterstaat was literally shaping the Netherlands. 
The importance of this history permeates into many things and it still underlies many 
Rijkswaterstaat employees’ orientation to their work. The following fragment from the 
DG’s speech at the farewell meeting of the CED of the Civil Engineering Division in 2003 
shows how much this history is still valued: 

2003 – As a born Rijkswaterstaat employee you know that – ever since 1982 – we 
have a special gift for those people who have made themselves extremely useful 
to the Rijkswaterstaat organization. A little sculpture of symbolic value: the dike 
worker. The original stands on the IJsselmeer Dam. With a bent back, the dike worker 
is facing into the direction of the Northwestern storm. He puts the blocks of basalt  

9  As mentioned earlier, all quotes are translated from Dutch to English. Furthermore, to highlight the central 
elements of the message that is being conveyed, I have italicized some parts of the text.
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together like pieces of a puzzle. This way, braving the elements, he is building for the future 
of our country (DG – Farewell meeting CED BWD 2003).  

Nevertheless, in 2004, the DG wants to establish a break with the past. The DG’s answer 
to the why-question is grounded in two distinctive discursive frameworks within which 
the necessity of (institutional) change is constructed, which could be labelled societal and 
operational discourses. 

Societal Discourses – Everything’s Changing
Characteristic of the societal discourse is that it places the organization into a larger 
societal framework. The societal discourse consists of two narrative types: a sociological 
narrative and a critical infrastructure narrative. The sociological narrative is built upon 
more general societal reflections and draws on a sociological language more than on a 
managerial rhetoric (cf. Vaara & Tienari, 2002). The DG’s New Year’s speeches are replete 
with societal reflections in which the General Director looks at society from a birds-eye 
view and comments on what he thinks are important societal developments. Typical of 
the sociological narrative is the use of abstract statements such as ‘the individualization 
of society’, ‘society finds itself in a transitional phase’ or ‘the zero-risk society’ and the 
consequences of such observations for the role of the government in relation to its citizens:

2005, January 11 – There is a great need for safety and clarity. The dissatisfaction is with 
public administration of our country. Citizens are calling for a strong government: not a 
government that passively reacts to societal developments, but a pro-active, steering 
government. Leadership! That same government should, on the other hand, not limit 
the individual freedom of its citizens. It is the area of tension in which Rijkswaterstaat is 
currently acting. We encounter this in our day-to-day work (DG – New Year’s speech 2005).

Image 1  The dike worker
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2006, January 10 – The past years have certainly not been normal years. The economy 
started ailing and the welfare state became too expensive. Societal uncertainty increased, 
fed (amongst others) by the fear for terror. Society finds itself in a transitional phase. The old 
welfare state is financially unviable. Above all we no longer want a patronizing government. 
Society needs space, freedom for development, initiatives and individual responsibility. At the 
same time there is a need for security. Both at the individual and the collective level, there 
is a need for the provision of safety and societal safety nets. The lack of it, or not being able 
to see it, leads to insecurity (DG – New Year's speech 2006).

2007, January 9 – The more united parties become about the urgency of social issues, the 
more divided they are when it comes to the question of how the government should set to 
work. Citizens demand a smaller government and more individual freedom of action, while 
at the same time they expect that same government to provide steering, quality and service 
(DG – New Year’s speech 2007).

2008, January 9 – The individualization of society is still increasing, but contrasts sharply 
with the ‘zero-risk society’ that citizens demand from the government (DG – New Year’s 
speech 2008).

Overall, the DG uses the sociological narrative to comment on the paradoxical situation 
public sector organizations such as Rijkswaterstaat find themselves in: on the one hand 
they have to reduce in size, focus more on their core tasks and leave executive tasks to the 
market, while on the other hand people increasingly turn to the same institutions when 
it comes to issues of safety and security. These developments, more than ever before, so 
argues the DG, go to the heart of the work and inevitably lead to change:

2005, January 11 - During the past 206 years, Rijkswaterstaat has always successfully 
adapted itself to societal changes along gradual lines. But society is now changing faster 
than ever and citizens are more demanding than ever. The time in which Rijkswaterstaat 
could solely focus on the construction and management of infrastructures is definitely over 
(DG – New Year’s speech 2005).

The critical infrastructure narrative is also used to draw attention to developments in the 
organizational surroundings. Contrary to the sociological narrative, however, the critical 
infrastructure narrative draws attention to the condition of existing infrastructures rather 
than to the position of public sector organizations itself. The critical infrastructure narrative 
focuses on discussions concerning climate changes and mobility: 
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2006, January 10 – In the area of water management old certainties are unsettled. Climate 
change and the ‘new inconstancies of the weather’ are seeds for insecurity. Especially the 
dike breach in New Orleans, made us face the facts: maybe we consider ourselves in the 
Netherlands safer than would be wise (…) One thing is clear: traditional, civil engineering 
solutions no longer guarantee ‘dry feet’ in the future. We can’t get away from searching 
new solutions (DG – New Year’s speech 2006).

2005, January 11 – Over the past few years, citizens increasingly experience traffic 
congestion as a threat to our economy and our freedom of movement. Together we are 
all causing those problems, but the government is held accountable in a search for 
solutions. Road users in the year 2005 are demanding. They want to travel fast, safe and 
well-informed from A to B. Even though this sounds familiar, one can also see a turn of 
the tide. Within the Dutch Lower House the support for putting a price on mobility is 
growing. Of course it remains to be seen whether citizens have the same image (DG – 
New Year’s speech 2005).

In the critical infrastructure narrative, nature’s capriciousness as well as traffic congestion 
cause great pressure on existing infrastructures. Whereas the issue of climate change 
generally provokes anxiety, traffic congestion is mainly a source of great agitation. By 
defining mobility as “the freedom of movement”, the DG turns the issue of traffic congestion 
into an issue of “basic rights”. Climate change and solutions for traffic management are 
present in almost all New Year’s speeches of the DG. The main message of the critical 
infrastructure narrative, similar to the sociological narrative, is that “traditional solutions” 
no longer suffice: 

2006, January 10 – We are facing important challenges. We need to keep the Netherlands 
moving, clean and safe. In the next twenty years these targets are impossible to reach 
without innovation. Nowadays, true breakthroughs in terms of innovations are realised 
by sharing knowledge on the cutting-edge of different sectors. The Senseo Crema, the 
Beertender and Google Earth are good examples. Similarly, government, the private 
sector and knowledge institutes have to join forces (DG – New Year’s speech 2006).

Operational Discourses – Take a Look at Yourself
Where both types of societal discourse focus on developments in the organizational 
surroundings, the operational discourse draws attention to the internal organization of 
Rijkswaterstaat. Similar to the societal discourse, the operational discourse is also built upon 
a clear juxtaposition of the past and the future. Contrary to the heroic narrative anchor 
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(Koerten, 2011) of Rijkswaterstaat as the organization that created the Netherlands, the 
operational discourse provides a vehicle for reflecting on the dark side of this history. Within 
the operational discourse, the old Rijkswaterstaat is depicted as a one-sidedly technical 
driven ‘bastion’ with a strong internal focus; as an organization that is not in control of its 
financial and operational management; and as ‘arrogant’ and ‘intrusive’, mainly using its 
own logic when interacting with the environment. The operational discourse thus not only 
depicts a discontinuity with the past, but also emphasizes the supposed “imperfection” 
of the past. An internal article reporting on the presentation of the DG’s new Business 
Plan to the management of Rijkswaterstaat in December 2003, for instance, tells how the 
Director General was “shocked” about the internal organization when he just started his 
job earlier that year. In his 2004 New Year’s speech, the DG also recalls how in 2003, as a 
result of shortages in the management and maintenance budget, the Minister of Finance 
temporarily froze Rijkswaterstaat’s budget: 

2004, January 8 – The necessary budgets freeze in 2003, but also the observed quantitative 
and qualitative staffing mismatch, made it painfully clear that our internal organization is 
not ‘in control’. We also have to go through all the complicated working procedures and 
structures with a fine-tooth comb. Everything can be organized much simpler and more 
uniform (DG – New Year’s speech 2004).

The operational discourse depicts Rijkswaterstaat as an organization with major problems 
in staffing (the so-called “mismatch”), in which the organization’s members insufficiently 
think and act from the perspective of one corporate RWS. It portrays an image of an 
organization with a “mania for organization”, in which bureaucracy is reaching a “deadlock”, 
management is not in control and where operations management and production too 
often function as two separate worlds. 

The operational discourse is typically used in the early communication surrounding the 
Business Plan and it should be noted that the DG, within this discourse, refers both to 
internal and external calls for change. In the first progress report on the development of the 
Business Plan, distributed mid 2003 to the organization’s higher and middle management, 
the DG explicitly refers to calls from the management and “people on the shop floor”. It is 
a bullet also on one of the sheets used during the presentation of the Business Plan at the 
corporate management day, which says: “signals from within the organization: indicate 
direction, make choices, and above all, take action and finish it!” Citing the Minister’s is an 
example of an external call for change: 
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2004, December 13 – One year and a half ago, Minister Zalm of Finance put it into very 
simple and direct words: Rijkswaterstaat is too big and too expensive. This has to change 
during the next four years. Rijkswaterstaat has to become smaller, more flexible, efficient 
and smarter. Executive, controlling and supervisory tasks shall increasingly be contracted 
out to the market … 

… Minister Zalm is not alone. The parliamentary enquiry committee also thinks that we 
have to deal with the market more professionally. The committee argues that we have to 
become a professional commissioning authority and we also have to stimulate the market 
to become more professional. We have definitely been shown the red card by The Hague 
(DG – Implementation of the New Purchasing Strategy 2004).

The statement “too big, too expensive, doing too much by itself” and referral to the Minister 
is frequently found in the various texts (documents, speeches, interviews) through which 
the DG’s narrative of change is brought into being. The voice of the government is also 
represented in another way. 

In 2002 the parliamentary inquiry committee on fraud in the construction industry 
presented a disconcerting picture of corruption and collusion. It is the expert voice of the 
parliamentary inquiry committee that calls for a new, more professional culture. Referring 
to the recommendation of a committee is a typical example of expert authorization and 
together with the use of impersonal authorizations such as “the Hague wants it”, “in line 
with government policy” or “society demands” and direct referral to the Minister, it is used 
to emphasize the actuality and the indispensability of the change. It should be noted that 
direct reference to the results of the committee’s investigations is only made in the first 
years of the Business Plan. 

Why Should We Do This in This Way?

2005, January 11 – 2004 marks the turning point. One year ago I presented the Business 
Plan. During the coming years, Rijkswaterstaat will develop into a public oriented network 
manager. We will work closely with other road and water managers. We will use the market 
more and better also, and we will strongly improve our operational management. The vision 
is there and the aim we strive to achieve is clear: in 2008 Rijkswaterstaat will be the public 
sectors’ most public oriented policy-implementation organization. Nevertheless, we 
cannot set to work full speed ahead with our public oriented network task. As important 
as it is, we need to establish priorities. We are facing a major turn in our way of working 
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and a large renovation of our organization. This will not work if we try to do everything 
at the same time. First we need to get our house in order to create a new and solid basis 
for our new way of working: we will become more business like; easier, more uniform and 
more efficient. Moreover, we will make use of the market much better: executive tasks will 
be left to the market and we will professionally direct the market. This frees our hands and 
enables us to focus on our public tasks (DG – New Year’s speech 2005).

The excerpt above is an illustrative example of the Director General’s answer to the 
‘why should we do this in this way’ question. In its new role as a network manager, 
Rijkswaterstaat needs to focus attention on the needs of the public and the user of its 
infrastructures; in order to function as a public minded network manager, the organization 
needs to get its house in order; and in order to work more effective and cost-efficient, 
the organization needs to develop into a professional commissioning authority that is not 
afraid of contracting out some of its current activities to the market. The main tenets of 
the organization’s Business Plan show remarkable similarities with key elements of the 
neo-liberal discourse of New Public Management (NPM): a focus on service and customer 
orientation, on entrepreneurial management (as opposed to bureaucratic regulations) 
and on doing ‘more with less’ through the marketization of public services (Hood, 1995; 
Osborne & Gaebler, 1992; Pollitt, 2004; Veenswijk & Hakvoort, 2002). 

Similar to most NPM calls for change, the “epochalist schema” within the DG’s narrative 
locates the immediate cause for change in the environment and in changing environmental 
demands. The line of reasoning here is that organizations need to alter their modes of 
conduct if they are to survive and flourish in a world turned upside down (du Gay, 2003). 
Whereas the societal and operational discourses provided reasons for the need to change, 
the neo-liberal NPM discourse basically provides the content of the Director General’s 
narrative of change. Apart from the content, the DG’s narrative of change also inhibits the 
“epochalism” that characterizes the discourse of New Public Management, dichotomizing 
the past and the future by means of highlighting a sharp contrast in the way of working 
(du Gay, 2003). Within this discourse, which rests upon the assumption that the future can 
be planned and controlled as long as one makes the necessary changes, the business plan 
shows the time table to utopia (Ybema, 2004). 

In the following section, I will elaborate on the three neo-liberal discourses upon which 
the DG’s narrative of change is built: the public orientedness discourse, the marketization 
discourse and the managerial discourse. Whereas the New Year’s speeches – as we have 
seen – are mainly used to sketch a picture of a changing environment in order to establish 
the need for change, detailed accounts of what it means to become a public oriented 
network manager, what it means to become an agency and what it means to become a 
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professional client are mostly found in a series of speeches held by the DG elsewhere. The 
next section therefore explicitly focuses on both types of speeches. 

Public Orientedness Discourses – From the Outside In
Characteristic of the public oriented discourse type is that it introduced a new set of criteria 
to evaluate the quality of Rijkswaterstaat’s work. The public orientedness discourse brings 
attention to the question of what actually comprises the organization’s public. Central 
actors in the public orientedness discourse are the Minister, the user of infrastructural 
networks, and other network managers. The public orientedness discourse holds that 
Rijkswaterstaat needs to think from the users’ point of view and within the boundaries 
set by the Minister. Rather than looking at the quality of infrastructural works per se, the 
public orientedness discourse concentrates on public satisfaction, and this is generally  
determined by other factors than pure technical ones. Within the public orientedness  
discourse, the quality of the organization’s work is determined by meeting the service  
levels as set out in service level agreements. Typical for the public orientedness  
discourse is further the emphasis on working together with other partners and network  
managers. Within the public orientedness discourse we may distinguish between three  
narrative types: the user oriented narrative; the network oriented narrative and the visibility  
narrative.

The user-oriented narrative typically establishes a break with the technical orientation 
that used to dominate the work of Rijkswaterstaat. The user-oriented narrative contends 
that a public-minded manager, as opposed to a technical infrastructure manager,  
focuses on both the technical condition of infrastructures and on the function of it. The  
focus on user-friendliness as opposed to technical requirements only, entails a major change 
in thought, as is indicated by the following excerpt from a speech held by the Director  
General for employees of the organization’s road and water districts in 2003:

2003, October 30 – It means that we have to start thinking differently. After all, not that 
long ago the highway belonged to us. Our road had to look nicely. And when that is what 
you are aiming for, cars are only disturbing. I have been working within Rijkswaterstaat 
for quite some time, so I know from experience that as far as we were concerned, we 
weren’t bothered with a road enclosure more or less and we were only looking at our own 
stretch of the road. The road user views it differently. He wants to keep on driving as much 
as possible. In his eyes we are getting in his way. We are working on his road, which is 
constructed and patched up with his tax money (DG – speech at the First Annual District 
Management Day 2003). 
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The argument in the user-oriented narrative is simple: Rijkswaterstaat works for users of 
the road; these roads are managed and maintained with their tax money; therefore the 
organization needs to address their needs. Thinking from the perspective of the road 
user puts working on management and maintenance of infrastructures into a different 
daylight: the technical quality of the infrastructural network alone is not enough if one 
does not meet the needs of its users. User friendliness and availability is the new credo:

2006, January 25 – That was the new task that Rijkswaterstaat was facing in 2004:  
Rijkswaterstaat could no longer restrict itself to its traditional role and solely focus on 
the quality of our infrastructures. We had to become much more oriented on the use and 
the availability of it. We had to start managing traffic: we had to make sure that road  
users would be able to reach their destination, also in 2015 (DG - speech at a meeting of the  
Concrete Association 2006). 

This also means that employees need to make sure that those organizations working with 
Rijkswaterstaat know the criteria upon which they will be evaluated: 

2007, June 8 – Not that long ago those working at Rijkswaterstaat’s districts were treating 
the road as if it belonged to them. Our stretches of the road had to be in tip-top order and 
as far as we were concerned we weren’t bothered with a road enclosure more or less, not 
even during peak hour. We were doing that with the best intentions and you would find 

Left: “We have closed the entire country – shouldn’t we communicate that?”
Right: “Mwah …”

© MR c/o Beeldleveranciers 2013/ Source: scheurkalender Publieksgericht werken anno 2006-2007

Image 2  Rijkswaterstaat in action
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no fault with the maintenance. What we forgot, however, were the consequences for the 
road user, who was less and less satisfied. Currently the districts are treating the road as if 
it belongs to the road user, starting from a connected network perspective. Much of the 
small-scale maintenance work is combined into long-term maintenance contracts, which 
are put on the market. For the districts the real art is to let the contractor do the work in a 
customer oriented manner, with an eye for the circulation of traffic (DG – Opening of new 
road-district office Arnhem-Nijmegen 2007).

Thinking from the point of view of the user also means that one has to start looking at 
infrastructure networks as a coherent whole. The network-oriented narrative encourages 
employees to think in terms of a (national) network of road and waterways, rather than 
having a limited (regional) focus. After all, infrastructure users do not differentiate between 
different roads either: “Road users don’t care whether they use our road, a municipal road 
or the German Autobahn”, the vice-DG says in an interview about the Business Plan in 
December 2003. Collaboration amongst different network managers therefore becomes 
a major theme in the network-oriented narrative. This is exemplified, for instance, by the 
attention that is being given to the “groundbreaking” collaboration amongst several road 
managers in the south with regard to road slipperiness:

2003, November 1 – If highways, provincial roads and municipal roads form a whole to the 
road user, we as road managers should treat it as a whole; that is our creed. Provincial and 

Left: “RWS is working here at night”
Right: “RWS is working here by day”

© MdH c/o Beeldleveranciers 2013 /Source: scheurkalender Publieksgericht werken anno 2006-2007

Image 3  Hey, don't you talk to each other, or what?
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municipal roads are part of that network. The user of the road shouldn’t even notice the 
crossing between highways and provincial roads. Often he does not even know different 
authorities are involved. It thus is a logical thing to fine tune the scattering of salt on 
highways, provincial roads and municipal roads (…) [This project is] a good example, and 
still special. Since as obvious as it seems and however much as we would like to do this: 
putting collaboration into practice is more difficult than you think (DG – Meeting Tackling 
Slipperiness Together 2003).

Looking at the networks of roads and waterways as a “coherent whole” is – again – 
presented in sharp contrast to the past. As logical as a network view may seem to the road 
user, it is revolutionary to Rijkswaterstaat. Not only does it mean that Rijkswaterstaat will 
have to start collaborating with other network managers, but also that this collaboration 
is based on professional agreements and on equality. Whereas “the old Rijkswaterstaat 
now and then would have a bag of money at its disposal” and use this as a “golden string 
to force its will”, network management is based on collaboration amongst equal partners:

2004, June 1 – I see today’s meeting as a turning point. For Rijkswaterstaat this day 
highlights the transition to a new culture. Those days in which Rijkswaterstaat reigned 
in the region with the proverbial moneybag are definitely over. But those who think that I 
am standing here as a dethroned supreme king, are wrong. It’s about time that we break 
down the long established role patterns in the region. In the region Rijkswaterstaat has 
to grow from king into being a team player, towards an equal partner with decentralized 
governments (DG – speech at the closing meeting of the decentralization process of the 
Ministry of V&W 2004). 

The public orientedness discourse also provides a vehicle for reflecting on Rijkswaterstaat’s 
visibility to its users. The visibility narrative emphasizes that in order for Rijkswaterstaat 
to become a public oriented network manager, its public has to see and feel that 
Rijkswaterstaat is working in the interest of society. The Director General recurrently 
argues, for instance, that it needs to be visible to the road user that Rijkswaterstaat is 
working on the network in order to reduce traffic jams, rather than the opposite. The 
visibility narrative focuses on the importance of correct and up-to-date information about 
the situation on the road. In light of this, the DG frequently refers to the introduction 
of a free national phone number through which the public can reach Rijkswaterstaat 
for questions, remarks and ideas “without being put through 16 times or more”. The 
same holds for the use of portable message sign trailers, which are increasingly used to 
inform road users on road works and calamities to avoid getting “stuck in a traffic-jam 
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without knowing what happened”. Another recurrent issue within the visibility narrative 
concerns the role of the districts, since their work is most visible to the public. “Our image 
as a customer-oriented agency is mostly thanks to you”, says the DG in several speeches 
before district managers. The districts are the organization’s “front door”, they are the 
“ambassadors” of the Rijkswaterstaat organization and therefore they should become 
more visible to the road user: 

2004, November 3 – Most road users still do not know for which organization you are 
working and what it is exactly you do. That is why I think it is important that you are visible, 
recognizable and approachable: road users should recognize and realize that you are part of 
that ‘club’ that helps them get home quick and safely. That is when we will finally be valued 
the way we deserve to be (DG – speech at the start of the Safety and Security day 2004).

Later that year, at the annual district management day, the DG presents a jacket. The 
jacket – to be used by the road workers when working on the road – should become a 
symbol for Rijkswaterstaat as a public oriented organization. Ideally, this not only results 
in increased visibility, but it will also help Rijkswaterstaat to become a “brand”. The first 
reference to Rijkswaterstaat as a “brand” goes back to the New Year meeting of 2003 in 
which the interim DG urges his employees to become more assertive and they should more 
often “leave their visiting card” on the organizations products: Rijkswaterstaat is a “brand” 
and “we should make clearer what that brand is all about”, he says. Five years later, and a 

Left: Rijkswaterstaat
Right: Water board

© MdH c/o Beeldleveranciers 2013/ Source: scheurkalender Publieksgericht werken anno 2006-2007
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Business Plan further, the DG concludes that “the organization is on the right path” and he 
argues that, if it’s up to him, “Rijkswaterstaat will be amongst the three strongest brands 
amongst the country in 2012”.

Marketization Discourses – Market, unless
2008, March 19 – There was a time when Rijkswaterstaat was doing everything itself. We 
thought of what the Netherlands needed in terms of roads and dams. We designed all 
those fine things on the drawing table and we undertook the construction ourselves. As 
a result, our country attained worldwide fame, notably as a dike constructor. I’m quite 
proud of that. However, the Rijkswaterstaat of those days, that state within the state, no 
longer fits into today’s society. We can’t solve today’s problems in the field of mobility, the 
environment, and the rising sea level all on our own. Today’s citizens want a government 
that is listening, that translates the needs of society into practical, achievable and broadly 
based solutions. Rijkswaterstaat adjusts its way of working to the changing needs of society. 
And I can assure you: it is quite rewarding. From being construction supervisor we will 
become a network manager. We contract out all the work that the market does equally well 
– or even better – than ourselves. We are using innovative contracts more and more, that 
is to say, we sketch the problem that has to be solved and the private sector comes with 
practical solutions to solve it (DG – Opening Pilot Project Vegetation 2008).

Left: “Is it the police?”
Middel: “Is it the fire brigade?”
Right: “No, it is Rijkswaterstaat!”
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Similar to the public orientedness discourse, the marketization discourse is based on a 
temporal dimension. Its vocabulary – again – rests on a strong juxtaposition between 
the past and the present and the Business Plan and the DG’s speeches – again – contain 
numerous ‘was/become’ statements: Rijkswaterstaat will become “more a director and 
less a performer”, “more a buyer and less a builder”, “more a network manager and less 
a construction supervisor”, and its purchasing strategy will be based upon “performance 
contracting rather than technical contracting”. The audience of the DG’s marketization 
discourse is quite diverse. Depending on the occasion the DG addresses the employees 
of his own organization, the private sector, an international forum of water managers, or 
other stakeholder groups. When looking at the variety of speeches, we may further divide 
the marketization discourse into three variants: the consolidation narrative, the innovative 
solutions narrative and the public values narrative. Although the relative usage of these 
narratives changes over time, all three are visible in the DG’s 2004 New Year’s speech, when 
he sketches the contours of the new Business Plan: 

2004, January 8 – We need to have the courage to depart for our current work activities 
and leave more to the market or to other governmental organizations. We are talking 
in particular about those activities where Rijkswaterstaat should no longer seek its 
added value, or that can be taken up more creatively and efficiently by others. In so 
doing, Rijkswaterstaat focuses on professional and expert commissioning and on active 
safeguarding of public interests. This way we want to play a leading role in the construction 
market. This way also helps us to meet the recommendations of the parliamentary inquiry 
committee in the construction industry. Under the flag of professional commissioning [POG 
– the Dutch abbreviation for becoming a professional commissioning authority] we will 
work on a healthy and transparent division of roles with the market, which is characterized 
by professionalism, integrity and a healthy free market system. Professional commission 
does not mean that we will throw away our expertise and skills, but rather that we will 
use these in becoming a professional commissioning authority and a manager with brains! 
Besides, if the public interest is at issue, we will remain in control! Think, for instance, about 
our tasks in the area of permit authorization and security, and being able to act visibly 
in case of calamities and traffic accidents! Because powerful and visible acting are the 
strongest asset of our Rijkswaterstaat! (DG – New Year’s speech 2004).

In the excerpt above we find reference to all three narrative types drawing on the 
marketization discourse. The consolidation narrative type refers to discussions concerning the 
disturbed relationship between Rijkswaterstaat and the market; it places the marketization 
narrative in the framework of the recommendations made by the parliamentary inquiry 
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committee in the construction industry and emphasizes the importance of working 
towards a “healthy and clear division of roles with the market”. It combines authorization 
and normalization (Vaara et al., 2006). The consolidation narrative involves authorization 
when referring to the public inquiry committee’s and other (external) calls for change 
regarding the relationship between public and private sector parties in the construction 
industry. The idea of a cultural change also draws on normalization by rejecting the former 
way of doing business as immoral and by introducing a new vocabulary that defines what 
is generally accepted as ‘normal’ functioning or behaviour. The consolidation narrative is 
dominated by “integrity”, “transparency” and “trust” terminology. 

It should be noted that the consolidation narrative is mainly used in the early phase of the 
Business Plan. As from 2006 we hardly find reference to the public inquiry committee any 
more, neither to the building fraud or the disturbed relationship between Rijkswaterstaat 
and private contractors. From then on, the marketization discourse increasingly focuses on 
the benefits, purposes, functions or outcomes of becoming a professional commissioning 
authority: innovative and affordable solutions for infrastructural problems. The innovative 
solutions narrative and the public values narrative logically follow from the consolidation 
narrative in that they are employed to reflect on the basic principle of the marketization 
discourse, which is the often heard slogan: ‘Market unless’. Market unless means that 
“whatever the market is able to do as good as, or better than Rijkswaterstaat, we let to 
the market”. Where the innovative solutions narrative concentrates on the benefits of the 
market, that is, on what the market is able to do “as good as or even better”, the public 

“As a contractor I say: you can mess with every contract“… “but you can’t mess with me …  
and over there at the Rijkswaterstaat they know that!”
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values narrative focuses attention on what Rijkswaterstaat should remain responsible for 
and how (the “unless” part of the story). As such, the public values narrative stimulates 
critical reflections concerning the issue of knowledge and expertise and regarding the 
question of which tasks should – by virtue of being intimately related to the public interest 
– be carried out by the public sector itself.

The innovative solutions narrative typically focuses on the advantages of increased 
market involvement. Where the consolidation narrative acknowledges the fragile 
relationship between Rijkswaterstaat and the public sector in the aftermath of the 
building fraud affair, the innovative solutions narrative emphasizes the positive aspects 
of contracting out to the market, as illustrated below in a speech held by the DG at the 
opening of a new road-district office in 2007:

2007, June 8 – In its most extreme form the principle of ‘Market, unless’ means that only 
one party is responsible for the design, construction and maintenance of a product. Besides 
the simple fact that we will have more time left for other tasks, this has several additional 
benefits. For instance that one can design smarter, more innovative and at the same time 
more cost effective, because the designer includes the feasibility and maintenance strategy 
in the design, thereby optimizing the work in the three subsequent phases. Besides, 
liabilities are much more clear; whereas formerly the designer, the contractor and the 
manager were pointing their fingers towards each other if things turned out wrong, those 
new contract immediately make clear who is responsible. It saves a lot of juridical struggles 
(DG - Opening of new road-district office Arnhem-Nijmegen 2007). 

The speech at the worldwide occasion of the International Yellow River Forum, emphasizing 
the creativity of the market, provides another typical example of the innovative solutions 
narrative:

2007, October 16 – We now play things differently than we did in the past. We used to go 
to the private sector with a fully finished design, but now we ask our partners to come 
up with a solution to a problem we have formulated or to volunteer ideas for innovation. 
Often the market comes up with some very clever solutions. After all, business culture is all 
about creativity and change. In addition, practical thinking is something market players 
are very good at, because they are the ones who implement ideas. Besides producing 
innovative solutions, this way of working often saves our organization time and money. 
And if something goes wrong and faults are discovered, it also saves us a lot of legal hassle 
(DG - Third International Yellow River Forum 2007).
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The innovative solutions narrative clearly draws on rationalization within the framework of 
neoliberalism: it is dominated by a focus on the utility and outcomes of increased market 
involvement. The innovative solutions narrative is replete with “efficiency”, “effectiveness”, 
“innovativeness” language. Within this narrative, more market involvement, and in 
particular the new way of approaching the market, will lead to more innovative and creative 
solutions, a better price/quality relationship, less legal struggles and a higher pace of doing 
projects: 

2006, May 18 – In its most extreme form market involvement means that one company 
or a collaboration of companies will do the design, construction and maintenance of an 
infrastructural work. In that scenario Rijkswaterstaat will no longer enter the market with a 
detailed design, but it will ask the market to come with a solution for the problem that has 
been formulated. This way of working has several advantages. First, it turns out that the 
market if often able of inventing smarter solutions. Creativity and the desire for innovation 
are often part of the corporate culture. Moreover, the market is able to think very practical. 
After all, they are the ones doing the work. Second, the cost-benefit analysis. When the 
design, construction and maintenance is being done by one party, that party obviously 
makes a comparative assessment between the investment costs and maintenance costs. 
It can then be possible that higher construction costs largely recoup themselves during 
the maintenance period, for instance by using durable materials. This is an advantage 
compared to the old model where low costs for investment used to be decisive. Third, 

Sometimes over 9 different contractors are working at one project
Left: “For which contractor do you work?”
Right: “Jansen BV, what about you”?
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in case of awkward choices during the design of construction that reveal themselves 
afterwards, it is the contractor itself who takes the consequences. After all, he has accepted 
the whole project, including responsibility for the work after the construction of it. It forces 
the contractor to thoroughly think out the design and construction in advance, whereas 
in the traditional situation Rijkswaterstaat had to recoup the damage as a result of flaws 
in the construction from the contractor afterwards. The new way of working thus means 
less legal procedures. Finally, the greater involvement of the market may impede projects. 
Professional agreements encourage pace (DG – Sino Dutch Water Innovation 2006).

In its most simple form, the public values narrative echoes the neoliberal rationalization 
rhetoric of the innovative solutions narrative with the difference of explicitly placing the 
new way of working into the framework of ‘the public interest’: involving the private sector 
is then presented as a prerequisite for Rijkswaterstaat to focus on its public tasks (e.g. traffic 
management, incident management, permit authorization and enforcement): 

2006, January 25 – Ever since 2004, the basic principle of Rijkswaterstaat became ‘Market 
Unless’: we wanted the private sector to get involved as much as possible in the construction, 
management and maintenance of our infrastructures in order to have our hands free for 
our new societal role: taking care of smooth and safe circulation of traffic on our road and 
waterways (DG - speech at a meeting of the Concrete Association 2006).

In other words, market involvement enables Rijkswaterstaat to become a public oriented 
network manager because it makes time to focus on the public interest. The public values 
narrative, however, also provides the means for reflecting on the new way of working in a 
way that can be interpreted as questioning. The public values narrative is also used to focus 
attention on the precarious balance between the benefits of contracting out to the market 
on the one hand and staying a knowledgeable commissioning authority on the other hand:

2007, January 9 – We will stimulate the market to come with better, innovative and 
affordable solutions; we have to closely describe what the societal added practical value 
should be. What is more, we have to formulate more explicit what results we want to 
achieve, and we need to have the courage to involve the market as early as possible! It turns 
out that we are vulnerable in this matter: we disintegrated our knowledge and we don’t 
mobilize our own people efficiently enough (DG – New Year’s speech 2007).

‘Market unless’ involves finding a new balance between leaving things to the market and 
having sufficient knowledge ‘in the house’. The public values narrative focuses attention on 
the question of which tasks the organization needs to continue carrying out itself:
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2004, December 13 – To conclude, I would like to say the following: ‘Market unless’ does not 
mean that Rijkswaterstaat will leave all executive tasks to the market. Some things we just 
have to continue doing ourselves. We need to keep up our expertise in order to evaluate the 
market price and quality: 

-  we need to be able to professionally formulate a tender;
-  we need to be able to evaluate the bids, including the design;
-  we need to be able to examine the implementation of a work;
-  we need to be able to evaluate and control the risks (better than we do this far);
-   we need to be good in cost control and we need to work at a better price/quality 

relationship.

Professional contracting is an art and we have to know the tricks of the trade. We will 
only keep the knowledge and skills to do so by putting our shoulder to the wheel. We thus 
continue to do things ourselves: risky or innovative projects of which you can learn a lot, for 
instance. You have to keep innovation within the house and give up the routine jobs. That’s 
what it comes down to. That’s professional commissioning too! (DG – Implementation of 
the New Purchasing Strategy 2004).

Note, in particular, the way in which the Director General talks about innovation here. In 
the context of the innovative solutions narrative, the marketization discourse promotes 
increased involvement of the market by referring to the ability for private sector organiza-
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tions to come with innovative and creative solutions. Within the public values narrative, 
however, innovative projects are precisely the ones from which Rijkswaterstaat employees 
can learn and therefore they should not be contracted out. 

Although the Director General frequently refers to the organization’s “societal role” 
and to Rijkswaterstaat’s “public tasks” (i.e. “keeping our feet dry”, “ensuring sufficient 
clean water”, “smooth and safe traffic over road and water” and “reliable and useful 
information”), he rarely discusses what tasks and functions precisely should be defined 
as inherently governmental. Frequently, he refers to the importance of conveying to the 
private sector “a sense of social responsibility”. We also find reference to critical remarks 
towards the private sector itself. During a speech before the annual ‘concrete conference’ 
in 2007, for instance, the Director General argues that the design-construct contracts that 
Rijkswaterstaat is currently being offered, have often delivered insufficient quality, as yet: 
“They do not deserve more than a meagre six out of ten, while we are looking for an eight 
plus”. During this and similar speeches directly aimed at the private sector, the DG stresses 
that it is the “collective responsibility” of both the client and the contractor to come to 
a “well-oiled cooperation” in which everybody “feels responsible for the quality of the 
products that we construct for society”. 

Managerial Discourses – Getting into Control
2006, September 29 – You can only focus on the customer if you have your hands free to 
concentrate on the client’s interests (DG, speech at Annual Management Day 2006).

Translation (from left to right):
“We are waiting for the contractor”
“He could be here any minute …”
“Fire more minutes, or so …”
“At least, that’s what he says …”
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The excerpt above is an illustrative example of framing the internal reorganizations 
as a prerequisite for achieving the other aims of the Business Plan: becoming a public 
oriented network manager and a professional commissioning authority. Characteristic 
of the managerial discourse is the focus on the internal organization of Rijkswaterstaat: 
the organizational structure, its operational management procedures, staffing and 
organizational culture. The managerial discourse can be divided into three narrative types: 
the uniformity narrative, the number narrative and the cultural change narrative. 

In its broadest sense, the uniformity narrative relates to everything from the 
standardization of internal structures, rules and strategies, to being a recognizable unit 
through overall sameness, as the following excerpt from a speech by the DG’s before the 
second annual district management day in 2004 shows:
 

2004, October 28 – The new road districts will develop into a recognizable, accessible 
Rijkswaterstaat organization that work uniformly throughout the whole country. Not 
just the way they are managed will become more consistent, but also the structure of 
the districts themselves: the size, the work activities, the work processes, the positions and 
even the terminology. The public should view us as a recognizable unit. Those changes are 
not confined to the jacket that I am currently wearing. Also the cars, the equipment and 
the instructions will be similar. You will notice that there will be more and more corporate 
guidelines. Last year, for instance, we agreed upon the use of text cars when working 
outside. This did not work; often because of problems with the tender. But even when you 
did have the cars, they were not being used in the ways that we agreed upon nationally. 
This is no longer possible. You have to use those cars and you have to use the texts that we 
have agreed upon! (DG – Annual District Management Day 2004). 

As is evident above, the uniformity narrative strongly builds upon the idea of “doing the 
same” and, above all, on “doing as agreed upon”. The focus on uniformity and standardization 
is generally contrasted with the bureaucratic jungle of past. Of specific importance within 
the uniformity narrative is the focus on the organization’s operations management, which, 
according to the uniformity narrative, used to ‘thrive’ on heterogeneity. At the occasion of 
the implementation of a new purchasing strategy, the DG cynically describes the situation 
during the early stages of the Business Plan (and before) as follows: 

2004, December 13 – It says ‘new purchasing strategy’, on the invitation that you’ve all 
received. I think these words are rather ill chosen. The term ‘new’ suggests that there should 
be an ‘old purchasing strategy’, but that is not correct. Until now there were at least 17. 
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There even appear to be 409 purchasing offices within Rijkswaterstaat. We conclude 
about 400.000 contracts a year and we have 50.000 contract partners, without knowing 
this from each other. Until recently we even had seven internal purchasing-advisories 
for construction, management and maintenance. Thus, this far we aren’t working very 
efficiently, (…) every day, thousands of Rijkswaterstaat employees are randomly shopping 
with the taxpayer’s wallet in their pockets. With good intentions, of course, but given the 
current social situation these days, we can no longer explain this (DG – Implementation of 
the New Purchasing Strategy 2004).

In the above, getting one’s house in order is presented as something that the organization 
is morally obliged to do by referring to “the taxpayer”. Besides serving a moral purpose, 
getting the organization’s operations management in order is also a necessary requirement 
for gaining the agency status in 2006:

2006, January 10  – We’ve got the ‘agency status’ and Rijkswaterstaat starts to get back in 
control. The systems to work easier, more uniform and efficient have been laid down. With 
our new operations management we’ve started the rationalization of our organization, 
or, if you want, the professionalization of it. We will increasingly steer towards promised 
results and we will call each other to account. We do, however, have to realise that ‘having 
our operations management in order’ is not the purpose in itself. It is a necessary basis for 
our new way of working in the primary process: ‘public oriented network management and 
market unless’ (DG – New Year’s speech 2006).

The agency status is to a great extent the result of the “house in order” programme, which 
constitutes an important element of the Business Plan. The uniformity narrative is replete 

“There is a textcar driving in front of you”
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with “more efficient”, “more effective”, “easier” and “more uniform” rhetoric to describe 
the ‘managerial turn’ taken within the Business Plan. It should be noted, however, that even 
though the DG’s narrative of change constantly refers to the Business Plan a “turn of the 
tide” in the history of Rijkswaterstaat, the developments towards a more entrepreneurial 
organization have been set in motion even before the ‘2004 watershed’. The division 
between policy and execution within V&W already dates back to the year 2000 and the 
first steps towards becoming a public agency were made in 2002. What’s more, it can even 
be argued that the managerial turn and the pressure to incorporate a neoliberal ideology 
had already started in the 1980’s with the neo-liberal reform agenda of the Lubbers 
governments. The DG’s narrative of change has both incorporated developments already 
on their way and it has significantly accelerated the pace of change (see also Van den Brink, 
2009). 

Personnel reductions are a major theme in the new Business Plan and the number 
narrative enables reflections on the required cutbacks in staffing in relation to questions 
concerning the human and organizational consequences of such measures. Questions 
concerning the human consequences typically focus on the implications of personnel 
reductions for different groups of employees, whereas questions concerning the 
organizational consequences concentrate rather on the challenges in meeting the 
production targets (“more quality with less people”). The early years of the Business Plan 
are dominated by the first type of questions. In fact, in one of the progress reports on 
the development of the Business Plan in 2003, the DG warns the management not to 
overemphasize the number issue. After all, the personnel and human resource concerns 
derive from other choices, such as the new mission, the business model, the new ways of 
working, and these decisions still have to be made:

2003, September 19 – There is a tendency within the organization to talk about the numbers 
only and this starts to lead a life on its own. I would like to emphasize that the Business 
Plan is primarily about a clear prospect for Rijkswaterstaat in the long run and about the 
changes with respect to the content of ‘having one’s house in order’ and modern network 
management, which are needed to realise this perspective. The consequences, also in the 
sense of the organization’s personnel, derive from that (DG – Progress Reports 2003).

As from December/January 2004, the Director General’s narrative of change does, however, 
contain clear reference to personnel reductions. Characteristic of the number narrative 
around this time is the strategic calculation of the number of people needed in the new 
organization and on the ways to achieve this goal:
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2004 – With the introduction of new ways of working and the elimination of overcapacity, 
an estimate cut of 1800 to 2200 fulltime jobs is to be realised. This is possible by 
promoting employee outflow, by not extending temporary contracts and by drastically 
imposing constraints on the hiring of outside staff. Employees older than 60 years old 
will be encouraged to retire early. Besides, the through flow of current employees will be 
promoted. And the inflow of new employees will be regulated (summary of the Business 
Plan presented to the Secretary General – estimated date of publication 2004). 

It should be noted that the numbers mentioned in the Business Plan exceed the previously 
announced number of personnel cutbacks (i.e. 1000 FTE). Late 2003, during one of the first 
presentations of the Business Plan at the corporate management day, the DG explains the 
reasons behind this choice. If the organization does not pro-actively create room in its work 
force, so argues the Director General, the organization will still not be ready for the future: 
the political realm will remain dissatisfied and the mismatch in staffing will only increase. 
With the term “mismatch”, the DG refers to the dilemma of having overcapacity and 
inefficiency on the one hand and the large scale hiring of outside staffing and temporary 
contracts on the other hand. Besides this so-called quantitative mismatch, the DG also 
refers to a qualitative mismatch. The qualitative mismatch in staffing has to do with the 
fact that regardless of the problem of overcapacity, the organization is still in need of 
personnel, yet personnel with different qualities: 

2003, December 19 – We have a staffing problem, both quantitatively and qualitatively … 
On the one hand we are too big and too expensive and we want to deliver more quality with 
less people. On the other hand are we in need of people with different competencies: new 
people with qualities and skills that are insufficiently available at the moment. However, 
those people can only enter the organization when others have left. Room for new inflow 
needs to be earned (internal article reporting on the presentation of the DG’s new Business 
Plan to the management of Rijkswaterstaat – December 2003). 

The excerpt is an illustrative example of combining the number narrative with the 
cultural change narrative. Whereas the number narrative – in its simplest form – refers 
to discussions about the need to become smaller and, in particular, about the number of 
people that should leave, the cultural change narrative emphasizes that this is much more 
than an ordinary reduction of personnel. Typical of the cultural change narrative is not the 
continuous reference to numbers of employees, but to a particular kind of employees, that 
is to say, their skills, experience, values and behaviour. In the early years of the Business 
Plan, the two narratives are often used in combination: 
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2004, January 8 – I do realise that the realization of a new perspective brings some serious 
personnel consequences with it. With the ambition to become smaller by changing the way 
we work and with an increased workload, this is inevitable. We need to have the courage 
to bring into vision the consequences and to go about it in a fair and clear way. Active and 
open participation of the works council is a prerequisite! In this connection I would like to 
make a strong appeal to our older employees to depart earlier than you may personally have 
planned for. Unfortunate as it is, we thereby do make space for replacement candidates to 
find new work. Rijkswaterstaat continues to carefully manage its employees; it continues 
to invest in its employees also. But every employee personally needs to dedicate itself for 
his or her career. Whoever wants to, gets a chance; whoever does not want to, has no 
prospects! (DG – New Year’s speech 2004).

Characteristic of the early years of the Business Plan is not only the emphasis on the 
need for personnel reductions, but also the strong appeal on older employees to leave. 
Although this is presented here as a solution for the replacement of (younger) candidates, 
it should be noted that the departure of older employees is simultaneously presented as 
an essential part of the aspired cultural change: 

2004, March 12 – We are facing an ageing workforce. We have a very strange age distribution 
within Rijkswaterstaat. After the war, a lot of people entered the organization and they are 
now leaving. Due to government cutbacks throughout the ‘80s we were not allowed to 
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hire new people. The big outflow thus starts in 2006. But that’s too late, really. We want to 
bring this forward by letting those over-sixty depart earlier. The tax authorities are facing 
the same problem: an executive service also with a particular kind of people. At fifty-eight 
they can’t keep up with the changes we want. And we can’t ask that of them either. If we can 
figure out a decent way to solve that, we have a win-win situation. I think that they want to 
leave earlier, and if we can work it out financially, it only offers us space (interview Director 
General in a special on Rijkswaterstaat’s new Business Plan in Binnenlands Bestuur – 12 
March 2004).

 
In other words, the early departure of older employees is presented in such a way as to 
satisfy both individual goals and collective interest: it creates space in the organization’s 
workforce and allows older workers for early retirement. Yet, it also contains expectations 
of employees’ change capacities, both explicitly and implicitly, when presenting the early 
retirement of older employees as a solution not only for the quantitative mismatch, but 
also for the qualitative one. In this context, it is noteworthy that the corporate works 
council – during one of the regular meetings it has with the General Director – calls the 
DG to account for the interview above. According to the works council, the title of one 
of the articles – “Rijkswaterstaat wants to rejuvenate” – has hurt older members of the 
organizations. It creates the impression that the DG does not think that older employees 
are capable of changing towards the new way of working. The DG argues during the 
meeting that the article does not adequately describe his opinion:

Translation: “We want to ..” “… but the organization …”
Left: Rijkswaterstaat - Right: Users
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2004, March 29 – He meant to say that, in all fairness, you cannot expect from employees of 
60 years and older to invest in a big change in the way of working. This is the reason why he 
wants to offer those employees the chance to use a fair arrangement that is doing justice 
to their merits. At the same time this creates space for younger colleagues and new inflow 
(minutes of the DG-GOR meeting – 29 March 2004).

In the early phase of the Business Plan the number narrative thus focuses on the amount 
of people that need to leave the organization and the cultural narrative brings attention 
to the relatively large number of older people and their role in the organizational change 
process. The focus is on rejuvenating and this is reflected in the frequent calls for older 
employees to leave. 

In later phases of the Business Plan, the cultural change narrative increasingly focuses 
on elaborations of employees’ desired behaviours and skills, rather than the ambiguous 
phrase that one is in need of ‘different’ people. As from 2006, for instance, we find explicit 
reference to the required behaviour of the employee ‘new style’:

2006, January 10 – We need colleagues who seek and find the balance between discipline 
and individual responsibilities. Employees that do not work to avoid risks, but who are open 
to change and who take responsibility. I think that those are the Rijkswaterstaters ‘new style 
(DG – New Year’s speech 2006).

The description of Rijkswaterstaat’s people in the 2008 annual report provides another 
typical example of elaborating on employees desired attributes:

2008 – Rijkswaterstaat’s staff are principled and committed, reliable partners who take 
account of other people’s interests. Building on their integrity, they seek sustainable 
solutions. They are enterprising; the complexity of the challenges they face means they 
have to find new ways of doing things and innovative solutions. Rijkswaterstaat’s people 
always go for results. They are accountable for what they do or have done and work to 
provide a service (Rijkswaterstaat Annual Report 2008).

The DG’s cultural change narrative frequently calls upon the organization’s management 
to create space for and develop an organizational culture that is characterized by “integrity, 
initiative, innovative entrepreneurship, knowledge of the market, public orientedness”. 
The new organizational culture is characterized by “a good balance between corporate 
discipline and individual responsibilities”. Employees should no longer think of one’s own 
patch only (“toko-denken”). Calling each other to account about public orientedness and 
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other performances, training programs and exemplary role behaviour are the key to the 
internalization of the desired behaviour, values, beliefs and feelings. Throughout the years 
of the Business Plan, employees of the various districts, project managers, Managing 
Directors and other directors need to participate in training programs that focus on helping 
them develop the required attitudes and behaviours needed in the new organization. An 
illuminating example comes from the communication campaign surrounding the new road 
inspector. Whereas the ‘old’ road inspectors’ (“kantonnier”) primary task was to monitor 
the state of the roads, the ‘new’ road inspectors play an important role as traffic manager. 
Illustrative of the emphasis on the need for “different people” in the DG’s cultural change 
narrative is the advertising surrounding the new traffic management role. The picture on 
one of the campaigns flyers playfully presents the new road inspector as a “new species”, 
the so-called “trafficus magnificus” whose “habitat” is the road network and who is to be 
recognized by his yellow, blue and orange jacket. 

It is useful to note that the number narrative also continues to play a role in the later 
phase of the Business Plan, yet in a different form. After all, despite the emphasis on training 

“Living area: the bussy roads and junctions of the Netherlands. Recognizable by his yellow with blue and orange 
jacket with the imprint “traffic controller”. Omnivore, mainly active during peak hour. Helps to improve the 
circulations. Also regulates the traffic in case of accidents. Can become up to 2 metres tall and weights over 90 kg. 
Good-humoured character, as long as his directions are being followed”

Source: Advertisement Rijkswaterstaat Campaign "Yellow on the Road" 2006

Image 13  Road Inspector - Trafficus Magnificus - New Species
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and exemplary role behaviour, the DG’s cultural change narrative has made it painfully 
clear that not everybody is capable of contributing to the aspired cultural change and of 
internalizing the proper attitude and behaviour belonging to the desired organizational 
culture. A large group of older employees indeed leaves the organization in the early years 
of the Business Plan. As a result, Rijkswaterstaat ends up having its smallest workforce in 
history at the end of 2006 (from 11300 FTEs in 2004 to 8800 FTEs in 2006). The number 
problem is no longer how to become smaller. On the contrary, as a result of the shortage 
on the labour market and the huge outflow of personnel one now faces understaffing: 

2007, January 9 – During the coming years we are facing the challenge of recruiting 600 
new employees and it has all the signs of becoming a serious mission. Competition and 
shortages on the labour market are high, in particular when it comes to the task of project 
management. We need to develop an effective labour market strategy and improve the 
corporate image of Rijkswaterstaat with a good communication campaign (DG – New 
Year’s speech 2007).

And although the DG no longer uses the word “mismatch”, in his 2008 New Year’s speech 
he still refers to both quantitative and qualitative problems regarding the organization’s 
workforce. While Rijkswaterstaat’s production is increasing, the workforce is declining and 
the organization still has an unbalanced personnel structure: 

2008, January 9 – During the coming years the production is rising 25% on average, whereas 
the cutbacks of 5% force us to do that work with 500 FTEs less. As far as I am concerned, 
during the coming years, we need to worry much more about filling the vacancies than 
about the enforced cutbacks. When we refrain from action, the outflow of the baby boom 
generation and the natural outflow of personnel over the coming four years will lead to the 
departure of more than 2000 FTE’s. At the same time, the shortage on the labour market 
will only increase. In addition we are vulnerable in the operational realm. We are still hiring 
too much outside staffing and all too often they fulfil crucial tasks. It doesn’t alter the 
appreciation for the efforts and qualities of outside staffing, however, it is obvious that 
we need to invest in our own staffing in order to safeguard quality and result. If we want 
our recruitment activities to be effective, we need to improve our corporate image on the 
labour market. We need to reach those people capable of independently applying the new 
way of working; who are conscious of their responsibility and discipline to achieve the 
tasks of RWS; and who also like that challenge. In addition, we need to continue investing 
in the quality and the motivation of our current employees (DG – New Year’s speech 2008).
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Temporal sensemaking – Speeches as Change Conversations

During the period 2004 to 2008 – the time span of the Business Plan – the change story is 
told and retold by the Director General at various occasions and the events and decisions 
through which they are validated throughout the year, constitute an evolving narrative 
of change. As a recurring event in time, the annual New Year meetings simultaneously 
function as rites of transition and rites of renewal (Hendriks, 1986; Islam & Zyphur, 2009; 
Trice & Beyer, 1984). New Year meetings signal the end of a particular period in time (the 
past year) and mark the beginning of a new one (the year to come). The DG explicitly makes 
use of this: the New Year meetings take on a ritual function that is overtly managerial. The 
following fragment, taken from the 2003 New Year's speech of the interim DG, provides 
an illustrative example. Reminding the audience of the different themes of previous New 
Year's speeches, the DG presents the New Year meetings as if he reads out the contents of 
an unfolding narrative of change: 

2003, January 7 – “Continuity and Change”, that was the theme of his New Year’s speech 
in 1999. The New Year’s speech of 2000 was dedicated to national traffic management 
on the main waterway network and the main highway network. In 2001 the emphasis 
lay on customer orientation: road users want to be guided to their destinations quickly, 
safely and comfortably. A central point, therefore, in the New Year’s speech of 2002 was 
the agency formation. This status fits our role of public minded network manager best 
(DG – New Year’s speech 2003).

More than other meetings, New Year meetings typically invoke self-reflection (Carroll, 
2002). This may also explain the dominant position of the societal discourse in the DG’s 
New Year’s speeches. They provide the DG with a natural opportunity to go beyond day-
to-day activities and to put into perspective what happens on a more abstract level. In this 
connection it is striking to mention the location of the DG’s 2008 New Year’s Speech: a 
church. As the introduction of this speech illustrates, the DG is well aware of the symbolic 
nature of the setting:

2008, January 9 – We never before saw the New Year in a church. I am feeling a bit like a 
pastor. Still, I think that this is a perfect location to step back from the issues of the day. 
A place from which we are able to look at our position in society and the developments 
we find ourselves in – being one of the oldest public sector organizations –from a higher 
abstraction level (DG – New Year’s speech 2008).
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The successive New Year’s speeches can also be interpreted as a series of interrelated 
change conversations. The notion of change conversations originally derives from Ford 
and Ford’s (1995) work on the role of conversations in creating, sustaining, focusing and 
completing intentional change. They argue that change progresses through different types 
of conversations corresponding to different stages of the change process: from initiative 
conversations and conversations for understanding, to conversations for performance 
and conversations for closure. In terms of Ford and Ford (1995), New Year’s speeches 
simultaneously provoke initiative conversations and conversations for closure. They signal 
the end of a particular phase (the past year) and in so doing they immediately set the stage 
for a new phase (the year to come). 

If we look closely, we also see how the tone of the successive New Year’s speeches 
changes over time, from bringing attention to the need for change (initiative conversation) 
in an early stage to signalling completion of the change in the later phase of the change 
process (conversation for closure). Whereas in 2004 and 2005 government and society have 
every right to call for a smaller and more efficient Rijkswaterstaat, in 2007 the DG dares to 
put forward the proposition that – thanks to the implementation of its Business Plan – the 
organization can serve as an example of changes within the public sector. The DG even 
starts venturing critical remarks towards the government when calling the governments’ 
reform program a “paper tiger”, which lacks a clear and politically supported vision: 

2007, January 9 – What concerns me most is the over-simplified policy regarding reductions 
in staffing. If I look at the public service, too often we are working next each other rather 
than with each other. Of course there is overlap. And of course it can all be done more 
efficiently. But politicians show a lack of direction and lack vision when it comes to the 
renewal of the public service. 

During the past years, the alleged bureaucracy has never been translated into a drive 
towards efficiency and decisiveness and into the will to function as public service, but 
always into blunt cuts in the government apparatus. What’s more, the current political 
order stimulates compartmentalization, with each department having its individual 
parliamentary committees and without a council of ministers based on comradely 
management. Even though the Cabinet, throughout the past period, has tried to implement 
the national spatial strategy, it is all too permissive. 

Moreover, the government reform program ‘Andere Overheid’, launched in 2003, 
turned out to be a paper tiger. What lacks is a clear, politically and officially driven course 
that is needed to implement such changes throughout the public service. Such a vision is 
desperately needed, that is, if you want to assure the many thousands of public servants 
that the government takes them seriously and sees their work as meaningful. 
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I have to admit that, when looking at the discussions of the last few months, I miss such 
a feeling. May I here quote from Jacques Wallage’s booklet Long may the public servant 
live: ‘Whoever wants a better government, shall stop to speak hard-heartedly about the 
servants of that same government’ (DG – New Year’s speech 2007).

According to Ford and Ford (1995), conversations for closure are needed to release people 
from the previous change effort and to go forward. This generally happens by acknowledging 
that, as a result of the change process, there are now new futures, with new possibilities, 
opportunities and problems. Statements regarding promises and the results typically 
precede conversations for closure. While the DG in the initiative conversations sketched 
an environment in which Rijkswaterstaat needs to pull out all the stops in order to justify 
its right to exist, throughout the following years and thanks to the implementation of the 
Business Plan, the prospects for the organization have changed. Rijkswaterstaat is “back on 
the map” and “solid as a rock again”. The DG’s New Year’s speech of 2008 contains typical 
examples of such conversations for closure: 

2008, January 9 – With our Business Plan we changed our course right on time. From a 
societal and political perspective, we put ourselves back on the map. We now have a grip on 
decisions with regard to our own future and development (DG – New Year’s speech 2008).

Performance statements indeed support this claim: 

2008, January 9 – Current evaluations of the road users’ satisfaction show remarkable 
numbers: in 2007 the appreciation for Rijkswaterstaat has jumped up. 83% of the road users 
is satisfied with Rijkswaterstaat and 64% thinks we are public-oriented. It’s the result of the 
foundation that we’ve laid over the past few years, something we worked very hard for and 
for which I am all employees grateful! (DG – New Year’s speech 2008).

Ford and Ford (1995) also note that conversations for closure not only bring about an end 
to the change process, but that they may also encourage new initiative conversations. This 
is precisely what happens in 2008. After bringing about an end to the Business Plan, the 
DG immediately launches a new initiative, the so-called Agenda 2012. The humble tone 
and underdog position is gone and the DG suddenly talks about becoming the “strongest 
brand” of the country:

2008, January 9 – 2008 will become the year in which we extend the aims of the business 
plan towards the year 2012. Rijkswaterstaat is as solid as a rock again. With the Agenda 2012 
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we aim to become the most leading, sustainable and public-oriented executive agency of 
the public sector during the next four yours (DG – New Year’s speech 2008).

The use of New Year meetings as specific moments to look back and forth and of the 
subsequent New Year’s speeches as a series of change conversations are not the only ways 
in which the DG uses the aspect of time. In this context, two speeches held early 2006 
by the DG when meeting with representatives of the private sector deserve mentioning 
because of the creative use of what is also referred to as “future perfect thinking” (Gioia 
et al., 2002; Pitsis et al., 2003). When addressing the issue of innovative contracting, the 
Director General literally asks his audience to “take a step into the future, towards 2015” 
in order to “look back at year 2006” and the situation within the Netherlands at that time:

2006, January 25 – Ever since 2004, the basic principle of Rijkswaterstaat became 
‘Market Unless’: we wanted the private sector to get involved as much as possible in the 
construction, management and maintenance of our infrastructures in order to have our 
hands free for our new societal role: taking care of smooth and safe circulation of traffic 
on our road and waterways …

Around that time, this required a totally new way of commissioning: “professional 
commissioning” we called it in 2006. By professionally tendering the market, we wanted 
to do more work with less people. We wanted to give the private sector a free rein to get 
the best out of themselves. Rijkswaterstaat, for instance, no longer prescribed how a road, 
a bridge or a tunnel should look like. Instead, we started to formulate how much traffic 
such a connection should be able to absorb; how long it should last and how it should fit 
into the landscape … 

Those changes also required a cultural change within the private sector. The building 
industry could no longer think in terms of ‘delivering quick and easy prescribed products’, 
but had to come to a solution itself, and it had to start thinking in terms of delivering 
services. Both the quality of the road or waterway and the circulation of traffic became 
important performance indicators … (DG Rijkswaterstaat - speech at a meeting of the 
Concrete Association 2006).

Although the fragment above is not written in the future perfect tense (i.e. shall/will + 
have + past participle), it is a typical example of managing through the future perfect. 
Thinking in the future perfect tense is the answer to the central question of strategic 
management: how to make sense of events yet to happen (Pitsis et al., 2003)? Grounded 
in the idea that people generally make sense by looking backward, future perfect thinking 
involves imaginatively placing oneself in a desired or expected future and then act as if the 
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events have already occurred (Gioia et al., 2002). This is precisely what the Director General 
does when asking the audience to look back at the year 2006. The question serves to create 
a play frame to retrospect about events happening today. The Director General encourages 
people to think of the present as if it were already over and done with and lying in the 
past (Pitsis et al., 2003). Besides enticing people to engage in such a creative exercise of 
thinking (Gioia et al., 2002), it provides the Director General with the opportunity to call the 
audience to account in a rather indirect way. When trying to convince his audience of the 
need for change, it sounds more polite and less patronizing to use the past tense (“around 
that time you could no longer think in terms of …”) rather than the present tense (“you can 
no longer think in terms of …”). What’s more, the description of today as if it were the past 
also forms the stepping stone for the second element of future perfect thinking, that is, “a 
visualization of the means by which the desired future may be accomplished” (Pitsis et al., 
2003: 575) and with what effects: 

2006, January 25 – The last few years you have been able to see in real terms how the 
renovation of the building industry has let to practicable solutions and a harmonious 
collaboration between the government and the market. We both agreed that the private 
sector and Rijkswaterstaat should look out for each other in a very early stage. Above all, 
we realized that it was necessary to include a ‘pre-competitive dialogue’ in the explorative 
phase because that would help the market to better understand Rijkswaterstaat’s 
intentions … During this period we also discovered that Rijkswaterstaat, in its role as a 
client, should pay much more attention to supplying good information, since not always 
did Rijkswaterstaat have the data necessary for contractors to submit a sound tender …

Enthusiasm within Rijkswaterstaat and the private sector about the use of innovative 
contracts was growing. It let to tremendous savings on personnel costs within 
Rijkswaterstaat. At the same time, the market was able to come with a better product 
for society. In hindsight, is seems no more than logical that Rijkswaterstaat standardized 
innovative contracting in 2005. The potential of the new client-contractor relation soon 
became clear. Still, a lot had to change around that time. Despite all good intentions and 
the willingness to change, the everyday practice turned out to be stubborn because were 
stuck in a fifty-year old division of roles. Now, on the building site of 2015, we have finally 
managed to break out of it: we have learned to speak each other’s language and we have 
learned to project ourselves into each other’s problems and issues. We have succeeded in 
developing our relationship from a boss-servant relationship towards a professional client-
contractor relationship, as partners … (DG Rijkswaterstaat - speech at a meeting of the 
Concrete Association 2006).
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By discursively projecting himself and the audience in an imagined future, the Director 
General no longer tries to persuade the addressees of the need and necessity, and of the 
results of the intended change, after all “[they] have all been able to see” how successful 
the process has been: “small contractors have developed into strong niche players”; “new 
players have entered the market” and these new alliances have been very successful in 
developing “practical solutions” to the problems that Rijkswaterstaat encounters. The DG 
acknowledges that this has not been easy: “we were stuck in a fifty-year old division of 
roles”. In doing so, he acknowledges the concerns amongst the organizations involved, but 
he also tries to delegitimize these arguments by showing how successful the change efforts 
have been (in the future). The present perfect is used to underline the positive results of 
the actions taken: “Now, on the building site of 2015, we have finally managed to … we 
have learned to … we have succeeded in”. In other words, this speech serves to picture the 
future as already completed in order to account for actions that still need to be taken in the 
present (Gioia et al., 2002).

Interpreting, Translating and Challenging the Narrative of Change

In the previous parts of this chapter focus has been on the core elements of the DG’s narrative 
of change as constructed in a variety of speeches. In this last part, I will turn to the narrative 
of the chairmen of the various works councils. Although the speeches of the chairmen are 
authored by different people – who are associated with different departments – they often 
include elements of a similar script. Staffing and the implementation of the DG’s Business 
Plan are the main themes in the speeches of the chairmen of the works councils. 

Personnel Discourses – Bringing People Back In
Staffing is an important theme in the New Year’s speeches of the works councils. Only one 
year after the announcement of the Business Plan, Rijkswaterstaat has already seen an 
incredible outflow. Several departments have said goodbye to more of its employees than 
planned for and the consequences are felt on the work floor. Within the speeches of the 
chairmen three narrative types can be found related to the issue of staffing: the humanistic 
narrative, the human resource narrative and the satisfaction narrative. 

The speeches of the works councils are dominated by what we may can call a humanistic 
narrative (cf. Vaara & Tienari, 2002; Vaara et al., 2006). The humanistic narrative is grounded 
in a different moral basis than the DG’s number narrative and focuses on the potential 
negative consequences of the emphasis on “numbers” only. Given the role of the works 
councils, this is not surprising. The chairmen attempt to humanize the number-rhetoric of 
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the managerial discourse of change by emphasizing that numbers refer to real people, as 
exemplified in the following:

2004 - The works council sincerely hopes that the management is fully aware that behind 
every FTE, behind every number, there is a human being and behind this human being, there 
is a whole family involved (chairman works council LB – New Year’s speech 2004).

By explicitly referring to FTE as human beings and by including the employee’s family 
into the story, the abstract managerial number rhetoric is translated into a personal 
story of change, highlighting the potential negative consequences of “the shrinkage” (de 
krimp) for individual employees. The humanistic narrative often focuses on the “victims” 
of the neo-liberal discourse of change: older and low-scale employees. It challenges the 
management to be creative (“it is always possible to find a spot within RWS or elsewhere in 
the government”) and to look at individuals rather than groups of people: 

2008 - The latest numbers tell us that in 2012 about 2000 colleagues will leave the 
organization due to ageing. In my perception this is another reason not to focus only on the 
people below 35 years old, the so-called youngster. There are enough colleagues between 
35 and 60 who are not at all old. A good interpretation of the age-awareness staffing 
policy is important, more than ever before. Again I appeal to the management here: don’t 
let yourself be guided by age, but by quality. Do not only facilitate the young, but make 
sure that everyone is subject to the same conditions and don’t hesitate to open up new 
possibilities for the older youngsters among us. Use their experience and make sure that 
you get massive enrolment in the – yet to be established – job agency ‘older youngster at 
RWS – stay, stay, stay’. Because, as my daughter told me upon my 50th birthday: ‘Dad, you 
are not 50, but rather 18 years old with 32 years of experience’ (chairman works council NB 
– New Year’s speech 2008).

Building on the idea to give employees the opportunity to develop along with the 
organization’s plans for change, the chairmen employ what we may refer to as the human 
resource narrative. The human resource narrative concentrates on employees as the 
organization’s capital. It is used to call upon management to invest in its human resources. 
Interestingly, the underlying rationale for doing so changes over time. In the early years 
of the Business Plan, the human resource narrative strongly appeals to a moral rhetoric, 
albeit a different one than the moral rhetoric found in the humanistic narrative. Where the 
humanistic narrative is mainly grounded in the idea that employees – thanks to their loyalty 
and hard work – deserve to remain employed and trained, the human resource narrative 
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blames the organization for the quantitative and qualitative “mismatch” in employees. Key 
for a moral appeal to invest in the organization’s workforce is the much-criticized behaviour 
of the organization’s management:

2004 – ‘Over the last few years, the management of Rijkswaterstaat has seen 
mismanagement’, to quote our DG’s very words on December 18th last. In so doing, he did 
not exclude himself – after all, he has been deputy DG from 1990 until 2001 – and he added 
that the employees should not be the ones to suffer for this. Therefore, our management 
knows where it stands and above all, where it needs to stand! Considering his sense of 
responsibility I am confident that the DG sticks to his words (chairman works council LB – 
New Year’s speech 2004).

The chairmen’s human resource narrative explicitly links the mismatch to organizational 
mismanagement and, in so doing, they are able to argue that investing in employees is 
something the organization is morally obliged to do:

2005 – The motto of the Business Plan is to “do more with less people”. Meanwhile, we 
are making good progress with “less people”. However, before we can “do more”, much 
will have to be done with respect to improving work processes and the quality of staffing. 
When we are talking about a “mismatch”, it is the organization’s duty to enable the current 
employees, with no exceptions, to get schooled and to give guidance to employees with new 
positions (…) For the works council, we are all suitable candidates until proof to the contrary 
has been provided (chairman works council NH – New Year’s speech 2005).

The mismatch is thus presented as being management’s – including the DG’s – very own 
fault. Therefore, so argue the chairmen of the works councils, it is not only the organization’s 
duty, but also the DG’s personal responsibility, to enable employees to develop along the 
lines of the new Business Plan. 

In the second phase of the change process, the works councils’ human resource narrative 
acquires an additional connotation that relates to the issue of understaffing. The plea to 
invest in employees is no longer grounded in a moral rhetoric only, but it is complemented 
by a more rational discourse. As a result of the huge outflow of staff in 2005 and 2006, 
the organization – as both the DG’s and the MD’s speeches show – is facing a major staff 
shortage in 2006 and 2007. The organization needs to invest in people in order to get the 
work done. Use of this argument enables the works councils to place the human resource 
narrative into the framework of organizational-level concerns:
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2008 – It is clear that today’s question is not whether there is enough work, but if there 
are enough people and means to carry out the work. In line with the coalition agreement 
Rijkswaterstaat has to cut down with 5%, the hiring of temporary staff has practically 
ceased and in the years to come we are up against a huge outflow (20-25%) of people who, 
due to their age, are able to stop working. With an increasing production, it is clear that the 
work pressure will increase considerably. Agenda 2012 speaks of an increase per employee 
of 30%. This worries the works council. So we argue for ‘investments’ against all the ‘savings’ 
of the ‘efficiency movement’: investments aimed to keep the pressure of work under control 
(chairman works council NH – New Year’s speech 2008).

The satisfaction narrative, in turn, is used for reflection on employee behaviour. The 
chairmen of the works councils pay considerable attention to employee motivation, pride 
and job satisfaction. Not without reason. Where customer satisfaction seems to be on 
the rise throughout the implementation of the change process, annual staff satisfaction 
surveys show a decline. The following example taken from the speech of one of the works 
councils illustrates this: 

2008 – A quick look at the results of the satisfaction survey (the annual assessment of 
RWS’ state of mind, including DID) shows another picture. According to the employees, 
Rijkswaterstaat does not have its house in order yet; it is not yet delivering more quality 
with less people; and a cultural change takes a long time coming. In short, the organizational 
structure may have changed, but this is not yet sufficient to realize the exact goal of the 
reorganization, namely better cooperation. In 2008 we practically have to give form to 
the Data-ICT-Division. Probably this is the most difficult part. Difficult because we may 
be better in the content of our work or because we prefer talking in rather abstract terms 
about organizational forms and working processes. We really need to start cooperating: 
with your colleague, with your supplier, with your customer. You don’t do that by putting 
organizational charts, flow charts or job profiles into a report. You neither do that with 
spread sheets full of FTE’s. But you do that – among others – by listening to each other, 
by giving each other feedback, by giving each other space and by motivating each other 
(chairman works council DID – New Year’s speech 2008).

The satisfaction narrative draws attention to the fact that a large group of people no longer 
feels involved in the organization; that “the new Waterstaat is no longer their Waterstaat” 
(chairman works council NH, New Year’s speech 2006). The satisfaction narrative provides 
another vehicle to argue for the need to invest in employees, in particular when connecting 
this to the previously discussed number and human resource narratives. Similar to the 
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human resource narrative, it is grounded in both value-loaded and a rational framework. 
First, it appeals to the idea of “good employment”. In addition, it is argued that an attractive 
working environment is important for organizational continuity also: not only does it 
keep current employees from leaving the organization, it also helps attracting the new 
employees that the organization is desperately looking to find: 

2008 – We have heard that during the coming years we will have to do a whole lot of extra 
work with less people. That’s the case in a country that is doing well economically and where 
the labour market is under great pressure. In order to recruit good people, Rijkswaterstaat 
will have to be an attractive, yes a very attractive employer. Apart from understandable and 
appealing campaigns – something we are getting better at – the most important thing is to 
learn it from hearsay of those who already work at Rijkswaterstaat and who are able to do 
their job with a lot of pleasure and with appreciation for the work they do (chairman works 
council ZH – New Year’s speech 2008). 

Implementation Discourses – Us versus Them
Within their speeches, the chairmen primarily draw attention on the process of 
implementation. The chairmen’s implementation discourse consists of two narrative types: 
the communication narrative and the leadership narrative. Although the chairmen rarely 
focus directly on ‘fundamentals’ of the organizational development plans, both narratives 
are used to reflect on the change process in a way that can be interpreted as questioning. 

Characteristic of the communication narrative is that it reduces all issues – employee 
resistance, motivation, (dis)satisfaction, uncertainty or a lack of support – to communication 
problems. Within the communication narrative, a careful implementation process means 
providing all employees with clear and sufficient information. The following is a typical 
example:

2007 – I would like to compare the reorganization process with the usual process of 
constructing or developing dry and wet infrastructure within Rijkswaterstaat. We 
distinguish between different phases: explorations, planning, draft planning procedure 
order, planning procedure order and finally, the execution of the project. The exploration is 
the start of the process and includes a problem analysis, problem definition, aim and possible 
alternatives, with the so-called zero-alternative and the MEA (Most Environmental-friendly 
Alternative). The start-up phase of the formation of the national services, including DVI, has 
not gone well. The number of different alternatives, for instance, has been rather limited 
and often absent and what we lack is a zero-alternative or even more the MEA, which is, in 
this case, the Most Employee friendly Alternative. It seems as if the solution has first been 
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developed, followed by the process that precedes it. Such a start is not conducive for the 
continuation of the process, although one is definitely working hard on the formation of 
DVI, including the necessary attention for quality. The basis for a successful process such 
as the formation of DVI is support. A good start in the exploration phase could have put 
that on the rails right away. In spite of all that, support actively needs to be created and this 
can be done better, among others by the ways in which one informs and communicates 
(chairman works council AVV – New Year’s speech 2007). 

Interestingly, the speaker uses the metaphor of infrastructure decision making to comment 
on the coming about of the reorganization with regard to his own department. Comparing 
the process with the different stages of infrastructural decision-making imposes preferential 
behaviour in a particular setting upon another. In this case, the speaker emphasizes the 
importance of creating support by informing employees. He criticizes the organizational 
management in a rather polite way: “this can be done better”. Others, however, are much 
more cynical about the managerial willingness to involve employees in the process: 

2007 – This is precisely the problem of this board. It talks to us, but then it goes its own 
way. All the attempts to draw attention to the immaturity of the market, the inappropriate 
contract forms, the illogical project model and role model, the operational management, 
the recruitment policy, they are invariably thrown to the winds (chairman works council 
UT – New Year’s speech 2007).

The leadership narrative goes a step further than the communication narrative: it not only 
focuses on keeping employees up to date by providing sufficient and timely information, 
but it concentrates on management’s abilities to involve employees in the process of 
development. Ever since the introduction of his new Business Plan, the DG has been 
emphasizing the exemplary role of the organization’s management. The Managing 
Directors and other members of the departmental directorate teams all have to participate 
in leadership and personal development programs (“leertraject”) in order to facilitate the 
implementation of the Business Plan. With the leadership narrative, the works councils 
critically evaluate management’s competencies as “change agent”. At the start of 2006, 
the chairmen of the corporate works councils wonders, for instance, how much time is 
needed for the organization’s management to acquire the leadership skills necessary for 
the implementation of the cultural change as intended with the Business Plan:

2006 – Within the organization of Rijkswaterstaat a large movement does not get going 
with the Director General preaching the word. A large amount of colleagues set to work 
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with a task. They started collaboration. This is what I call a cultural change. It is happening 
… The GOR [corporate works council] supports the DG in his approach to enable the 
management to personally develop oneself in order to cope with all the changes. Yet, I am 
beginning to get impatient also. How long should they be allowed to learn? You should ask 
the employees that question … (Chairman GOR – New Year’s speech 2006).

The communication and the leadership narrative are both built upon a clear juxtaposition 
of two groups of organizational actors and a typical ‘us versus them’ vocabulary. They 
position management as opposed to the rest and point to the growing gap between these 
groups:

2007 – The board of directors asks us to work SMART [Specific, Measurable, Agreed to, 
Realistic, Time-bound], yet they are masters at proclaiming vague statements. Capricious 
like the gods on the Olympus, they veil themselves in mist, descending occasionally to leave 
a message. Thereby leaving behind the helpful and motivated, ordinary mortal completely 
refused. The year 2006 is thus characterized by a growing distance between the employees 
and the management (chairman works council UT – New Year’s speech 2007).

In the speeches of the works councils there is a lot of talking about the position of the 
works councils vis-à-vis the Managing Directors and other members of the directorate 
team. Some of the chairmen explicitly position themselves as management’s counter voice:

2007 – After such a beautiful speech from our head-engineer-director, where peace reigns, 
where it’s roses all the way, where the vistas are veiled with honey pots and seventy-seven 
gorgeous ladies, it is my duty to tell you that the future does not look so bright. I will perform 
the task of unpaid sourpuss (chairmen works council RIKZ – New Year's speech 2007).

The above excerpt is an illustrative example of framing the encounter between the works 
council and the management as a typical conflict setting in which the task of the works 
council is to demystify and unravel management’s manipulative language. Not all criticism 
is voiced in such a sour way. 

An illustrative example of the light-hearted use of language is a speech found on the 
intranet of one of the regional departments that is written in a regional dialect. It is one of 
the few speeches that I found in which the speaker directly questions the ‘fundamentals’ – 
the need, necessity and content – of the organizational development plans.10 The use of a 
dialect, however, enables the speaker to voice its criticism in a playful way. In the following 
fragment, the speaker wonders, for instance, why implementing the new way of working 
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requires so much training and paper work, when the aim should be to simplify things. Apart 
from the use of dialect – the peculiarities of which got lost in the translation to English – 
the text also consists of a whole lot of (Dutch) abbreviations or managerial jargon. Yet, we 
don’t even have to translate or write them in full, as making the managerial narrative of 
change seem incomprehensible is precisely what the speaker wants: 

2006 – Nowadays, doing maintenance is everything but usual. These days you first have 
to talk about performance steering and project steering. You then have to enter into an 
agreement about the SLA … in addition you have to agree upon whether this is KAS money 
or BLS and whether this perhaps falls within a BOA. When you are out of luck, you also 
have to agree upon the KPI. Finally, you have to grade yourself about how satisfied RWS 
customers are about your work too. For the headquarters things have indeed become 
easier; things have been simplified. However, if everything has become so easy, I don’t 
understand the need for so many trainings, off-sites – really, this is how we call these 
things nowadays – impact analyses, fit-gap-analyses and game simulations. They keep on 
saying that everything is becoming simpler. But after that, they bombard you with thick 
reports in which not a soul is able to find its way through … What do you think of the 
following fragment taken from some report: “The DUP and the DUU’s of the SLA’s falling 
within the BLS are external products counting as internal advise for the benefit of capacity 
steering as a result of the MIT and SNIP projects carried out by the pack of directorates” 
(New Year’s speech ON 2006 – entitled “den Sallander”).11

10  The speech was found on the intranet of one of the regional departments, however, there was not reference to 
the author / speaker. Since text refers to both the DG and the Managing Director of the department in question, 
it can reasonable be assumed that the author is not part of the management, but the reverse.   

11  With every translation from Dutch quotes into English we loose some of its original meaning, however, this 
happens even more when trying to translate a Dutch dialect into a foreign language. Whereas I am unable to 
solve this problem for the non-native speakers, I do not want to withhold the Dutch readers from the original 
text, as in this case it is the creative use of language that is used here as a discursive strategy. The original text 
reads: “Nee teegnwoordig doe’j det deur eerst te proatn over prestatiesturing en projectsturing en dan nog eemn 
een afspraak maakn over de sloa, (…) En dan mu’j nog een afspraak maakn over of et KAS geld is of BLS geld en 
of het mogelukerwies ok nog valt onder een BOA. En a’j pech hebt mu’j ok nog een ofspraak maakn over een KPI. 
Dan mag ie oe zelf een rapportcijfer geemn over hoe tevreedn de klantn van RWS over oe’n wark bint. Ja vanuut 
et hoofdkantoor heb ze et veule makkeluker e maakt, ze hebt et vereenvoudigd. As et toch allemaole een stuk 
eenvoudiger giet zometeene dan snap ik echt niet waorumme as der dan toch zovölle opleidingen, knaagsessies, 
ja echt zo hiet det teegnwoordig, impactanalyses, fit-gap-analyses en spelsimulaties egeemn wördt. Ja et wördt 
echt eenvoudiger, zegt ze mar vervolgens gooit ze oe met dikke rapportn um de oorn woar as gien mense meer de 
weg in kan vindn (…) Wat dach ie van disse tekst die ik uut een of ander verslag haaldn: “De DUP en de DUU’s van 
de SLA’s die onder het BLS vallen zijn externe producten die gelden als intern advies tbv de capaciteitssturing als 
gevolg van de MIT en SNIP projecten die worden uitgevoerd door de peleton directies”.
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When the speaker talks about “they bombard you” or “they keep on saying”, he means the 
RWS board, also referred to in the text as “the Hague” or “the holy trinity”. The constant use 
of ‘they’ when referring to the organization’s management serves to articulate a distance 
between ‘us the employees’ versus ‘they the management’, between being a regional 
department located in the east versus the corporate headquarters in the west and, finally, 
between the ‘ordinary’ workforce that does not understand the management’s language. 
The speaker questions essential elements of the DG’s marketization and managerial 
discourse. Bureaucracy, so he argues, is reaching deadlock and he wonders who reaps 
profit from it: the market and the organization’s top management, at the expense of the 
shop floor worker, who is working its legs off:

2006 – So we just dismantle everything and what I find most remarkable is that we keep 
on laughing. And all the managers who have been told in December 2003 that they made 
a mess out of it and that they did not control the place, now received orders to tell their 
employees that the Waterstaat is improving. In 2010 the Waterstaat consist of a maximum 
of 2000 men/women and our department is, in fact, even less than a district in the sixties 
used to be, because the only thing that it does independently is to let private constructors 
carry out the maintenance, and everything else will be managed by The Hague. All in all, 
a beautiful task that lies ahead of our Gazelle [the new Managing Director], director of a 
powerful and beautiful department in the east of this country. Everything is becoming 
nice and easy, that’s what they told him in the Hague. For the time being, however, things 
are different. We are drowning in work. And things only seem to become more and more 
complicated. Those being 57 and 60 of age, very experienced people, they all go home (and 
they are welcome to it) and the youngsters that are staying may clean up the mess (New 
Year’s speech ON 2006 – entitled “den Sallander”).12

12  The original text reads: “Dus wi’j brekt gewoon de boel of en wat ik heel knap vinde is, wi’j blieft er bi’j lachn en alle 
managers die in december 2003 nog wördn vertelt dat ze der een zooitje van e maakt hebt en dat ze ut huus niet op 
orde had’n, hebt nou allemoale de opdracht ekreegn, teegn hun personeel te verteln, dat et de goeie kante op giet met 
de waterstaat. In 2010 dan bestiet de hele waterstaat nog uut maximaal 2000 man/vrouwn en onze directie is dan 
eigenluk nog minder, as een arrondissement uut de joarn 60, den alleen nog ut onderhold zelfstandig uut mag loatn 
voern deur de annemmer en veur de rest wördt alles vanuut den haag eregelt. Al met al lig hier een mooie taak veur 
onze Gazelle, directeur van een machtige mooie dienst in’t oostn van ‘t land. Alles wördt lakker eenvoudig, heb ze’m 
in Den Haag met e geemn. Mar voorlopig lig et toch nog effen wat aans. Wi’j komt umme in’t wark. En et lek alleen 
nog mar ingewikkelder te wördn. De 57 ers en de 60 ers, de mensn met völle ervaring, bint allemaole op huus an (ik 
gönne ze et van harte) en de jongeluu die overblieft magt de rotzooi opknapn”. 
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Although the relationship between the management and the shop floor is a central 
theme in many of the speeches, not all of the chairmen position themselves as being 
management’s opposite by definition. Many of the chairmen use the New Year meeting 
as a moment to explain to the rest of the organization how they try to fulfil its role as 
employees’ “watchdog”. More often than not, the strategy of the works councils seems to 
co-opt rather than to counter-act, the argument being that this is best for employees’ sake:

2007 – As a result of the cut backs on personnel by the various Balkenende cabinets, the 
workforce of Rijkswaterstaat has been considerably reduced. It has gone so far that, at 
times, the continuity seems to be at issue. Rijkswaterstaat, including AGI, has to start 
working differently: “doing more with less people”. Whether the next cabinet is called 
Balkenende IV or Marijnissen I, there is no chance that The Hague will suddenly change to 
“doing more with more people”! Management’s task is to translate those political wishes 
into organizational decisions. The works council is able to influence a decision through 
its right to give advice or approval. As such we can try to make decisions acceptable for 
all parties. That is, we can improve the quality of a decision by evaluating it from the 
employees’ point of view (chairman works council AGI – New Year’s speech 2007).

The above example is interesting for two reasons. First, it is important to note that, by 
reverting to the same causes for change as the DG and the organization’s top management 
and by only focusing on the consequences of the change process, the speaker actually 
reifies and normalizes the managerial inevitability discourse. Second, it shows that the 
speaker uses the New Year meetings as a platform to convince the employees that their 
interests are taken care of. This is not always easy. Compared to the rest of the employees, 
the advantage of the works councils is that its members have more insight into the 
organizational development project than the average employee. Not only because of their 
access to managerial documentation, but also because they participate in a lot of meetings 
with the organization’s management. Use of such knowledge also makes the works council 
function as a “broker” or intermediary.

Conclusion 

Even though providing organizational members with intelligible accounts of organizational 
change is part of everyday managerial life, this may get particular emphasis during 
specific moments in time. This chapter shows how speakers at Rijkswaterstaat’s New Year  
meetings appropriate these meetings as a moment to engage in change conversations 
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surrounding the organizational Business Plan. The speeches of the DG and the works 
council revert to different types of discourses that all provide a distinctive discursive 
framework within which the narrative of change is constructed and through which specific 
themes are brought up (see tables 5-6). It further highlights the ways in which the DG plays 
with the notion of time. The Director General employed a variety of temporal strategies, 
such as the juxtaposition of a negative past with an attractive, desirable future to create 
pressure for the change; the use of New Year meetings to create a unfolding change story 
with an apparently happy ending; and applying the concept of future perfect thinking to 
justify the present undertakings. 

The analysis in this chapter identifies the building blocks of the managerial narrative 
of change, and provides some insights into a (not the) counter-narrative. Yet, informative 
as they are, the textual versions of the speeches do not give insight into the reactions of 
the audience and neither in the process of producing the actual speech. The often-used 
addition ‘only spoken text counts’ also reminds us of the spoken aspect of speech. In the 
following chapters we will therefore turn to the ways in which various organizational 
actors engage in the process of constructing, telling, interpreting, sharing and challenging 
legitimation and delegitimation narratives in everyday practice and as part of unfolding 
processes of organizational change. 

Discourse type Narrative Framework Typical argument

Societal discourses Sociological narrative Providing a framework to reflect on 
the position of public sector 
organizations in today’s society 

Citizens demand a stronger and 
more decisive, yet also a smaller 
government

Critical 
infrastructures 
narrative

Drawing attention to the condition of 
and pressure on existing 
infrastructures in light of a 
changing climate and increased 
mobility

Traditional – technical – solutions 
no longer suffice

Operational
discourses

Drawing attention to the dark side of 
Rijkswaterstaat as a state within 
the state

We need to get in control of our 
financial and operational 
management and become a 
partner in business: we aren’t 
judged on what we achieved in 
the past, but on what we are 
doing now

Public orientedness 
discourses

User oriented 
narrative

Public orientedness means thinking 
from the point of the user, that is, 
looking at the function 
of infrastructure networks rather 
than its technical condition only

‘Our’ infrastructures belong to the 
road-user – quality alone is not 
enough when the infrastructure is 
unavailable for the user

Network oriented 
narrative

Thinking from the point of view of 
the user means looking at 
infrastructure networks as coherent 
wholes

Regional borders make no sense to 
the user, so you need to 
collaborate with colleagues from across

Visibility narrative In order to become a public oriented 
network manager, the public has to 
recognize you as such

Our public has to see and feel that 
we are working in their interest

Marketization 
discourses

Consolidation 
narrative

Placing the marketization narrative 
into the framework of the 
recommendations made by the 
parliamentary inquiry committee 
in the construction industry

We need to work towards a healthy 
and clear division of roles with the market

Innovative solutions 
narrative

Placing the issue of increased market 
involvement into an ‘efficiency’ 
framework

Market involvement leads to more 
innovative, creative, cost and 
time efficient solutions, and less 
legal hassle

Public values narrative Placing the issue of marketization in 
the framework of ‘the public 
interest’

We need to keep sufficient 
knowledge in order to 
professionally contract the market

Managerial 
discourses

Uniformity narrative Placing the organizational 
development process into the 
framework of gaining increased 
managerial control through 
standardization

We all need to work according to 
the standards and work processes 
that we agreed upon

Number narrative Framing the personnel ‘mismatch’ as 
a quantitative problem to be solved 
by strategic personnel management

New people can only enter the 
organization when sufficient 
others have left: room for new 
inflow needs to be earned

Cultural narrative Framing the personnel ‘mismatch’ as 
a qualitative problem to be solved 
by both strategic personnel 
management and investing in 
human resources

Training and exemplary role 
behaviour are key to the 
internalization of desired 
behaviour, values, beliefs and 
feelings

Table 5  The DG’s narrative of change
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Discourse type Narrative Framework Typical argument

Societal discourses Sociological narrative Providing a framework to reflect on 
the position of public sector 
organizations in today’s society 

Citizens demand a stronger and 
more decisive, yet also a smaller 
government

Critical 
infrastructures 
narrative

Drawing attention to the condition of 
and pressure on existing 
infrastructures in light of a 
changing climate and increased 
mobility

Traditional – technical – solutions 
no longer suffice

Operational
discourses

Drawing attention to the dark side of 
Rijkswaterstaat as a state within 
the state

We need to get in control of our 
financial and operational 
management and become a 
partner in business: we aren’t 
judged on what we achieved in 
the past, but on what we are 
doing now

Public orientedness 
discourses

User oriented 
narrative

Public orientedness means thinking 
from the point of the user, that is, 
looking at the function 
of infrastructure networks rather 
than its technical condition only

‘Our’ infrastructures belong to the 
road-user – quality alone is not 
enough when the infrastructure is 
unavailable for the user

Network oriented 
narrative

Thinking from the point of view of 
the user means looking at 
infrastructure networks as coherent 
wholes

Regional borders make no sense to 
the user, so you need to 
collaborate with colleagues from across

Visibility narrative In order to become a public oriented 
network manager, the public has to 
recognize you as such

Our public has to see and feel that 
we are working in their interest

Marketization 
discourses

Consolidation 
narrative

Placing the marketization narrative 
into the framework of the 
recommendations made by the 
parliamentary inquiry committee 
in the construction industry

We need to work towards a healthy 
and clear division of roles with the market

Innovative solutions 
narrative

Placing the issue of increased market 
involvement into an ‘efficiency’ 
framework

Market involvement leads to more 
innovative, creative, cost and 
time efficient solutions, and less 
legal hassle

Public values narrative Placing the issue of marketization in 
the framework of ‘the public 
interest’

We need to keep sufficient 
knowledge in order to 
professionally contract the market

Managerial 
discourses

Uniformity narrative Placing the organizational 
development process into the 
framework of gaining increased 
managerial control through 
standardization

We all need to work according to 
the standards and work processes 
that we agreed upon

Number narrative Framing the personnel ‘mismatch’ as 
a quantitative problem to be solved 
by strategic personnel management

New people can only enter the 
organization when sufficient 
others have left: room for new 
inflow needs to be earned

Cultural narrative Framing the personnel ‘mismatch’ as 
a qualitative problem to be solved 
by both strategic personnel 
management and investing in 
human resources

Training and exemplary role 
behaviour are key to the 
internalization of desired 
behaviour, values, beliefs and 
feelings

Table 5  The DG’s narrative of change
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Table 6  Narrative of the chairmen of the works councils

Discourse type Narrative Framework Typical argument

Personnel 
discourses

Humanistic narrative Placing the issue of staffing into the 
framework of employees concerns

Numbers refer to real people – we 
have to look at individuals rather 
than groups of people

Human resource 
narrative

Placing the issue of investing 
in human resources into the 
framework of organizational 
concerns

The organizational mismatch is 
management’s own fault: not 
only is it wise for the 
organization to invest in its social 
capital; it also has a duty to do so

Satisfaction narrative Framing employee dissatisfaction as a 
management problem

The new Waterstaat is no longer our 
Waterstaat – invest in happy 
employees – they are the best PR 
you can have

Implementation 
discourses

Communication 
narrative

Defines implementation problems as 
a problem in communication

Don’t leave them in the dark 

Leadership narrative Defines implementation problems as 
a leadership problem 

How long do you want to learn?
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You probably don’t know who Janus is, since he is an ordinary man who doesn’t attract a 
lot of attention. Still Janus has an exceptional job. He is a lion tamer in the Civil Engineer 
Circus! The circus exists over a long time. Due to its magnificent shows, the circus is 
famous and many people come to visit. But soon things will start to change. The boss of 
the circus, the director, will buy a new circus tent. A smaller tent …

Thus begins the story “A new circus tent for the Civil Engineering Division”. The story is 
written by an angry employee of the Civil Engineering Division (CED) and sent to all of its 
employees. In the form of a children’s story the author makes a mockery of the process of 
organizational change within the CED. The analogy to circus artists providing an artistic 
performance touches upon the way civil engineers regularly talk about engineering 
structures as “structural art works” (the Dutch word for it, kunstwerk, means any work 
of art) (Bosma, 1993). Civil engineers tend to be proud of the fruits of their workmanship. 
Rijkswaterstaat, and with it its Civil Engineering Division, has played an important role 
in designing and building bridges, sluices, tunnels and storm-surge barriers which have 
gained a worldwide reputation, sometimes even serving as attractions for international 
tourists. In one of its corporate flyers (1998) the CED claims and markets this reputation, 
referring to the continuous efforts necessary to make and keep the Netherlands habitable 
by mentioning the Dutch saying “God created the world, but man created the Netherlands”. 
In the above story, the metaphor of a circus acts as a symbol for the organization’s 
extraordinary achievements, but the need of a smaller circus tent also evokes feelings of 
nostalgia with a glorious time that seems to have come to an end. 

This chapter focuses on the dynamics of legitimation as part of the process of 
organizational change within the CED in the period 2005-2006. The analysis focuses on the 
on going process of constructing, interpreting and editing a narrative of change and counter 
narratives. How do particular narratives and counter narratives (justifications in favour of 
or against certain actions) find their way into the organization? Who are the producers of 
those stories and how are they used to legitimize or delegitimize the organizational change 
program? Janus’ circus story tells how the discursive division between an “old and new 
CED”, between “old and new work”, between “old and new jobs”, that was introduced to 
make sense of the change process, allowed so much room for interpretive flexibility, that 
it seemed to destroy the meaning that it was created for in the first place. The unfolding 
narrative in this chapter follows the five-act structure of a classic Greek drama: exposition, 
rising action, climax, falling action and catastrophe. Before watching the unfolding drama, 
we will start with a contextual description – a prologue in theatrical terminology – of the 
historical and cultural development of the CED in the build-up to the reorganization of 
2004.

hfst 4.indd   152 23-09-13   15:26



153

4
chapter

Background and Context

The CED headquarters was located in a central location in the country. Due to the renovation 
of the corporate building in 2005-2006, the main office was temporarily located in a 
rented office building. At the beginning of the change process, the CED’s workforce roughly 
consisted of about 1000 employees who were stationed either at the organization’s 
headquarters or in one of its regional offices. Similar to the other departments within 
Rijkswaterstaat, the CED had a relatively old and male-dominated workforce.13 People 
regularly joked about the average age of the workers: “within the Waterstaat you are still 
young at the age of 45 or 50” or “at the age of 57 you can still be an upcoming talent”. A 
substantive amount of people had been working for the organization for more than 20 
or even 30 years. People often deliberately chose to work for a public engineering office 
and they took great pride in their work. When asking what motivated them to work for 
the organization, the answer usually contained reference to the kind of projects they were 
working on: “because of the large and the beautiful projects”, “because of the societal 
relevance”, “because I want to work in a client-role”. Being able to connect your name 
to a project was seen as important: “Within this organization some people attach great 
importance to projects. With projects you can score. You are somebody when you are a 
project manager” (head of department). Projects also made the organization visible: “With 
projects you are getting the public’s attention. Nobody sees what is happening within the 
organization. What you see is the outside: projects” (head of department).

The tasks performed by the CED ranged from developing, constructing, maintaining, 
consulting and coordinating infrastructural and hydraulic engineering structures. The 
organization was organized along a functional divisional organization design with six main 
departments and several staff departments (for the organizational chart see appendix 3). 
The organizational governance consisted of an eight-headed directorate team and a large 
layer of approximately 80 middle managers. The CED had a strong technical orientation, 
which was reflected in the leadership structure. Similar to the other departments within 
the Rijkswaterstaat organization, the Managing Director was referred to as the Chief 
Engineer Director and managerial legitimacy was acquired through technical expertise. 
Individual managers were selected on their technical skills and achievements rather 
than on people or organizational skills per se: “You are getting respect once you have 
managed large projects. You can’t become head of department unless you have managed 
a large project” (head of department). Apart from having to gain managerial authority by 
showing technical competence, this had to do with the prevailing idea of what managers 

13 On December 31, 2001, the average age of the CED’s employees is 44,8 and 162 out of 1034 employees is female 
(Intern Jaaroverzicht 2001 – Bouwdienst Rijkswaterstaat).
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were supposed to do: “Management here is focused on the content and not on people” 
(project manager). Interdepartmental collaboration was low. The organization was often 
described as a compartmentalized organization, an archipelago of islands. The main 
departments operated largely independent of each other and were often seen to have 
different (sub) cultures. People distinguished between ‘wet’ and ‘dry’, between ‘design’ and 
‘construction’, between ‘engineering’ and ‘operational management’, between ‘line’ and 
‘project managers’, between ‘concrete’ and ‘asphalt’ or between those working ‘inside’ and 
‘outside’ the office. Structurally and culturally, the organization had a heritage of mergers. 

The merger between the bridges department and the sluices and weirs department 
in the early 1990s was generally seen as the foundation of the CED. Both departments 
were founded in the 1930s and they differed considerably in their way of working. Most 
employees referred to the initial period as one of factional conflicts: “During that merger, 
the department was in a state of war, real war. The two fields of activity did not understand 
each other” (product manager). Although the animosity had ceased away, functional 
coordination and integration between the different units remained poor: “One felt a 
strong urge to break free from hierarchy and to let a thousand flowers bloom. The CED 
was organized into four different main departments, having the possibility to continue 
independently as main departments at the back of one’s mind” (product manager). The 
Managing Director at the time believed in the power of integral management. Many 
people looked back nostalgically on this period: “At that time the organization bubbled 
over with energy. Everyone high and low in the organization knew ‘I can show creativity 
here, I can take responsibility here, I can take the initiative here’” (head of department). 
However, the amount of freedom had undeniably left its traces: the organization gradually 
lost control of its operational management. The autonomy of the departments had 
resulted in an unequal balance of power in the directorate team. In practice, the directors 
of the four main departments operated as a shadow DT, frequently consulting each other 
and bypassing the others, including the MD.

The successive MD (1995-2003) realised that he needed to change course. To the regret 
of many, managerial control was tightened. With the introduction of more and more 
mechanisms of control the internal bureaucracy increased. While people felt that they 
were increasingly turned into administrative slaves, the audit office continued to raise 
concerns. Creativity and technological innovation, once celebrated, no longer seemed 
of most importance: “At one stage we couldn’t do any good. The beautiful technical 
achievements would all pale into insignificance when compared to the dramas in the 
sphere of our operational management” (head of department). Under pressure by the 
external environment to regain control, senior management was seen to distance itself 
from the work floor: “It resulted in alienation of the ideas from the top and its feasibility 
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in practice. We were used to getting a pat on the back once in a while, but love of 
craftsmanship was increasingly undermined” (head of sub department). The organization 
had become gridlocked: “We were all brought to account by [the MD] who was preaching 
fire and brimstone. This really marks a turning point in the perception and feeling of the 
employees. From then on we no longer had the courage to say what we were thinking” 
(head of department). Cultural factors also played their part. 

Although the organization had often been applauded for its knowledge base and 
technical expertise, it also had a reputation of being arrogant and internally focused. 
Despite evident financial and organizational problems, most employees took the position 
of being the Engineering Division for granted, as if the organization would never have to 
succumb to whatever calls for change. As one product manager described: “I truly belief in 
the fourth power, that is, the power of government officials. I am not particularly proud 
of it, but I think that we never really followed the track government expected from us”. 
This was a view shared across the organization: “Report had it, both administratively and 
politically, that we would have to become smaller and that we would have to contract 
out work to the private sector. I have the impression, however, that on the work floor it 
fell on deaf ears” (head of department). Many people attributed this civil disobedience 
to the CED’s management culture. There was a strong sense of ‘we-always-know-better’ 
across the organization, going hand in hand with a ‘saying-one-thing-doing-another’ 
attitude: “In general this organization tends to have something like ‘if the manager says 
so, we do it just a little bit’” (head of department). And people usually got away with it: 
“Statements are made, but no one ever really checks what happens. There is too little 
control. Delegation is about letting things go, as much as it is about verifying whether it 
really happens. The latter rarely occurs” (head of department). Tension also characterized 
the relationship between the CED and the regional departments, the clients of the CED. 
Regional departments regularly complained about the fact that the CED was always going 
its own way, even when the regional department had commissioned a project. Animosity 
between the parties was related to fights over ownership (“who is in charge of a project”) 
and the attitude of the CED (“a bunch of know-alls”). The CED was seen as a competent 
player, but it was not always regarded as a good partner. Regional departments often felt 
excluded by the CED and criticized its one-sided technical focus. Some had also come to 
the conclusion that the CED was expensive and questioned the added value of having an 
internal engineering office. 

With the arrival of the new DG and his Business Plan a fundamental reorganization 
seemed inevitable. In 2004 a new MD was appointed: Leo. Leo was unquestionably brought 
in to inhibit the role of change leader. The challenge for the CED was to gain approval for the 
plans among its own employees and to simultaneously involve the external environment 
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in the process. Being one of the “frontrunners” in the RWS change process, decisions made 
by the CED inevitably had an effect on the rest of the organization. As a consequence, both 
the DG and the directors and employees of the other RWS departments closely watched the 
development of plans by Leo and the rest of the CED’s directorate team. Also the Minister 
and the Chamber anxiously waited to see whether a structural and cultural change really 
took place in one of the so-called “problem-departments”. Starting with the arrival of this 
new MD in 2004, it is this process of (de)legitimating the managerial narrative of change 
by the actors involved, that this chapter focuses on. 

Act 1 – Exposition: Dreaming of a New Future 

Leo was appointed in 2004. Throughout that first year, the plans for change gradually took 
shape. Reform issues were changes in the organizational structure, housing, governance 
steering, redundancies and a cultural change. The designing phase was organized along a 
few demarcated moments. Starting with presentations for the RWS board of directors and 
meetings with the middle management, the unfolding narrative of change can be found in 
the formal documents, statements or power point presentations that were created along 
the way. A town hall meeting was organized to communicate the evolving change narrative 
to the CED’s employees. From then on, much effort was invested in communicating the 
DT’s narrative of change through a range of informal channels also: news items on the 
intranet, reports and columns in Tangram (a for that purpose established newsletter), a 
personal blog of the MD, “Monday morning” meetings in the headquarter’s canteen, road 
shows to the CED’s regional offices, or “lunches with the MD”.

Although the time between the start of the change process and the “kick off” of the 
new CED would eventually take more than two years, the design process started with some 
concrete changes in the organization and management structure. The new CED would be 
knowledge oriented, rather than product oriented. For that purpose, the four “business 
units” would be discarded and replaced by fourteen new departments (eight core units 
and six operational and financial units). The new departments would all be housed in the 
CED’s central headquarters and the CED’s regional offices would be closed. The DT saw 
this as a means to increase collaboration between departments. They argued that the new 
structure would bring an end to the compartmentalization of the organization and give 
a boost to the aspired cultural change. The directorate team was reduced from eight to 
four people (the new MD, CFO and two directors). A strong (new) layer of middle managers 
would become responsible for the day-to-day management of the CED’s core disciplines 
and its operational and financial management. 
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The evolving narrative of the DT stated that the organization could only become 
successful if it was restructured in terms of an accountable, ‘slender’, flexible and 
professional core unit, with transparent performance routines and a target oriented 
culture. The ideal employee was not afraid to share knowledge, showed a learning attitude 
and had a drive for innovation. The directorate team often referred to the principles of a 
network organization: flexible, non-bureaucratic, creative and efficient. The aspired profile 
of the new CED was an innovative knowledge organization and a pro-active network player. 
With that came all sort of other images: a demand-oriented supplier of high-quality advice; 
an initiator for innovation in the construction sector; a pioneer when it came to involving 
the private sector; a partner in business for parties within and outside Rijkswaterstaat, 
nationally and internationally.

After the contours of the new profile had been sketched, a “was/become list” was 
constructed: a twenty-page enumeration of differences between the old and the new 
way of working. With regard to the role of projects in the CED’s core disciplines (civil 
engineering, steel and water management) it stated, for instance, that the focus would 
shift from designing to delivering high-quality (technical) knowledge: “Doing projects 
is about calculating, drawing, designing and advising” became “Doing projects is about 
advising, specifying and purchasing”. The list also contained statements with regard to 
other change-items such as market participation, cooperation with other departments, 
knowledge management or culture. With regard to the issue of working with regional 
departments, for example, the was-list read: “The CED constructs (or is closely connected 
to the actual construction work) art works and provides the necessary products”. In the 
become-list reference to physical products had disappeared. Instead, it emphasized the 
importance of delivering services: “The CED advises and facilitates the construction sector 
in consultation with other RWS department”.

Many employees found the profile and the was/become list rather abstract and hard 
to make sense of: “An innovative knowledge organization? I found it a difficult story. 
Eight out of ten people here think about technical knowledge when you are talking 
about a knowledge organization” (project manager). Others argued that the DT had not 
thought things well through: “You want to get the crème de la crème in the house and do 
really innovative things, whereas that is also what you want the market to do” (product 
manager). Also the communication officers had difficulties translating the DT’s ideas 
into a story that made sense for the average employee. In particular when the DT – after 
long deliberation – still decided to refer to the new CED as the engineering department 
of Rijkswaterstaat, with the emphasis on engineering department: “There was a group of 
people that was continuously searching for meaning. Because of the word ‘engineering 
department’, they decided that this included drawing and counting, because ‘that is what 
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an engineering office is doing too, isn’t it?’ That is true, for an engineering office, but not 
for an engineering department. So everything became a semantic discussion, you see?” 
(communications advisor). Insiders had it that keeping the story vague was a deliberate 
strategy: “At a certain moment presentations to the DG were based on sheets with – what 
I usually refer to as – slogans. When the DG asks what you mean you can always give a 
positive answer; and when you encounter critical questions, you just give it a little twist 
and everyone is satisfied again” (HR manager). 

The discussion between the DT and its employees was further fuelled when at the end 
of year one, the directorate team introduced the idea of Shared Capacity, a temporarily 
division for redundant employees, redundant meaning those employees doing “old” work”. 
As from that moment, the battle at play increasingly focused on defining the difference 
between “old” and “new”. 

Act 2 – Rising Action: Shared Capacity as New Solution for Old Problems

At the end of 2004, the DT announced the idea of a new and temporary division called 
Shared Capacity (SC). SC was introduced to enable the transition from the old to the new 
organization. Employees using ‘old working methods’ and doing ‘old work’ would be out-
placed into this department until they had found a new job elsewhere. 

Figure 3  Shared Capacity

Source: Concept organisatie- en formatierapport Bouwdienst Rijkswaterstaat - 3 mei 2005
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The DT promoted the new department as a smart solution for both employees and the 
organization itself: it would give redundant employees the opportunity to continue carrying 
out the regular work while preparing oneself for a new job. This is how the rationale behind 
SC was described in a report of the meeting published in Tangram: 
 

The New CED no longer does ‘do-work’. On the pretext of ‘Market, unless …’, all the executive 
activities with respect to content will be transferred to the private sector. As a consequence of 
the disappearance of activities such as drawing, calculating, designing, research, supervision, 
inspections and the like, with the passage of time we no longer need people to do such work. It 
sounds harsh, but it is the consequence of the choice that we have been forced to make within the 
entire Rijkswaterstaat organization by the government.
 
With regard to the employees whose work will disappear, we as DT have decided not to accommodate 
them in the new departments as we think that this will hamper or prevent the development of the 
new way of working. But we don’t want to loose those employees from one day to the next. With 
the new Shared Capacity department we are able to make sure that the change will not be in fits and 
starts and that there will be a period of adjustment in order to commission the CED’s executive work. 
Shared Capacity will also enable us to keep our production under control during the change process. 

The alternative is an enforced departure by means of the replacement trajectory. Under the current 
circumstances, that would mean ‘game over’ after eighteen months for many of these employees. 
Shared Capacity offers opportunities because we focus on employees’ competences. These people 
are of value. The only thing is that they can no longer capitalize on their skills within the CED, but they 
should start elsewhere. 

They continue to be useful by finishing current activities or by working for private sector parties. We 
try to come to an agreement that when RWS is commissioning activities to the private sector – in 
particular to engineering offices – Shared Capacity will do part of those activities. This creates the 
space that is needed to find another job within or outside the Rijkswaterstaat. In the mean time, 
employees will actively be supported and coached in the change-over to a new job within or outside 
RWS.

Shared Capacity will be a springboard for some employees, while it will be an intermediate or end 
station for those who are going into retirement or for those who – eventually – become replacement 
candidates during the period of existence of the department (Tangram reorganization newsletter – 
17 December 2004).
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The above fragment is informative about the DT’s change discourse in several respects. 
First, the emphasis on the disappearance of “do-work”, also referred to here as “executive 
work” or “content”, underscores the idea that the reorganization was not just about 
making cutbacks here and there, but a strategic choice to withdraw from particular work 
activities. Second, the notion that the CED would “no longer need people to do such work” 
represented the core of the DT’s rationale about the way to do this: people would follow 
work. Third, the DT legitimated Shared Capacity as a win-win solution. A prolonged stay 
of those whose work was no longer needed would “prevent” the development of the new 
organization, whereas a sudden goodbye would equally hamper it. At the same time, SC 
as “springboard” to a new future was presented as an emblem of socially responsible 
employment. Placing people into a distinct organizational unit enabled a focus on their 
strengths rather than their weaknesses: the emphasis on “opportunities”, “competences” 
and “skills”, and the sharp contrast to the alternative of enforced departure – also defined 
here as “game over” – underscored this. It was in the interest of the employees themselves 
also to be separated from the new CED.

The DT’s change discourse soon encountered discursive resistance. Employees whose 
work would disappear felt the need to emphasize the importance of their work: despite the 
DT’s efforts to present the change as a strategic choice, the managerial change discourse 
was felt to undermine their professional identity. An example of an employee’s struggle 
to make sense of the situation can be found in a column in the Tangram newsletter about 
the co-called “bottom man”. The bottom person in an acrobatic troupe is the person who 
anchors the base of a human tower or pyramid. The column takes the form of an interview 
with the bottom man, who is about to loose his job: 

The Bottom Man
“… It’s an important function, after all, without bottom man, no act. Unfortunately, not everybody sees 
that. While we receive a blow, the others take a bow. That’s basically how it is”.
“The tragedy of the under man, isn’t it?”
“Exactly, but if that was about it. It has recently been decided that our circus no longer needs bottom 
men”. 
“No longer necessary? But then the act ceases to exist?”
“Yes, indeed. The act will be gone. Such a beautiful act where we mainly need our hand and feet, even 
though some people tend to speak with a bantering voice about those hand and feet. No bottom man. 
Not even a few. No, they all have to go. We literally have to fold our tents”.
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Where the DT continued to emphasize that the reorganization was about redefining the 
scope of the organization, on the work floor the division in work was increasingly defined 
as a division between “suitable” and “unsuitable” employees. For instance, during one of 
the DT’s road shows in the fall of 2005, Leo was asked a question about the emotional 
consequences for people that would be declared “unsuitable” for the New CED. The MD 
responded that he disliked the term suitable: “Everybody has its own competences, together 
with ideas about what you want or do not want. Shared Capacity is for those people who 
make different choices”. Note the subtle change in who is seen to (be able) make a choice 
here. Where employees saw Shared Capacity as a department they would unwillingly end 
up, Leo tried to recast this route as something people could also deliberately choose for 
themselves: “Shared Capacity is meant for those who are unable or unwilling to work in 
the new CED and for those who take another course” (observational notes road show – 19 
October 2005, emphasis added by author). Next to the DT’s future-looking “opportunities 
narrative”, a counter narrative came into existence which defined Shared Capacity as a 
barrel to dump loyal and competent employees. An example of this was observed during a 
visit to one of the regional branches in the fall of 2005. 

“You are angry, I see”
“Oh yes, but especially disappointed. No longer being able to see the beautiful ring or the appreciative 
applause, no longer the wonderful smell of sawdust or the welcoming laughter of the clowns. I am 
devoted to this circus, sir. Do you understand? It won’t be able to continue without bottom men. 
Don’t you think so? A great pity of such a technical act”. 
“Well, what will you do next?”
“I don’t know yet. Lately they suggested to put this act on the market. Someone else suggested that 
after a lot of training I might be able to join the trapeze act or the springboard. Without a safety 
net, I bet? No, the future is very uncertain. And as my father, also an acrobat, used to say: ‘you reach 
higher when you are standing on each others shoulders, than standing on each others toes’. That’s 
what I hold on to”. 
“Good luck and thank you very much for wanting to talk so openly about the tragedy of the bottom 
men” (Tangram reorganization newsletter – 14 January 2005).
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The Green Mile
The article on the notice board next to the Xerox machine in one of the CED’s regional offices draws 
the attention of the passer-by. It’s hard not to catch a glimpse of the text when using the copier: 
‘Twiddling one’s academic thumbs’, it says with bold headlines, referring to the story of an academic 
organization that needs to get rid of over hundred of its employees. Therefore they are “parked” in a 
“faceless building where they have got little sensible to do; they have to buzz off”, the introduction 
continues. When asking around, nobody knows exactly who put the message on the notice board: 
“someone from the secretarial office”, Menno, one of the department managers says; “someone from 
downstairs”, Marion, one of the secretaries says. But they all know what it refers to: “it has to do with 
Shared Capacity”, the manager says, with a meaningful look: “The term ‘Shared Capacity’ is only used 
by the board of directors”, he continues, “the people themselves see it as a ‘house of the deceased’, as 
a ‘dust bin’”. Even though he doesn’t openly side with those who share this opinion, he doesn’t seem 
to oppose the postage on the notice board. It’s early November 2005 and the article dates from august 
earlier this year. Some of the terminology used in the article indeed bears close resemblance to the 
CED’s Shared Capacity plans: the project in the article is referred to as a “transition”; approximately 
150 (or 250, depending on the source) people are “on their ways towards another job”; the “transitional 
phase may take 32 months, that is over 2,5 years”; “it’s a new method” to “accompany” people and 
to make them realise that they “really have to find another job”; actually it’s in “their own interest” 
not to be “amongst those who do work for the organization” or even better, it’s in the interest of 
“both parties”. Yet, the overall tone of the article is purely cynical. It portrays an image of two hundred 
“nearly-ex” employees that have been “stashed away” in a “prison like” building (bringing to mind 
an association with the movie ‘The Green Mile’) and who have nothing else to do than “cleaning the 
archives”, “apathetically staring at their computer screens” or playing golf with a “nice indoor game”. 
During lunch later that day, when Menno joins Marion and Jos, another department manager, the 
discussion comes back to Shared Capacity and the latter part of the article’s “transition” story is 
manifested. Looking around the cafeteria, someone wonders whether those in Shared Capacity are 
allowed to use the same restaurant, once they’re out placed. All those present start joking: people 
from Shared Capacity will be “branded”; they’ll get a “number” and a “special uniform”; “striped, like 
a prison uniform”, someone says. They find it remarkable that so many people openly say that they 
will end up in Shared Capacity: “you can hear that all over the place”, somebody says. Menno thinks 
most people do that to “protect themselves”. The discussion then turns to the management of the old 
CED, of which some of the older managers have voluntarily chosen to be placed in Shared Capacity. 
Again they are joking about how the idea behind Shared Capacity applies to this generation, working 
in Shared Capacity for only three days a week, leaving them with two days to prepare for their new 
future, in this case their retirement: playing golf, cycling, playing with their grandchildren and teaching 
them to cycle with side-wheels: “and Leo is checking upon that”, they end with. And everybody is 
laughing out loud (observational notes – 7 November 2005).
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With the rationale behind Shared Capacity being a division between different work 
activities, the discussion about defining the new way of working increased. People 
increasingly started to differentiate between what they referred to as “old” and “new” 
work. The managerial change discourse, however, allowed for quite some interpretative 
flexibility on this matter. A communications advisor explains how reference to a ‘new way 
of working’ had begun with Rijkswaterstaat’s corporate change narrative. Being one of the 
frontrunners in this process, the CED directorate team was hampered by the fact that this 
‘new way of working’ still had to crystallize itself out: 

Everyone was saying things like ‘we have to develop a new organization according to the 
new way of working’. But nobody knew what it was. I remember that at a certain point we 
had started a series in Tangram [reorganization newsletter]. This resulted in a rather bizarre 
discussion with members of the DT because when I asked them to tell me what the new 
way of working looked like, it remained silent. ‘Well, do you have projects then?’, I asked. 
‘Yes, we do have projects’. ‘Well, which projects and which project leaders?’ But when we 
came back with a story they said ‘this is not the new way of working’. I understand very 
well that it is difficult to write down in 300 pages ‘this is it’, but they could have given a bit 
more guidance (communications advisor).

As a result, the semantic discussion about old and new continued: “At a certain moment 
there were new projects, using old working methods, or old projects, using new working 
methods – throughout the whole day everybody was continuing labelling everything” 
(communications advisor). People increasingly realised that the more they would be able to 
attach the “new” label to the activities they were involved in, the more likely their chances 
for placement in the new CED. 

Act 3 – Climax: The Bubble Bursts – Reaching Crisis Point and Beyond

The new middle management, together with the HR advisors, were assigned with the task 
of conducting over 700 placement interviews in a little more than a month and a half. 
Together with an independent chairman and externally hired minutes secretaries, they 
formed the so-called Placement Advisory Committee (PAC in its acronym). The PAC was 
to advise the DT upon the filling of the new departments, but also upon placement “in” 
or “out”, that is, in the new CED or out to SC. For the duration of the placement process, 
the members had been released from their operational tasks. Liberated from their regular 
managerial tasks and isolated from the rest of the organization in a separate part of the 
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building, the PAC members worked in a closed group. All employees had received a leaflet 
describing the ins and outs of the placement procedure. The placement procedure included 
several steps. It started with an assessment of the extent to which positions in the old CED 
matched with new positions (i.e. determination of job-following). This had resulted in the 
so-called IST-SOLL list, a document describing the current versus the future situation in 
terms of work activities and workforce. In case of job-following, people would be placed 
in the new CED according to the “last in first out” principle. In other cases, members of 
the PAC were to determine to what extent employees were qualified for and interested in 
another position in the same salary scale. 

The definition of the IST-SOLL situation was rather strategic. After all, the bigger the 
difference between the current and the future situation – at least on paper – the smaller 
the number of people that would be entitled for direct placement in the new organization 
based on the work they were doing. A limited number of job holders allowed the CED’s 
management to ‘legitimately’ select between employees. The leaflet described the reasons 
for using an assessment as follows:

In order to obtain, as much as possible, a careful and objective view of your level of working 
and thinking, your personal competencies, character and qualities, everyone will be invited 
to an electronic assessment. The assessment takes place prior to the placement advisory 
conversation. Partly based on this assessment, an objective view will be sketched of both 
your qualities and special attention points in light of the position that you have shown 
interest in (…) The assessment consists of several practical assignments and a personality 
questionnaire to map your intelligence, personality and aptitude for your preferred 
position.

Note the importance that was being placed on employees “character” and “personality” 
in addition to practical skills and level of competence, and the emphasis on gaining an 
“objective” view of this. Objectiveness, here, is put as the basis for a “fair” procedure, 
that is to say, an “unbiased” placement based on an impartial measurement of skills 
and competencies. It rules out favouritism. Its emotional correlate, however, for many 
employees was a lack of respect. Some employees felt that the process was not doing 
justice to people’s accomplishments in the past. In particular those employees who had 
been working for the organization for 20 years or longer:
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They have earned their place and everyone knows what they can and what they can’t. Also 
when looking at the new organizational form and the new way of working. If only they 
had said that the assessments are developmental assessments. That would have cleared 
the air a bit. But … no, gosh darn it, now all those above 50 have to apply for a job (former 
head of department). 

Soon after the placement interviews started, words were going around that the 
conversations were not that easy and that the members of the PAC were setting a very 
high standard. During the DT’s road shows along the various departments, employees 
started asking questions about the manner in which the PAC-members were conducting 
the interviews. During one meeting, for example, where an employee questioned the 
supposedly neutral attitude of the PAC-members towards the interviewees. He criticized 
the PAC for being prejudiced against the interviewees: “We don’t think you are suitable, 
try to convince us of the contrary” and suggested they were only looking for one type 
of answer: “If you wanted to do something different, it was positively evaluated; if you 
wanted to continue doing the same, you were not allowed to say so”.

In retrospect, one of the communications advisors acknowledged that he had not 
realised either how the middle managers and HR advisors were using the interviews and 
other instruments, like the assessment or employees’ personnel files: “It turned out that 
they were taking a very hard line. For half of the employees, this was absolutely against 
their expectations”. He recounts how it suddenly became clear for a whole group in the 
organization that the PAC was for real and that even job holders at least had to show 

© PB c/o Beeldleveranciers 2013 / Source: Tangram reorganization newsletter – 7 October 2005

Image 14  Assessment
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up: “people [started] saying things like ‘what a jerks’ or ‘have you also had such an odd 
conversation’”. The members of the PAC knew that not everybody was pleased with the 
way they were conducting the interviews. They for their part found that a large part of the 
employees were not taking the conversations seriously: “When somebody just says that he 
wants to design in 3D and we no longer do that within the new CED, he isn’t prepared” (HR 
advisor). They were particularly disappointed with the fact that many of the interviewees 
were unable – from their point of view – to “sketch an adequate picture of the new CED and 
of their own roles and responsibilities within the new organization” (HR advisor). 

The PAC-process was not even half way when both HR advisors and middle manager 
started to express a concern that the total number of placements in Shared Capacity would 
by far exceed the maximum of 190 outplacements that had been agreed upon with the 
works council. They were of the opinion that a lot of people in the old CED were in positions 
where they should not have been: “even job holders need to be brought up to standard” 
(HR advisor). They voiced concerns that job holders were treating the conversations as an 
introductory talk with their new manager, rather than as a placement or a job interview. As 
a result, a news item was put on the intranet that urged all employees to take the placement 
process seriously. One of the headings in the article referred to a middle manager and 
emphasized that the issue was still undecided, even for  job holders. The article caused a lot 
of commotion, in particular among those who thought they were entitled to placement. 
The works council filed a complaint and demanded for a revision. Soon after, the text was 
changed and simply encouraged everybody, including  job holders, to prepare themselves 
for the interviews. 

In the mean time, the directorate team applauded the way in which the PAC was putting 
the designed placement procedure into practice: “At that moment the middle managers 
were heroes because they were acting strong” (communications advisor). Although the 
CED had seen several reorganizations in the past, never before people had been dismissed. 
The DT was of the opinion that performance interviews, if undertaken at all, had never 
been taken seriously and that in the past, people could get away with everything. In the 
eyes of the DT, the placement process was an essential element for the quality impulse. The 
placement procedure not only served to decide upon the placement of employees in either 
the new CED or in Shared Capacity, but it also clearly marked a cultural change in itself. Jobs 
would no longer be guaranteed: “Leo has literally said: “After every reorganization within 
the Waterstaat, everyone always has a job again. That’s not what we want. We want to 
choose” (communications advisor). As from the start, the DT had made it clear that they 
wanted to break up the old boys network. Not all of them had been convinced, however, as 
to whether the members of the PAC were able to break with this tradition:
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I shouldn’t forget to say that, initially, at the beginning of the placement process, the 
biggest fear of the DT regarding the middle managers was … let’s put it correctly … the DT 
had the opinion that people within the Rijkswaterstaat organization always make sure to 
take good care of their colleagues. Without exception, the middle managers that had been 
recruited were all Rijkwaterstaters (communications advisor). 

That the DT perceived a potential problem with the role of the PAC members was evident 
also from the behaviour of other change agents. For example, in a meeting of the cultural 
change project team, where two of the DT’s external advisors clashed with the HR manager 
after making a plea for the involvement of an external selection agency in the PAC process. 
According to the consultants, the question should be seen as a cultural intervention rather 
than as a motion of no confidence in the HR advisors: “The image of the HR advisors is ‘we 
need them, yet not as co-equals’” (consultant A). For the consultants, openly questioning 
the ability of the HR advisors to oppose the middle managers actually served as a means 
for discussing the role of the latter: “I have asked them [the middle managers] whether 
their hands are still free. If something could be seen as a motion of no confidence, it is this” 
(consultant B). The consultants viewed the PAC as the gatekeepers of the new CED and 
they warned against favouritism: “In the coming months demolition work will be done. It 
might be useful to have someone without long-term commitment, someone whose hands 
are really free” (consultant B). In the end, it was decided that both middle managers and 
HR advisors would conduct the placement interviews, but a specific person was hired as 
chairmen of the PAC: “With the intention of keeping everyone alert” (communications 
advisor). 

During a kick-off meeting – a ritual moment that marked the beginning of the PAC 
process – the directorate team had emphasized the importance of a transparent, honest, 
careful, but also sharp process: “The time of ploughing, harrowing and sowing is behind 
us. Now it’s time to get the harvest (…) we hope for a qualitatively rich harvest” (MD). At 
various times during the process, statements were made that reflected the DT’s perception 
that this reorganization was, in fact, a quality impulse. An HR advisor during an informal 
get-together: “In order to really make a cultural change, we need to set a high standard and 
we need to stand by that throughout the entire process”. The middle managers seemed 
of the same opinion. During a lunch with both HR advisors and middle managers, for 
instance, a middle manager reflected on the problem of not having enough people to fill 
his department, by saying that a cultural change was “easier with new people anyway”. At 
the same time, awareness grew among the PAC members that the result of the process 
could provoke emotional distress among a large group of employees. They started to worry 
about “aftercare”. The DT seemed of the opinion that such reactions would naturally fade 
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away. As it read in an interview with the MD shortly before the sending of the letters: “If 
you honestly look at yourself, you know your chances and possibilities. Of course we cannot 
please everybody in the reorganization. I fully realise that the letter can be a great blow for 
those who do not get the position they were hoping for. But everybody knows that after 
a while all strong emotions will decline again, although that knowledge doesn’t help you 
when you’re right in the middle”. This turned out to be an understatement as the result of 
the placement process shook the organization to its foundations. 

 Although the number of people that had been allocated to Shared Capacity did upset 
people, most of the outrage was caused by the motivation and the language used in the 
placement letters. It turned out that a handful of the letters consisted of extremely abusive 
language regarding the employees in question: in those letters people had been referred 
to as “a risk for the organization”, “rude,” “blunt” or “arrogant”. Other complaints were that 
the reporting did not capture the essence of the conversation, that phrases had been taken 
out of context or given a different meaning, or that they contained factual inaccuracies. 
Astonishment and anger dominated the reactions of the employees, irrespective of 
whether people had personally been harmed or not. Stories had it that, at the contested day, 
complete project teams dropped down their tools, stopped working and left the building. 
The directorate team was called together for a crisis meeting by one of the communications 
advisors:

I met with [the CFO] who asked me “why, what went wrong with the placement”? You 
should know that [the CFO] had signed all those letters. So I said: “well, in the text of those 
letters, the ones with your signature below, it says that people are autistic, rude and blunt”. 
He jumped out of his skin and he was not at all amused. I told him to call Leo who then 
returned to Utrecht. We sat down together to discuss what we could possibly do. They 
literally said: “what can we do”? We could not say that it went wrong, because that would 
put the whole placement procedure … neither could we dump all those middle managers 
since that would put us into trouble even more. The tone! It’s the tone (communications 
advisor).

From then on, the communication strategy was to focus on the tone. The evident mistakes 
in the reporting seriously challenged the idea to use the PAC as an example for the desired 
cultural change. Apologizing for the tone was seen as a way to do justice to the collective 
anger and yet to avoid scrutiny of the end result, that is, the individual decisions regarding 
employees’ placements in the various departments, including Shared Capacity. Although 
the members of the directorate team disassociated themselves from the usages of offensive 
language, they continued to stand behind the result of the placement procedure:
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At the start of the placement process we have told the committee to avoid the use of 
veiled terms. After all, clarity serves as the best basis for the future of both employee and 
organization. Clarity should, however, never be confused with a tone and wording that is 
being perceived as offensive. “A risk for the organization”, “rude,” “blunt” and “arrogant” 
are incorrect characterizations and do not take into account the purpose of the report. 
It ill benefits both the old and the new CED to speak in those words. We can’t reverse it 
anymore. The directorate team has been involved and performed a check upon the intended 
placements in Shared Capacity. We stand behind the intended placements. However, 
we have neglected to take sufficient notice of the tone of the reports and therefore we 
apologize (email MD to all the CED’s employees – 1 December 2005).

With the screaming headline “CED offends employees” the news made it to the front-page 
of Cobouw, the Dutch daily newspaper of the construction industry. Internally, the works 
council served as an important spokesperson of employees’ tale of discontent. Apart from 
discussions about the intonation of the letters, their concerns focused on three intertwined 
themes: the end-result, the selection procedure and the criteria used by the PAC. The works 
council had frequently voiced concerns that the members of the placement committee had 
barely sought the advise of informants. According to the works council, too many employees 
had been treated as if they were external applicants. By not taking into account employees’ 
performance in the past, much evidence of employees’ competences had been disregarded. 

Shortly after people had been notified about the results of the placement procedure, 
the works council distributed a newsletter, which revealed the criteria used by the PAC for 
placement in the new CED. It turned out that the PAC, alongside the often-heard criterion 
“man follows work” (mens volgt werk), had made additional agreements about the criteria 
for placement. Apart from defining employees’ “competence for a particular position” 
(geschiktheid) within the new CED – according to the works council the only relevant criteria 
– the PAC had focused on the criteria of employees’ “fit with the new CED” (passendheid). 
Attached to the newsletter was an internal document with guidelines for members of the 
PAC. Candidate’s fit with the new CED was operationalized as the “capability of contributing 
to the renewal of the CED”. According to the document, this had been measured by asking 
candidates whether they were: 

1.   Capable of describing the content and meaning of the renewal within the CED/ 
Rijkswaterstaat

2.   Capable of describing what this means for the type of work one used to be doing and/
or will be doing 

3.   Motivated regarding the change process within the CED and believe in one’s own  
process of change
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In other words, candidates’ capability of contributing to the renewal of the CED was 
measured by the extent to which they were able to give an apt description of the new 
organization, their own work and motivation to contribute to the change process. Such a 
description should include references to the “familiar was/become overviews” (i.e. lists with 
differences between the old and the new way of working) and “general knowledge” like 
‘market unless’, ‘external knowledge sharing’, ‘RWS-wide network organization’, ‘writing 
specifications instead of designing’, etcetera. It also became clear that those who did not 
meet this criterion would be excluded from placement: “If a candidate is not found suited 
in step 1 [fit with the new CED], only in exceptional cases placement will still be possible. An 
exception, for instance, may happen when the candidate possess indispensable knowledge 
or qualities for the new CED”. 

What’s more, not only did the PAC decide upon placement in the new CED or in Shared 
Capacity, it had also attached a “suitability” label to job holders. The essence of the idea 
of job holders was that most of their work activities were being done within the new CED. 
Although the PAC was unable to decide upon the placement of these employees – after all, 
job holders were entitled to placement and the list of job holders had been established in 
an earlier phase of the reorganization – they had still passed judgement as to the extent 
they thought those people were capable of doing their job. As a consequence, job holders 
had been labelled “suitable” (geschikt) or “unsuitable” (ongeschikt). This latter group was 
further divided into job holders that were “unsuitable, but with the potential to be made 
suitable” (ongeschikt, maar geschikt te maken) and “unsuitable, without the potential to 
be made suitable” (ongeschikt, niet geschikt te maken). The chairman of the works council 
comments: 

Someone had been placed on a one-year probationary period: “After consideration within 
the placement advisory team, after consideration within the overall PAC organization and 
after consideration with the DT, it has finally been decided to appoint you on a one-year 
probationary period. FULL STOP. If found suitable …”, etcetera. Below, in the next paragraph, 
it said: “Although you have been positioned within the new CED, the PAC committee can’t 
imagine that you, during the rest of your life with the CED, will be able to make yourself 
familiar with the new way of working. Signed …”. That’s when I thought … do you really 
want the man to end up in a madhouse. He was in tears when he came into my room with 
that report. A job holders, the text of whose report read: “Although you are a job holders, 
the PAC committee has to conclude that you are a ‘fatal error’ for the new Civil Engineering 
Division” … [silence] … Well … that … I think … has caused enormous anger amongst people. 
Frustration. 
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Prior to the commotion, the importance of selection at the gate as an essential part of 
the cultural change and as a prerequisite for the transformation from old to new had 
been a recurrent topic within conversations among the DT and the members of the PAC. 
Throughout the placement process everybody had been convinced of the necessity of 
making a quality improvement. But now that the results had become public and numbers 
had turned into the emotions of real people, this was easier said than done. The DT’s initial 
change narrative of going from old to new working practices had severely been undermined 
by the characterization of people as “suitable” or “not suitable” and the obvious and often-
repeated examples of the terminology used in the letters. The rationale no longer seemed 
to be an objective division between old and new work, where “people would follow work”, 
but a normative selection of wanted and unwanted employees. During the management 
conference that was being held a week after the sending of the letters, the middle 
managers and the directorate team discussed what to do next. The main question was 
whether they should apologize or not … 

Say Sorry?
The two consultants chairing the management conference invite the participants – all members 
of the DT and the entire middle management – to exchange their experiences and views on what’s 
going within the organization regarding the commotion surrounding the placement process. Initially 
nobody reacts. After a moment of silence the MD takes the floor. He tells the others that he has been 
“unpleasantly surprised” by the effects of the placement letters. Apart from the message itself, people 
are angry and hurt because of the choice of words. He says that the emotions are running high and 
defines it “a low point in the management/employee relationship”. Leo’s words pave the way for the 
middle managers to take over. One after another they share their experiences of the past few days. 
Most of them have tried to get into contact with the employees of their department through coffee 
meetings or individual conversations. They use words like “a shock wave” or “a bombshell” to define the 
reactions on the work floor. Some middle managers are pleasantly surprised by the openness of their 
employees: “letters were put on the table and extensively discussed”. Others tell that they also receive 
signs of recognition. Most comments are about the argumentation: people don’t recognize it, they 
feel that the reporting gives insufficient insights, they complain about a lack of clarity regarding the 
criteria used by the PAC. There is a lot of collective anger on the work floor coming from dissatisfaction 
with the overall process and the tone of the letters. Most middle managers feel that the employees 
look upon them as the instigator. Another one admits that he finds the anger hard to deal with; it is 
hard to defend oneself against. He has the impression that – in addition to Leo’s email – people are 
waiting for them to apologize and he wonders what to do. 
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This is precisely what the two consultants want to discuss within the entire group: how to deal with 
this. 

One of the middle managers reminds the others of the fact that over the past few years, people have 
never been told how “we think of them”. He calls it a culture shock. With the placement letters it is there 
in black and white. Even people with only a single “point of development” interpret this negatively, all 
the positive remarks aside. He recalls that the intention of using the label “to be made suitable” had, 
in fact, been a positive one. Unfortunately, the overall experience is negative: people perceive it as an 
ultimate and last chance, as if they are “hanging by a thread”. The manager in question thinks that 
people need time to get used to this new way of treating each other. Not everybody understands the 
great commotion. A middle manager admits that he is a bit surprised. After all, haven’t the numbers of 
Shared Capacity been out in the open for quite some time? Someone replies that is that it’s not about 
the numbers. Leo agrees. He has the impression that placement in Shared Capacity is one thing, but 
the problem is that people feel they have received a “parting shot” and that even job holders are hurt 
by the tone of the letters and the label “to be made suitable”. Leo: “it’s not the content of the message, 
but it is the way the message has been written down”. He also points to the group-effect that is taking 
place: “when a colleague is being hurt, everyone speaks up”. 

One of the members of the DT takes over. He says that rationally, everything is correct: “the 
numbers are in order and we have a result”. But despite the fact that he knew what was coming, he is 
surprised too. He agrees that it is a culture shock and he calls the start of the new CED “precarious”. It 
hasn’t surprised him that there are people who don’t want to know that they are not suitable for the 
new CED. However, the fact that they feel deeply offended does. He argues that an organization has 
to be “authentic”: it is wrong to be “harsh”, but this does not have to be offensive. The middle manager 
that previously admitted to be surprised thinks that most reorganization processes go like this and he 
wonders why people find it this difficult. Another middle manager adds that it is not unusual to blame 
the tone. Given the culture of the CED, a bombshell seemed inevitable: “the longer the reorganization 
processes take, the more bureaucratic the organization is, and the more one is not used to being called 
to account, the stronger the reaction”. As this all applies to the CED, they should be careful playing the 
underdog when it comes to a general apologies, thus argues the middle manager in question.

The previous member of the DT does not want to trivialize things by simply having a few 
conversations: “a culture shock is fine, but this has gone too far”. He wants to learn from what has 
happened and apart from that, he is of the opinion that some people simply “deserve an apologies”. 
A fellow member of the DT differentiates between a general apologies for the tone and “apologizing 
to a few individuals in order to set things right”. Everyone seems to agree. The previous DT member 
adds, however, that there are more things to be managed, like the often heard (mis)understanding 
that “when you say you like engineering, you fall by the wayside”. He also has problems with phrases 
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like: “from now, the only thing that counts is your achievement in the new CED”. He reminds the 
others that they don’t start from scratch. His fellow board member refers – again – to the existing 
culture: although most people have been part of reorganizations before, within the Waterstaat 
people before lost their jobs. He calls it foolish for the CED’s management to first act as a tough guy 
and “break with the Waterstaat” and at the same time apologize for that (observational notes – 6 
December 2005).

After everyone had been able to express one’s opinion, DT and middle management agreed 
not to come with general apologies. 

Act 4 – Falling Action: The Circus Tent Collapses

Several weeks after the results of the placement process had been communicated, an 
angry employee wrote the story “A new circus tent for the CED”. The story was sent around 
by email to all employees and explicitly addressed the Director General and the MD of the 
CED. Coincidence or not, it was sent around precisely one year after publication of the so-
called “bottom man” column in the Tangram newsletter. Similar to the column, the author 
of this story used the metaphor of a circus to comment on the reorganization process 
within the CED. Much attention had been paid to the presentation of the story. It had been 
given the form of a booklet, including a cover, title page, coloured illustrations throughout 
the main text, references to other stories from the so-called “Janus’ series” and some 
reviews cited on the back (i.e. “A beautiful story, but actually too realistic for a fairy tale”)14. 
The author did not have the intention of remaining anonymous: his name was written on 
the title page and the email was send from his email address. 

Although it was referred to as a fictional story, the characters in the story closely 
resembled “real” people. The story referred to core elements of the DT’s narrative of change 
– changes in the organizational structure, working methods and staffing. Within the story 
a circus director is told to slim down his circus. He plans on building a new and smaller 
circus tent that does not have enough space for all of its artists. As a consequence, the 

14 Although the author does not refer to it, it could be a deliberate choice to call the main character ‘Janus’. In 
literature and art, Janus is often used as a metaphor for duality. In Roman religion and mythology Janus was 
usually depicted as having two faces.
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A New Circus Tent for the Civil Engineering Circus
You probably don’t know who Janus is, since he is an ordinary man who doesn’t attract a lot of 
attention. Still Janus has an exceptional job. He is a lion tamer in the Civil Engineer Circus! The circus 
exists over a long time. Due to its magnificent shows, the circus is famous and many people come to 
visit. But soon things will start to change. The boss of the circus, the director, will buy a new circus tent. 
A smaller tent …

The director is not doing it just like that. His boss (the General Director of the Rijkswaterstaat 
Entertainment division) told him to reorganize the CED Circus. Much of the work, such as looking after 
the animals, shall no longer be carried out by its own staff. ‘Rijkswaterstaat is too big’, he called, ‘and 
therefore the CED circus should be slimmed down first!’ That’s quite difficult to our circus director, 
since how should you go about that? What’s more, the General Director has said: ‘the CED circus 
should continue to provide nice performances, as the show must go on’. He finished his words with: 
‘and remember to network and to act vigorously’ …

Janus the lion tamer has already heard a lot about the coming changes. The director has already 
met with all his employees to report on his plans about the new, smaller tent. He has also told the 
employees that there will no longer be room for most of the caretakers. Janus regrets the way it goes, 
since now other companies will start to take care of the animals. That will cost extra money, which 
will raise the entrance price. Janus almost knows for sure that the animals won’t stay fit optimally 
and therefore the shows won’t be as good any more. But then, what can he do about it? Since the lion 
shows continue to exist – as he understands – he’s not too concerned and he continues training his 
new act with his lions. 

In the circus – Janus isn’t a strong man at all. Yet, he is in control of the awe-inspiring lions. As soon 
as he cracks the whip or when he slaps one of the dangerous predators, the animals do exactly what 
Janus wants them to do. They walk in circles, they roar at will, and they obediently sit down on their 

15 Pipo is the name of a famous Dutch clown

caretakers have to leave and other companies will be asked to take care of the animals. The 
author had eloquently translated characters and phrases from the reorganization process 
into the context of a circus. The text built on well-known abbreviations like the PAC or SC, 
but in the circus story these terms stood for Pipo’s As Consultants15 and Sucker Circus. The 
character of Janus did not simply represent an “ordinary” employee, but could be seen as 
that of the civil engineer; the “nice performances” referred to the engineering projects of 
the CED; and “the animals” that Janus and his colleagues were taking care of pointed to the 
engineering structures being constructed and maintained by the CED. 
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stools, exactly the way Janus orders them to do. At the very height of the show Janus puts his head 
in the mouth of the biggest lion. 

And even though Janus thinks that the lions have a bad breath, this exciting part of the show is 
his favourite act. With this he shows who’s in control of those powerful animals. After all, none of 
the animals hurt him, even though they could kill him. Of course the circus program does not consist 
solely of the lion show. There are also acrobats, trapeze artists, and horse and dog trainers and of 
course you have the clowns. Janus usually enjoys looking at those noisy jokers. 

The new tent – The director has announced that the new, smaller circus tent will consist of three 
pillars, which will form the basic frame of the tent. Further, he has written down what kind of people 
he will need in the new circus. Besides, he has designated the clowns as his assistants, since it’s too 
complicated to do everything on his own. To start with, the clowns have to examine which artists 
will continue to play in the circus. They are very proud and they consider themselves very important, 
since they will advise the director. That’s why they call themselves “Pipo’s [i.e. the name of a famous 
Dutch clown] As Consultants” (PAC). 

A pile of papers – Janus the lion tamer will also have a conversation with the PAC. But first he has 
to fill out a form in order to indicate which job he likes to get in the new circus. Therefore Janus reads 
a whole pile of papers, which he has received about the changes. ‘Hmm … it doesn’t say ‘lion tamer’, 
he thinks. Fortunately, Janus soon discovers that ‘animal tamer’ [dompteur], which the papers do 
mention, is in fact exactly the same as ‘lion tamer’, as it says that ‘an animal tamer should be able to 
force lions to bend to his will’ and he also has to let them do the following things: to walk in circles, 
to jump through rings of fire, to roar at will, to obediently sit down on a stool and to cooperate when 
inspecting their teeth. According to Janus, there’s no question about it: he’s made for the job! Despite 
the fact that ‘animal tamer’ is another term than ‘lion tamer’, he meets all the criteria, so there’s 
definitely a place for him in the new CED circus. 

Janus then has to do sort of a test on the computer. He doesn’t really get how one could find out 
whether he’d be a good animal tamer with such a test. Fortunately the test is successful, since he 
gets high marks. According to the report he would fit well in the new CED circus. Janus also has a 
record of a performance interview with the boss of the animal trainer’s department. Every time he 
reads the record he blushes at it, since it says he’s a terrific lion tamer. As modest as he is, it takes 
some hesitation before he sends the record to the PAC. Moreover, he indicates that the boss of the 
animal trainer’s department, as well as the mayor, who always is that enthusiastic about his shows, 
are willing to report about him. 

The conversation – When Janus goes to the PAC for the conversation, he’s not nervous at all. He’s 
had trickier things to do than this. Once, his skirt was in flames, since he was standing too close to the 
ring of fire. When he thinks back to how he was running through the ring like a clown …

The conversation starts talking about the weather, but soon it’s about the new tent. ‘What do 
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you think about it’, one of the PAC-members is asking our lion tamer. ‘Well’, says Janus, ‘I like the sound 
of it. I think it’s a nice plan, with those three pillars. But I also see a danger: the pillar in the corner of 
caretaking is rather short and thin, I think. As a consequence there is little room for the caretakers. 
Since they know exactly what it takes to keep the lions fit – something that is extremely important 
for the circus – I’d give them some space. Also the tent is slanting and that could be dangerous; the 
thin pillar might break down and then the whole tent will collapse’, concludes Janus. ‘But’, one of the 
clowns says, ‘what would you do with those risks when you are an animal tamer in the new circus?’ 
‘Well’, says Janus, ‘only too often I’ve called for the fact that that pillar is actually too short, and I will 
keep on warning if I see that the new tent is really slanting. Apart from that I cannot do anything, since 
I am a lion tamer, eh … an animal tamer, by profession, rather than a tent designer. The director is in 
charge of the tent, so he has to make sure that the tent keeps standing so that we can give nice shows’. 

The conversation then proceeds to the new job that Janus likes to get. Janus says that he likes the 
circus very much and that the lions always do exactly what he wants them to do. It’s a nice conversation 
and therefore he tells something about himself, about how proud he is of his acts, but also about the 
lion’s bad breath and the fact that his clothes once were on flames. One of the clowns asks him to 
show how he cracks the whip, but that’s difficult for Janus, since he doesn’t have one with him. After 
the conversation, Janus is satisfied. He returns to his lions to train his new act. 

The letter – After several weeks Janus receives a letter from the director. It says: ‘Based on your 
conversation with the PAC, I conclude that you are not a suitable candidate for the job of animal 
tamer in the new Civil Engineering Circus. You do not like the new tent and you haven’t been able to 
convince us that you know how to innovatively crack a whip. Your weaknesses are that your clothing 
often catches fire and that you show aversion to your activities. That’s why you will be placed in the 
temporary Sucker Circus (SC), a separate tent, which will be placed far away from the new CED’s tent. 
Given that you perform well as a lion tamer, apparently, you will be promoted. However, as you know, 
the lion tamer’s position won’t return in the new CED circus. As long as you keep on working for us, we 
expect you to continue with your lions’ acts, even though you are incapable of working with the lion 
whip, as a result of which you don’t control the lions’. 

All confused Janus pulls down the letter. He doesn’t get it. It was a nice conversation, wasn’t it? 
Didn’t he show that he knows the trade of being a lion tamer or an animal trainer? Didn’t others testify 
on that? Didn’t he have a good result on the test? And what is he doing in the Sucker Circus? Is he to 
continue with the lions, even though they say that he doesn’t control the animals? If it were true what 
the director writes, wouldn’t that be dangerous? 

Janus hears the same stories from his colleagues: experienced trapeze artists who wouldn’t know 
about magnesium powder, acrobats who wouldn’t be able to work together (even though they quite 
often form human pyramids), a trumpet player who doesn’t know the first thing about something …
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The clowns have performed a real stunt, but they’ve made a terrible shambles of it again. Janus 
doesn’t like it any more. He doesn’t want to act as a lion tamer in the Sucker Circus any more. He 
doesn’t mind doing some odd jobs for a while, but meanwhile he’ll start looking for another job. He 
may become a dog trainer in another circus, a director, a designer of circus tents, or maybe he will be 
able to be the joker for a while, as a … clown (attached to email – 5 January 2006). 

Janus’ circus story contains several counter-narratives against the managerial narrative of 
change. The ideas of fewer caretakers for the animals and his thoughts about the new 
circus tent refer to the changes in the CED’s organizational structure and the increased 
involvement of the private sector. His fears about the fragile and the inaccurate position 
of the circus tent’s pillars, higher entrance prices, unhealthy animals and deteriorating 
shows stand for the questions people had with regard to core elements of the managerial 
narrative of change: how would the CED be able to become – or remain – an innovative 
knowledge centre and a professional commissioning authority when much of the work 
would be outsourced? How would they be able to safeguard the quality of the structural 
art works? How would they be better of, cost-wise? With his description of the way in 
which Janus interprets the information about the new circus – reasoning that an animal 
tamer is in fact exactly the same as a lion tamer – he ridicules the managerial division 
between a supposedly old and new CED. The playing with words – “an animal tamer should 
be able to force lions to bend his will” – resembles the semantic discussion about old and 
new work within the CED. It also touches upon the critique that the managerial narrative 
of change was not new at all and that the management’s view of the organization was 
out-dated.

It should be noted that the story was sent around several weeks after the management 
of Shared Capacity had arranged for an informative meeting with its prospective members. 
During that meeting the author had been one of the few people who had grabbed the 
microphone and expressed his frustration and incomprehension with the placement 
process. He had asked the directorate team why they actually asked him to continue with 
his work: despite the fact that the project was often referred to as an example of innovative 
work, the PAC had disqualified his entire project team. He cynically remarked that if this 
were really the case, the only logical option would be to put him and his colleagues under 
guardianship. On receiving a loud applause from the audience, he added that he would, 
in fact, be promoted that very same month because of his accomplishments. The parallel 
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with a circus in which experienced artists are suddenly found incapable of doing their jobs 
– while it is patently obvious that they are, from the simple fact that they are still alive – 
alludes to this. 

The story contains numerous questions people had with regard to the selection process 
and the operationalization of employees’ suitability for the new CED. It refers to the 
questions people had with regard to the use of an assessment – “he does not really get 
how one could find out whether he would be a good animal tamer with such a test”; the 
ways in which the PAC had been able to ignore the result of the test (“he gets high marks”) 
and other proof of people’s capabilities (“every time he reads the record he blushes, since 
it says he is a terrific lion tamer” and “the boss of the animal trainer’s department, as well 
as the mayor who is always enthusiastic about his shows, are willing to report about him”). 
By describing how Janus had openly voiced his concerns about the structure of the new 
tent (“I will keep on warning if I see that the new tent is really slanting”), he referred to the 
critique that people had been punished for being critical during the conversations. 

The story had been send to a large audience. The challenge for the DT was to come with 
an adequate reaction. A communications advisor: “The whole thing has been discussed at 
the highest level, with the DG, and internally also. What did we have to communicate to 
the other employees about it?” They all recognized that the situation was hard to explain. 
Another communications advisor: “He is doing a good job; he gets promoted and then 
others tell him that he is not suitable … nobody has an answer to that … and maybe there 
is none”. It was consciously decided to keep the reaction as low profile as possible. They 
wouldn’t respond over the mail, but Leo would refer to it in his own blog and talk to the 
author in person. The additional benefit of using the blog was that they could really give 
Leo’s “personal” reaction to it. Eventually the item in his blog read as follows: 

On Friday, the talk of the town is the story we all received over the mail about a new tent for 
the CED’s circus; a clever way of communication one’s dissatisfaction about the placement 
procedure by playfully translating it to this form. Of course, I see it differently. As a circus 
director I look at Pipo’s in a different way, and I do not have a separate tent for suckers, to 
continue with the use of figurative language. Because there has been too much writing 
already, talking to each other seems more productive. I invite the author for an individual 
conversation (MD blog – 16 January 2006). 

One of the DT’s communications advisors about the conversation they had with the  
author: 
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Thus, we had a conversation with that man, in the presence of the HR manager, in which 
we made the implicit or tacit agreement that … well, we understand all your concerns, the 
fuss, the commotion … we can’t say it, but we also think that you have articulate it in quite 
a sharp and ludic way. We won’t oppose it. We won’t write a story back. We shouldn’t want 
all that. We are too big for that sort of things. Then he said: “that’s fine with me and I don’t 
really have a need for writing a second or third part”. So that’s … in short … that seemed the 
most tactical thing … Look, to write a story back … it’s possible, I mean, it is. But in a certain 
way, it was an apt description … it was an extremely good likeliness. In the sense that, the 
feeling amongst many employees was … those line managers is a bunch of Pipo’s; they are 
making decisions without knowing where this will all lead up to… that feeling was shared 
by many people. Many people, you see (communications advisor).

Act 5 – Catastrophe: The Big Bang and the Paradox of the Dissolution

The period after the crisis was an ambiguous phase. After the first noise had faded away, 
people waited to see what was going to happen. The problems with the placement 
procedure had practically put the reorganization on hold: officially, the new CED could 
only start when the formalities with the placement procedure – including dealing with 
all the objections – had been completed. The anger and the number of formal objections 
had given the new CED everything but a good start: neither internally, nor externally, as 
the internal commotion had not remained behind closed doors. Members of the CED were 
working together with employees from other RWS departments. People had all been able 
to read the article in Cobouw and after placement on the union’s website, the circus story 
had soon travelled around. 

In theory, Shared Capacity would gradually cease to exist: its members would find a job 
elsewhere and the work would increasingly be taken over by private sector companies. The 
CED’s DT was well aware of the fact that Shared Capacity could only become a success with 
support from the rest of the organization: “The moment this only happens within the CED 
Rijkswaterstaat is having a big problem. First of all, it is impossible to explain to the people 
here. And second, you haven’t really won the battle Waterstaat-wide” (CED director). It 
soon turned out, however, that employees within Shared Capacity were anything but 
short of work. Paradoxically, people in Shared Capacity were being confronted with an 
enormous demand not only for old but also for new work. In the first progress report 
of SC, its management team warned the DT that these developments undermined the 
department’s legitimacy and also that of the new CED:
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Shared Capacity, more than any other department, feels the tensions within the CED’s 
organizational change process. As soon as the efforts to involve the private sector are 
becoming less intense than they should be, this translates into a higher demand for Shared 
Capacity-personnel doing “old” work. The question then presents itself whether the 
process of organizational development within the rest of the organization is sufficiently 
transparent. Calls on Shared Capacity for “new” work, which are also being made now, 
raise questions as to whether the division between “old” and “new” is sharp enough 
(progress report SC department – 29 May 2006, emphasis in original). 

These observations also led to questions from the works council. Not only did they want 
to know whether the people doing new work would be allowed entrance to the new CED, 
they also wondered whether the rest of the organization was actually ready for the change 
as envisioned by the CED management: 

It has been noticed that currently employees are being hired on positions that employees 
of Shared Capacity are capable of doing. It also happens that within Shared Capacity 
there are no people available to do a certain job (“fully booked”). This raises the following 
question: if the demand for this within Rijkswaterstaat is really so high, isn’t it possible 
that these activities will eventually return to the CED (reporting of a meeting of the works 
council – 27 June 2006)?

With regard to members of SC that were doing new work, the DT could nothing but agree 
that those people should indeed be allowed placement in the new CED: “when people are 
carrying out tasks that are conform the new CED, we have to acknowledge that previously 
a mistake has been made” (reporting of a meeting with the MD and the works council – 6 
July 2006). Note the choice of wording: by focusing on a possible mistake with regard to 
the placement of individual employees, they avoided discussion about whether the division 
between “old” and “new” was indeed accurate or clear. With regard to the high demand for 
people doing old work, they pointed their finger at the rest of the organization that was 
staying behind. As long as the rest of Rijkswaterstaat did not start with the use of more 
innovative contracts, one was still in need of people doing operational work. At the same 
time the regional departments could not believe it when SC turned out to be overbooked: 

We have still have a contract ... the A2 ... our last RAW contract. Are you familiar with RAW? 
That’s a golden oldie. We had a problem with the operational supervision and we thought 
that Shared Capacity would to be the perfect place for it. But to our utter amazement they 
couldn’t deliver that capacity (director regional department).
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The pressure on Shared Capacity was not only a result of a continued demand for old work 
from the regional departments. The rest of the organization was looking at the CED’s 
reorganization process with Argus’ eyes and employees from the regional departments 
anxiously wondered if the rest of the organization would follow the CED’s course: “It 
also scares people, making them think “will that also happen to us here” (MD regional 
department)? As a result, employees from the regional departments increasingly refrained 
from doing old work out of fear that they would end up on a sidetrack:

At the level of the DG and that of the CED’s MD it is decided to no longer use RAW-
contracts. Of course you can say that. And you can want it also. But in practice this doesn’t 
happen from one day to the next. Take the A2, for instance, where we still had an RAW-
contract. With all new things this may no longer be the case. But sometimes it is and then 
you just need the know-how for that. It then turns out that all the people with the regional 
department say “I am no longer doing RAW-contracts, because I can’t score points with 
that”. They all say “give me D&C contracts”. So although you may have the know-how, they 
want to get rid of it. Because they think it I’ll immediately put them on the list for Shared 
Capacity in Utrecht and that’s not what they want. They all tried to get ready for the new 
way of working as soon as possible. So yes, it worked. But at the same time it leaves you 
with a lot of holes. That’s why Shared Capacity is overcharged, because that knowledge 
used to be available with the regional departments. But those people aren’t stupid (MD 
regional department). 

Similar remarks were heard from project leaders who suddenly experienced a problem 
with the staffing of their project teams. A project leader about the problems he had in 
finding a contract manager for a four-year RAW contract: 

Nobody wanted to do it – with reason, I think – because they all said: “when we are doing 
the contract management for that projects for four years long and then get involved in a 
reorganization process somewhere in between, then we will be left out. Because it will go 
just like at the CED where the people doing RAW contracts are now in Shared Capacity. We 
don’t want that”. And then there was nobody within the entire department that wanted to 
do the contract management for this project. Not anybody (Project leader CED).

Another problem was that members of SC were experiencing difficulties when applying 
for a job with other RWS-departments. Placement in Shared Capacity did not seem to have 
given people’s CV a boost. Although the regional departments continued to look at Shared 
Capacity for operational work, they were less eager when it came to offering people a job:
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When you are talking about how that comes I think this whole Shared Capacity thing is a 
silly idea (…) They have created a “begging graveyard” (leurend kerkhof) of which people 
think “if you are part of that graveyard, there must be something wrong with you (…) 
Throughout the whole Waterstaat people have doubts about it and that influences their 
reaction. Unconsciously, there is little inclination to take people from that graveyard. And 
on top of that they are also working in a separate building (MD specialist department).

The works council referred to the SC label a “stigma”. In a reaction, the MD acknowledged 
that the image of SC was a recurrent theme in conversations with the Director General. He 
urged his colleagues – the management of other RWS departments – to judge people on 
their competences and not on their status: 

This is, of course, inacceptable. We should look at employees’ competences in relation to 
the job position and the tasks. The fact that an employee is sending his application from a 
particular department is irrelevant. I will write a memo to my colleagues and I will address 
it in the DT RWS meeting (MD blog – 26 January 2006).

In reaction to that, some argued that the whole problem was, in fact, the CED’s own fault: 
“The only thing I hear is ‘don’t hire those people’ … From the CED itself. When they say that 
they no longer need them, why should we then hire them?” (MD regional department). A 
year after the PAC debacle and more than half a year after the start of the new CED, the 
CED’s directorate team was looking at SC with mixed feelings: 

I’m leaving aside that mistakes have been made, that some people have unjustly been 
placed there and other people have unjustly stayed here ... that’s part of the process. But 
with regard to our people we are taking the consequences of our strategic choices and 
simultaneously offering them a social package … I think that’s trendsetting within the 
Waterstaat (…) When it comes to … what I just said … accepting the consequences of the 
policy choices that you make, the HR policy that you have, I sometimes have the feeling 
that we as CED may have stuck our necks out a bit too much. I mean … I don’t have the 
feeling that my colleagues in the Waterstaat are prepared to do what we have done here. 
I don’t say that we should not have done what we’ve done. I still think that we should do 
these things. But in all sincerity … I sometimes wonder whether it’s been really fair towards 
our people here (CED director – October 2006).
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Epilogue

Throughout 2007 several members of SC returned to the CED because their claims against 
outplacement had been declared admissible. In 2007 a work unit called Shared Productions 
was set up, the aim of which was to use older people’s expert knowledge in the new CED. 
In 2009 this unit became a department within the regular staffing of the new CED (annual 
reports 2007 and 2008 CED labour union).

Conclusion

This chapter focused on the discursive dynamics in the unfolding negotiations around the 
CED’s change process. Janus’ circus story shows how the discursive division between an 
“old and new CED”, between “old and new work”, between “old and new jobs”, that was 
introduced to make sense of the change process, allowed so much room for interpretive 
flexibility, that it seemed to destroy the meaning that it was created for in the first place. 
What initially started as a seemingly objective and clear-cut division in work activities, soon 
became subject to a bewildering semantic discussion. The disclosure of the real criteria for 
selection, the labelling of people as suitable or unsuitable, and the continued demand for 
old work, undermined the managerial story about a division between old and new work. 

The analysis in this chapter highlights the risks of focusing only on specific issues. The 
legitimacy of the new CED and Shared Capacity were closely linked. This case shows that 
discursive legitimation also depends on concrete results and points to the consequences if 
expectations are not met (Vaara & Monin, 2010). Throughout the course of time, the CED’s 
management tried to create a broader base for their change story; they increasingly started 
looking for example projects with regard to the new way of working. In the next chapter 
we will look at one such example. We will zoom in on the tipping point from excitement to 
disillusion, in a case called UNIVERSE.
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The email message is sent with urgency: “For this week, Thursday, meeting with technical 
project leaders 10.00-12.00; meeting with scope managers 10.00-12.00 and meeting with 
contract managers 14.00-16.00. Your meeting with X is scheduled for tomorrow somewhere 
in UNIVERSE Space at 09.00. In addition I made an appointment with Y at 16.00-17.00”. 

Only one week before receiving this email, I had been introduced to the secretariat of 
project UNIVERSE by its central project manager. His ‘missionary’ stories about new working 
practices within the project, which I had heard on several occasions before, had triggered 
me to focus on the role and images of this ‘example project’. The project’s philosophy was 
built on a set of new ideas and arrangements regarding the relationship with the private 
sector. It also emphasized the importance of customer oriented network management and 
of a unified, corporate, Rijkswaterstaat. Ever since the process of organizational change had 
started, the CED management proclaimed that the new way of working was to be enacted 
in projects currently in progress. UNIVERSE was often used as an example. 

The email turned out to be the first in a series of emails with appointment schedules, 
contact information, and invitations to staff meetings, presentations or training sessions. 
It was exemplary of the openness and the enthusiasm of the project members, and of the 
sense of urgency that was felt within the project. UNIVERSE was breaking new grounds 
and the word should be spread. Paradoxically, this also set the project apart from the rest 
of the organization. The strict schedule and firm deadlines did not allow much time for 
reflection. Outsiders could easily become lost in the information (over)flow. And the strong 
identification of UNIVERSE members with the UNIVERSE team and the projects’ specific 
jargon could also turn into a barrier for non-project members. To be honest, even though 
UNIVERSE had continuously been present throughout the process of organizational change 
within CED (e.g. in newsletters or during presentations of the ‘New CED’), I never set foot in 
“UNIVERSE space” myself. 

In this chapter the discursive responses to the project and its role in the change process 
are presented. How and to whom did the project become an example of the new line of 
working? What was it like to become part of the UNIVERSE team? How did the project 
members cope with the ‘narrative of change’ as imposed by the top management, while 
getting their project going? To whom was UNIVERSE still a ‘black box’ and how did people 
try to resist UNIVERSE and what it was standing for. The chapter focuses on how projects 
are used to make sense of new managerial initiatives. It shows how ‘example’ projects not 
only function as an arena where the narrative of change is being created and diffused, but 
also contested, negotiated and appropriated. It starts with the missionary discourse of the 
central project manager and members from the central project team and then turns to the 
critical discourse of members of the technical and regional project teams. To conclude, we 
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will focus on the side effects of being put in the spotlight as an “example” or “promising” 
project. 

UNIVERSE Conquers the World

It is said that the new way of working is being implemented within UNIVERSE. The new 
way of working is not being implemented here, but we are inventing it, on the spot. Our 
relationship with the market, system-based contract management, the competitive 
dialogue … there has never been anything like this. And with an enormous pressure on 
it … we are writing documents here … those things we wrote down yesterday have to be 
finished by tomorrow and the day after tomorrow they are the truth (risk manager).

In hindsight it may seem as if the project had intentionally been created as an example 
of the new way of working. Most project members pointed out, however, that this was 
not the case. According to them, the project was born out of necessity. Project UNIVERSE 
was initiated to deal with the maintenance backlog on civil structures. The assignment 
came in the early phase of the implementation of the new Business Plan. Leo had just been 
appointed as MD of the CED. He had asked a small group of employees to come up with 
an approach that required minimal involvement of Rijkswaterstaat and would result in 
minimal traffic disruption. The project was set to an ambitious time schedule: 90% of the 
maintenance work had to be finished by the end of 2007 / early 2008. A quick scan of all the 
objects managed by Rijkswaterstaat (approximately 5000) revealed that the backlog that 
UNIVERSE was dealing with included the renovation of 1200 structures. At the start of the 
project, preparation time for maintenance of a typical bridge varied between six months 
and two years. If the team was to realize the entire maintenance backlog within the two 
years, including the reduction in the manpower, they had to come up with an entirely new 
approach for the large-scale outsourcing of maintenance. 

Within the traditional approach every structure would have its own maintenance 
project. A project member: “Once you detect something is wrong with a civil structure, 
you start a project and very often the regional departments also start a project, so you 
have two projects dealing with one object, and a whole lot of fuss. You write down what 
should be done and then you hire a contractor and you tell him exactly what he should 
do. You carry out the work and the project is finished”. The project team started drafting 
several scenarios in which several projects would be combined into one contract: “We did 
not see the added value of separately solving all small incidents in this way and we asked 
ourselves why we couldn’t combine several objects into one project. So we developed three 
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scenarios. The most extreme suggestion we did was to divide the country into four projects 
in which we would catch up with the whole backlog at once” (manager technical team). 
The members of the early project team still remember how astonished, almost shocked 
they were when finding out that the directorate team had chosen for the most extreme 
scenario: “It was the scenario of which we thought … should we actually mention it”. They 
also acknowledged that it was the only scenario that – in their eyes – would have a chance 
of achieving the project’s goals: “I thought that this would gradually change, because that’s 
the way it usually goes here. On the other hand, it was the only scenario of which we had 
indicated that we would be able to realise the task” (member technical project team 1).

UNIVERSE stood for a new approach for the large-scale outsourcing of maintenance. Like 
many other projects within Rijkswaterstaat, the name UNIVERSE was an abbreviation. The 
single letters referred to a set of concepts that conveyed the main features of the project’s 
aims and its philosophy: civil structures – maintenance – in cooperation with the market – 
using system-based contract management. The name of the project not only represented 
the ambition and intentions of the project (the large scale outsourcing of maintenance), but 
it also said something about the state of affairs at the time the project was launched: the 
project was seen as breaking new grounds. A civil engineer, who had been involved from 
the very first start, explained how the symbolic meaning did play a role when choosing the 
project’s name: 

Obviously the project was about maintenance, which had to be visible in the project’s name. 
However, we were engaged in everything – actually we were dealing with the UNIVERSE. 
We had to rearrange the complete process of maintenance work on all structures. The 
traditional method of working would be turned upside down completely (member technical 
project team 1). 

The philosophy that was being developed was innovative in terms of the content, the 
procedures and the processes that were being used.16 It focused on the early and intense 
involvement of contractors. Not only would this lead to a significant reduction in 
preparation time, the idea was also that this would allow the necessary room for contractors 
to come with innovative solutions and incentives to reduce traffic disruption.17 The project 
organization consisted of a central project team and regional project teams. The work was 
divided into 9 geographically and functionally consistent work packages. The scope of 

16   For more information about the methodology as developed within the project see: Bakker et al. (2008) A new 
efficient methodology for large scale outsourcing of maintenance. In: Proceedings of the International Symposium 
on Life-Cycle Civil Engineering, IALCCE ‘08, held in Varenna, Lake Como, Italy on June 11 - 14, 2008
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the different work packages varied from 30 to 100 million Euros. The total budget for the 
project did mount up to 500 million Euros. 

Although early project members frequently emphasized that the project had not been 
set up as an example of or as a pilot for the new way of working, operationalization of the 
new way of working was mentioned as one of the key features in the project’s action plan: 
“the assignment is to develop a program that is feasible, manageable and interpretable”. 
Note the term interpretable; whereas feasible and manageable are subject to operational 
evaluation criteria, the idea to develop an interpretable task explicitly involved the 
management of meaning. The challenge for the project team was to come up with a story 
that was “sellable” to both internal and external stakeholders (Vaara & Monin, 2010). Central 
ingredients within this story were a new philosophy to the management of maintenance 
and reconstructing peoples’ behaviour accordingly. One of the most prominent sellers of 
the story was the central project manager, Bob.

UNIVERSE, Shall I Say It Again?
“Good morning. My name is Bob and I am the project manager of project UNIVERSE. I have been invited 
to speak to a group of general directors with regard to what UNIVERSE is all about. Fortunately the 
group is slightly bigger, which means that I’m now probably also speaking to those who understand 
what I’m saying”. The audience starts laughing. Bob has just been introduced by the CED’s CFO as the 
project manager of “an example of how the CED will be working in the future”. 

Bob: “Around 2004 it became clear within the Rijkswaterstaat organization that we had 
a severe maintenance backlog and that we should do something about it. One of the issues was 
the maintenance of public works. A survey undertaken by the CED showed that the whole set of 
measures would cost about 4,5 hundred million euros. When asked what the CED needed, to carry 
out the work by 2008, it replied with: ‘an extra 400 FTE’. It was around the time that the DG had 
announced to cut back on staff with roughly 3000 people, so this was not an option. The CED was 
told to draw up a plan that would incorporate the “maximum market” and “minimal RWS” proverb, 
and that the work should be done by 2008. This was the assignment for the project team of which I 
currently am the project manager”.

17  The philosophy was fully in line with the DG’s narrative of change: public orientedness (minimal traffic  
disruption); marketization discourse (early involvement of the private sector); managerial discourse (functionally 
consistent work packages and – as much as possible – a standardized way of working).

Ingredient 1 – Reconstructing the Philosophy – Maintenance is Cool
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Bob was the project’s face, in particular during the start-up phase, when the project was 
nothing more than a story in the making. A large part of his job consisted of selling his story 
to a variety of audiences: to employees of the CED, to the CED’s directorate team, to other 
the directorate teams of the regional departments, to the RWS Board and, last but not least, 
to a range of parties from the private sector. He often gave talks like the one above. During 
those talks, Bob often used the same slides, which he would hand out to the audience as 
if he was literally spreading the word. The title of the first slide – “UNIVERSE, shall I say it 
again” – not only showed that he assumed that most of the people had heard of the project 
before, but it was also indicative to what Bob was doing a lot: selling the UNIVERSE story. 

Bob was a former member of the HSL South project team18 and he had much experience 
working for the regional departments. Various members of the project team pointed out 

18 The HSL-South (HSL-Zuid) stands for High-Speed Link South (Hoge Snelheids Lijn Zuid) that connects the Dutch 
cities of Amsterdam and Rotterdam with Antwerp, Brussel and Paris by means of a fast train link. 

When he comes to the topic of “maximum market” and “minimal RWS”, Bob describes how he and 
his team had to figure out what this actually meant. He describes how they talked to directors of the 
regional departments and looked for examples of innovative contracts, which – as several examples 
showed – seemed to cause nothing but trouble. The team decided to talk to the market. Bob: “Two 
things came up during the dialogue. First, the contractors experienced Rijkswaterstaat as a too diverse 
organization: something forbidden by one department, could be compulsory at another department – 
things allowed at the one department, could be ‘not done’ at a another department. Second – whether 
this is true or not – the market feels very strong about the organization’s expertise, which they think 
is declining. And now I’m putting it mildly. They also complained that due to a lack of information, it 
becomes difficult for contractors to judge what we want”. Although Bob acknowledges that this is 
something people can disagree upon, he emphasizes that as long as you want to do business with the 
market, you have to accept what they are saying. He tells how the UNIVERSE team started looking for 
a tender procedure in which contractors’ requests to share information would be met. 

In the second part of his talk, Bob further explains the project’s philosophy. A series of sheets with 
contractual terminology now follow: Engineering and Construct contract models with various degrees 
of involvement by Rijkswaterstaat, risk management together with market parties, the introduction 
of the so-called TIS or Technical Inspection Service and the use of system-based contract control. 
According to Bob, this gives the “best interpretation to the story of maximized market involvement 
and minimal efforts for Rijkswaterstaat” (observational notes – 19 December 2005). 
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that it had been a deliberate choice to assign someone from outside the CED as UNIVERSE’s 
project manager. One of the aims was to turn the project into a corporate Rijkswaterstaat 
project. With the core team allocated to the CED and with a project that dealt with civil 
structures – a typical CED matter – the project easily ran the risk of becoming associated 
with the Civil Engineering Division. It was generally felt that if the project was to become 
an emblem of the new way of working and if it was to establish a good working relationship 
with the rest of the organization, it should not be linked too much with the CED, in particular 
not with its (old) image of being arrogant, priggish and intrusive. Bob was fully aware that 
people wanted him to play the role of outsider to the organization. Whatever the medium 
– a talk, the brochure of the Inspection and Maintenance-department of which Bob soon 
became head of, or a personal interview – Bob was keen on emphasizing how he had never 
been fond of the CED himself either:

I have only been with the CED for a year and a half now. And I was everything but a fan from 
the CED: slow, inhospitable, arrogant, to name all the clichés that were coming by. That’s 
what I was thinking of the CED as well. I have experienced it myself that a project manager 
from the CED told me – the questioner from the regional department – that I was asking the 
wrong questions. Hang on. I really experienced that myself. This is no anecdote. This really 
happened (Bob – interview with the author).

Bob has been working for Rijkswaterstaat for twenty-five years, of which twenty years with 
maintenance, a department that is very dear to him. ‘What strikes me’, he says, ‘is that I 
don’t know a lot of people within the CED, whereas outside the CED I know a lot of people 
after all those years. I think that’s typical. The CED is too inward looking (Bob in brochure 
I&I department).

Bob was also keen to point out that, just like most of Rijkswaterstaat’s employees, he had 
a technical background. He used this experience to establish himself as someone who was 
entitled to speak about the need to professionalize maintenance. By presenting himself as 
“one of the technical guys”, he tried to establish the authority to make rightful claims about 
the need to change: 

Maintenance is a very traditional world of which I think it is about time that things are being 
professionalized, in terms of simply requiring products based on a description of processes 
and qualities. But that’s not the way we do things within maintenance. I dare to say this 
because I indeed grew up with it: we are simply old-fashioned (Bob – interview with the 
author).
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Our biggest pitfall is still the fact that we are all technical engineers and there is nothing we 
like better than to get deeply immersed into that occasionally and talk about how to solve 
things. But that’s pretty hazardous with these types of contracts. It is hazardous since the 
moment you tell a contractor to do so-and-so, he’ll say “thank you” and if it’s something 
different then what he came up with himself, he will send you a bill. I can tell myself that I 
still have “technical inclinations” and that I know damn well how a contractor could solve 
things. But you simply have to keep from doing that (Bob in the previously described talk). 

Bob was a merchant of legitimating stories regarding the new way of working. He 
basically employed two main storylines. First, he sought to change the meaning of what 
maintenance was all about. For long, maintenance had been a suppositious child within the 
organization. Bob’s mission was to change this: maintenance, so argued Bob, was “cool”: 

Construction is much more sexier. Then the Minister opens a new work, a showing of the 
flag. Maintenance is always at the end of the process, whereas in my opinion it should 
be first. It is extremely important to exercise influence prior to the construction (Bob in 
brochure I&I department). 

Apart from changing its image, Bob set out to convey a whole new concept of what doing 
maintenance was all about. According to Bob, this started with the purpose of maintenance: 
maintenance should no longer be about bringing things back to the level of construction, 
but about bringing it to a functional level, the so-called basic level of maintenance: 

We are currently treating objects like we are doing at home. Maintenance is focused on the 
looks: it has to look good. We never ask ourselves whether it is necessary. What do we do 
when we see a crack in the concrete? We plaster it. We don’t even ask ourselves what wrong 
it can do: a crack doesn’t belong there and it has to go. I take up the position that here in 
the Netherlands we are not doing maintenance, but we are bringing everything back to the 
level of construction. Why? It may not look that well, but considering the discussion about 
the efficient spending of public money you really have to wonder whether this is all really 
necessary in terms of its functionality (Bob – interview with the author).

Following that reasoning, the logic behind paying for maintenance changed. Rather than 
paying contractors for the repair of an object, Rijkswaterstaat should start paying for its 
functioning:
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We are used to pay for having something repaired; whereas what I want is that we start 
to pay for the fact that it is functioning. I don’t care if you repair something or what it 
is that you do. It needs to function for a period of 15 years and I don’t want to have any 
problems with it. That’s what I want to pay for. It goes without saying that you need to do 
some maintenance. But that’s not what I want to pay for. I would like to turn it around: we 
know that if we conduct maintenance activities, it continues to function. So I would like 
to pay for the maintenance. But we never ask ourselves if that can be done with less work, 
or more efficient. So whenever you start saying that you pay for the use of it, it’s up to the 
contractor to decide whether he wants to take the risk of things to break down and hence 
of not being paid. It’s a different approach. This is precisely what I’m doing now within 
UNIVERSE (Bob – interview with the author).

As a consequence, the roles and responsibilities of both Rijkswaterstaat and the contractors 
had to change: Rijkswaterstaat would no longer prescribe what to do and it would be up to 
the contractor to decide how best to achieve that goal of maintaining things on a functional 
level. Bob referred to this as life-cycle management. The aim of life-cycle management was 
not to stimulate contractors to come with the best solution, but with an optimal solution. 
This required a change of mind-set in and outside the organization: 

Translation (from top left – clockwise):
“Always clear. Not always nice!”
“Give me your opinion!”
“Network management”
“Less craft, more conceptual!”
“New shoes always hurt!”
“Does the Netherlands gets value for its money?”
“Maintenance is cool”
“Future-scope!

© Comic House, The Netherlands/ Source: Flyers new departments CED (town hall meeting – 21 June 2005)

Image 15  Changing the meaning of maintenance
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We have communicated that a good solution is not necessarily a technically good solution: 
the good solution is an optimal mix between a technical solution and no traffic hindrance 
when doing the work. It seems as if some [contractors] haven’t understood the latter part. 
We rejected a contractor because of the fact that he presented the solution that the CED 
had always asked for, but in order to install it, they would have to disturb the traffic for 
three weeks in a row. Whereas another contractor, with a solution of less quality, hardly had 
to disturb the traffic at all, only he had to come back during the duration of the contract. 
Weighting the pros and cons against each other, the latter turned out to be better. But the 
first contractor didn’t understand a thing of it: “What is the CED doing? They don’t ask? Isn’t 
this better?” No, it’s not. It’s not better. I mean: I am not looking for “better”. It has to be 
good. It has to meet our needs. And sometimes we can do with a little less, if that is better 
for the traffic. That’s new, also for the market. They are used to the fact that the CED was 
always looking for the best technical quality; that it had to last for eternity. But that’s no 
longer what we want (Bob – interview with the author).

Re-interpreting the meaning of maintenance was but one storyline. The other storyline that 
Bob was selling, focused on defining the inherent tasks and duties of Rijkswaterstaat as a 
public sector organization. Bob was the epitome of the market-unless philosophy: “The new 
way of working is market unless. Market unless is about defining why we do the things that 
we do”. Bob sought to demonstrate that, regardless of changes in the political landscape, 
public tasks were always subject to change. In so doing, he tried to move away from the 
negatively perceived privatization discourse: 

Our designers are better than those of the contractor. But why would an apparatus of 
government need draughtsmen? Why would the public sector do that itself? There is no 
explanation. The only reason for it lies in the past when the government had an interest in 
building a lot of infrastructure within a short period of time. That’s when we decided to do 
the whole process ourselves. But that reason has long gone and therefore we simply should 
not do it. It has nothing to do with liberal thinking. I personally am a strong adherent of 
keeping public infrastructure within the public domain. I don’t believe in privatizing this 
domain. But I am convinced that we should not do everything ourselves (Bob – interview 
with the author).

He also wanted to change the perception of what the contractor was being paid for. He 
sought to demonstrate that Rijkswaterstaat was not paying for the work a contractor 
was doing, but for the risks that he was taking. Even if this meant that, once in a while, a 
contractor was being paid without actually having to work on an object: 

hfst 5.indd   194 19-09-13   14:59



195

5chapter

We do run the risk of having a contractor who says: “this is the damage report according to 
Rijkswaterstaat”. But if it does not affect the functionality, he may decide to take the risk, 
do nothing about it and hope that it continues to function for the rest of those seven years. 
In that case he is being paid for doing nothing. That’s possible. And I do not have a problem 
with it, because it is his risk. He needs to assess the risk. That’s what UNIVERSE is about. And 
that’s what the involvement of the market is all about (Bob – interview with the author).

Don’t get it wrong. I’m certainly an advocate of the existence of Rijkswaterstaat. Yet not to 
build roads, but to keep an eye on whether it is being done properly – in order to see if the 
taxpayer gets value for his money (Bob in brochure I&I department).

Not only was the project to be sold on a managerial level, but also internally, within the 
project, mission work had to be done. Bob soon started recruiting people to help in developing 
a knowledge exchange program that would focus on members of the project itself. The 
program, among others, consisted of a series of working conferences where participants 
could practice switching roles by means of a game simulation and group-discussions on 
issues such as the organization and internalization of the new way of working, employees’ 
individual skills and other conditions for the successful implementation of the new way 
of working. An electronic measurement system was developed to monitor the opinions of 
project members on these matters. In addition, much effort was put into teaching project 
members the ins and outs of the project philosophy by means of a training programme 
and coaching on the job. Where Bob was the project’s external face, the trainers were the 
project’s missionaries on the work floor. 

Ingredient 2 – Reconstructing Behaviour – From Old to New Routines

Why Is this Fun?
The training starts with three questions on a slide: “Why is this good for Rijkswaterstaat” – “Why is 
this fun?” – “What’s in it for you?” One of the trainers takes the floor: “Although the training has been 
developed for UNIVERSE with ECO19, we could as well remove UNIVERSE from the title. Because this is 
simply how Rijkswaterstaat wants to apply system-based contract management. We have to reduce 
risks. We used to dictate and we used to be directive. But we now take a distance and we will involve 
the market much more”. He tells the participants that system-based contract management has already 
been applied within the HSL project: “It is fun to keep a distance and to put responsibilities where 
they belong”. He also points to the fact that they will be learning new things in the training: “no well-
trodden paths”. One of the other trainers – sitting in the corner – adds that this is only nice for those 
who actually like going off the beaten track ... (observational notes – 9 October 2006).

19 Expertisecentrum Opdrachtgeverschap
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The fragment describes the introduction of the two-day intensive training in system-
based contract management that had been developed by the central UNIVERSE team. The 
training was the last in a series of six and served to quickly introduce people into system-
based contract management (SBCM), a new way of managing contracts. The project team 
was well aware of the fact that not everybody within the organization was familiar with 
the jargon that was being used within ‘UNIVERSE space’, neither with the philosophy 
behind it. What’s more, during a series of public private dialogues in the early phase of 
the project, contractors had filed complaints about the sloppy and inconsistent ways in 
which Rijkswaterstaat was executing its system of contract management. System-based 
contract management consisted of a range of surveys, audits and tests on the contractor’s 
quality control system. It was based on risk analysis. The training was developed to teach 
members of the regional project teams all the ins and outs of the audit/test philosophy. In 
addition they would practice with the necessary skills in testing and risk analyses within 
their own project team. 

The four-day courses consisted of two days of theory at an external location (including 
a stay over), a risk-analysis session with the project teams on location and feedback on the 
first version of the risk dossier written by the project team. One of the aims of the training 
was to make sure that SBCM procedures were being applied in a uniform way within the 
organization at large, and within the project in particular. The training team was made 
up of three trainers. Two of them had already developed and run a training program with 
the application of SBCM before. They knew Bob from the HSL-South. With the training 
program the trainers aimed to fill “the gap of knowledge with regard to SBCM” within 
the organization. As they wrote in the evaluation report afterwards, it was “an ultimate 
effort of the central project team of UNIVERSE to establish a knowledge transfer before 
the start of the actual implementation”. An important aspect of this knowledge transfer 
had to do with what they called people’s “attitude and behaviour”. Although the word 
“culture” was not explicitly used within the training, the trainers acknowledged that it was, 
in fact, “culture” that they were dealing with in the program. Characteristic of the trainers’ 
discourse was the clear picture they had of the old culture, which they referred to as “old 
behaviour” or “the character of the people”: 

Old behaviour stands for the era we just started with SBCM. When SBCM was not yet 
in practice, a type of contract was used with two characteristics. First, the client, being 
Rijkswaterstaat, gave contractors a detailed description of how the work ought to be 
carried out. Those detailed plans – completely worked out by Rijkswaterstaat – formed 
the basis for contractors to submit an offer. Thus all knowledge available within 
Rijkswaterstaat was incorporated in the contract in advance. In so doing, you take quite 
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a responsibility. Because it leaves little room for – the chic slogan is ‘innovative’ – clever 
remarks from the contractor. Talking of culture … the character of the people, whom … for 
the sake of convenience I refer to as ‘the engineers’ … there is nothing they like better than 
being right on the ball. This entails that – and now I’m exaggerating – they influence the 
contractor every single day. Following this line of argument, the contractor is not doing the 
work, but Rijkswaterstaat does. In my analysis it is prompted by the nature of all individual 
people working here at Rijkswaterstaat. Those people are generally men and therefore I 
tend to speak of ‘his toys’, even though there are women between them. So on the one 
hand it is people’s nature to be right on the ball and that’s why it is difficult to turn over 
the responsibility. But that’s precisely what the contractor wants, because this is the best 
basis to create supplemental work: the contractor squeezes money out of it, but it costs 
the government lots of extra money. Second, there is the phenomenon of the accountant 
and the notion of regularity with regard to those constructions. In my perception, the 
Rijkswaterstaat organization is organizing itself to the point of absurd. Rijkswaterstaters 
have to determine at the nuts-and-bolts level whether the contractor has met the 
requirements and they have to put it all down in writing: does the contractor deliver the 
output as agreed upon in the contract and does the government receive what has been 
requested? So there are two driving forces. First, the character of engineer itself because 
the best part of it is being outside, constructing all those beautiful structures. They are 
much to close. This begins with the notion of devising up a detailed plan even before they 
have contacted the market. By doing so you practically leave no room to the cleverness of 
the contractor. It is in their nature: “we like doing our job, we want to be right on the ball 
in order to make sure that ‘gray is gray and not red’”. Second, the accountants stimulate it 
further. You have to assess, on the spot, whether the concrete has been poured, whether it 
is the right quality, whether it is three centimetres or … this or that. It all has to be recorded. 
It’s sheer madness (trainer 1).

This example, taken from an interview with one of the trainers, describes what the trainers 
saw as one of the core elements of the old culture: the use of detailed contracts and the close 
supervision of the contractor by Rijkswaterstaat during the execution of the contract. The 
fragment is telling in several respects. Culture was seen as the “character” or “the nature” 
of the people working within the organization. This culture seemed to be dominated by 
engineers and accountants. Typical for the character of the engineer, according to the 
trainers, was the focus on details, the pride in one’s work, the joy of working outdoors, the 
desire to be right on the ball, a lack of trust in the contractor, and, as a result of all this, a 
reluctance to turn over responsibility to the contractor. The character of the accountant, 
who wants to make sure that the contractor is doing precisely what he had agreed upon 
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in the contract, was seen to encourage this behaviour. The seemingly cautionary “now I’m 
exaggerating” before describing the engineers’ character was also characteristic of the 
trainers’ discourse. The trainers often used phrases like “now I am exaggerating” or “now I 
am generalizing” when describing ‘the engineer’, but they all came with the same picture 
and it was this picture that they seemed to have created the training program for, as the 
following example illustrates:

Typical Rijkswaterstaat engineers – and now I am generalizing – cannot let go, because you 
are touching their possessions (…). What you always see … again to make a generalization 
… typical Rijkswaterstaat engineers, those people in the technical corner, very often talk in 
terms of “what do I want” rather than “what has been demanded in the contract”. They 
are thinking in terms of: “it should be done this or that way”. From now on that is out of 
question. You have a contract. When the requirements of the contract are met, it is OK. 
If you demanded a ‘6’, you will get a ‘6’. If you wrote a bad contract, demanding a ‘4’, you 
shouldn’t complain when you get a ‘4’, but only if it is a ‘3’. But you cannot expect that when 
you require a ‘6’, that you can then hope for … because that’s the story … I demand a ‘6’, I 
hope for an ‘8’, and I think I’m getting a ‘10’. That is no longer possible (trainer 2).

The trainers’ discourse was full of remarks regarding the nature of the “typical 
Rijkswaterstaat engineer” or the “people in the technical corner”. It should be noted that 
many interviews – also those with other members of the central project team – made 
reference to the “asking a 6 but expecting an 8-narrative” when describing the old way of 
working. The trainers primarily used it to show that people should not put the blame for 
high costs or indecisiveness on the contractors only, but also on themselves: 

The nature of people is to think: “I would like it even more beautiful”. And that is precisely 
what the contractor wants to hear. But it is up to us … and that’s what we train those 
people for … I say: “You technicians, you should say whether the things you see the 
contractor doing meet the requirements. Nothing more. Nothing less. (…) In the past they 
[Rijkswaterstaat] could say “this is not good”. But then the contractor would say: “Fine, 
what do you want?” And he would use his calculator again and start counting: “they want 
something, very nice!” I used to work for a contractor. It was very simple: you need to get 
the project first and then you create additional work (trainer 1).

By pointing out that earning money was not a crime, but a perfectly normal reason to 
apply for a contract and to work accordingly, the trainers wanted to convey the message 
that it was their own behaviour that actually encouraged contractors from not taking 
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responsibility. What’s more, that it was their behaviour that was causing additional work 
and thus additional costs. After all, why would a contractor not wait for instructions from 
Rijkswaterstaat? In many senses, the trainers drew from these conceptions during the 
training. The following is one of many examples:

You Should Not Make a Big Deal Out Of It: Earning Money is the Contractor’s Core Business
The projector shows a slide with the title “roles”. It describes four different roles; both of the contractor 
and the client. The last bullet on the contractor’s list says “commercial interest”, whereas it says 
“societal interest” on the client’s list. Trainer 2 asks the participants for a reaction. One of the trainees 
responds that commercial interest should be on top of the contractor’s list. Rather than entering into 
a discussion, Trainer 2 uses it to say something about the client’s interest: “Every client is inclined to 
specify a six, but to expect a ten. This is no longer possible”. He emphasizes that within UNIVERSE 
“societal interest” is actually high on the list. After all, reducing traffic hindrance is an important issue 
within the project. Trainer 3 jumps in and adds that the trainees should realise that earning money is 
the core business of every contractor: “You should not make a big deal out of it. Earning money is the 
reason for the contractor to do the work” (observational notes – 9 October 2006). 

According to the trainers, the average Waterstater was full of distrust regarding the 
contractor. In the training they tried to convince the trainees of the fact that a lack of trust 
was not a good starting point. The trainers knew that the trust-issue had gained a negative 
connotation after the building fraud. Yet, they wanted to show the trainees that trust 
played, in fact, a large role in restoring the relationship with contractors. In the training 
they intentionally provoked discussions with the trainees by saying that they should even 
become friends with the contractor:

We have to try to get a good relationship with the market. A good relationship is nothing 
else than “we are making friends with the contractor”. We say that to provoke discussion. 
Because the first one to say: “have you gone out of your mind” gets to hear that “I can look 
my friend deep in the eyes and he doesn’t cheat on me” (trainer 3).

At both sides of the contract, between the client and the contractor, people are afraid to 
share information. A clear example comes from the training where we always say that 
people have to become friends. You see all of them reacting right away: “Oh no … friends 
with a contractor … why? Becoming friends? Absolutely not! It’s not even allowed. We just 
had the building fraud, so it’s not allowed”. Our reaction is that real friends can always tell 
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each other the truth. Real friends accept that, without escalation. That’s how you have to 
see this. But they are having a lot of trouble with that (trainer 2).

The trainers also tried to turn the logic around. Rather than starting from the premise that 
the contract had to earn the trainees’ trust, they argued that he could only lose it once he 
had had it. They further reasoned that awarding a contract to a contractor was, in fact, a 
sign of trust. After all, if you do not trust him, why award the contract in the first place?

Waterstaters … and now I am generalizing … can’t let go. You are touching their toys and 
they are very afraid of trusting the market, because we are working with a new and uniform 
contract form under UAV GC, and the UAV GC is, in fact, based on trust between the client 
and the contractor. The first thing they then say is: “you don’t have trust, you have to earn 
it”. So you don’t have trust in advance, but you can earn it. Whereas, if you turn it around, 
you can say that you have trust, but you can lose it (trainer 2).

The average RWS-er is full of distrust towards the contractor. But even if you have a reason 
for it, you shouldn’t say it out loud. I am one of those people saying: “I don’t want to hear 
that in my presence”. The contractor goes to work and we assess. That is what counts. 
Nothing else (…) You can’t say beforehand that he isn’t doing a good job. The point is that 
you awarded a contract. So he is able to do it, otherwise you shouldn’t contract the work. 
That’s what I always say. You have contracted him and now he starts to work (trainer 1).

The new test and evaluation philosophy based on SBCM required a different attitude and 
behaviour from Rijkswaterstaat, so argued the trainers. The “you have to become friends 
with the contractor” way of thinking, for instance, meant that Rijkswaterstaat should 
not look at audits as a moment to raid the contractor. Turning over responsibility to the 
contractor still meant that you could think along during evaluations. However, the trainees 
should bear in mind that this ‘thinking along’ took place more at a distance. That they 
were no longer making statements but rather asking questions. And that eventually, the 
contractor remained responsible for the choices being made. This, so they argued, required 
a different jargon, as the following fragment from an interview with one of the trainers 
illustrates: 

The term “supervision” disappears and we are going to think and talk in different verbs. 
That is what the training should be all about in this company. I can illustrate the cultural 
difference between the old and the method with an example. Both the contractor and 
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the client used to put a hut close to the building site, or worse, they shared one, on site. 
Everything was happening right in their face. For engineers there is nothing better than to 
hang around outdoors. They had a notebook and every single day they had to account for 
all kinds of things: “I have seen this, I have seen that … five centimetres of soil delivered, 
but it was the wrong, so we sent it back” … all those kind of things. The pocketbook. Apart 
from that, there was oral traffic … again I am exaggerating … with the contractor about the 
things that were not going according to plans. Supported by remarks in the pocketbook, 
the contractor would either do something or not. Some way or the other there was always 
additional work, or there were changes in the scope of the contract: pretty unmanageable 
for the client … way too much influence from the work floor to help the contractor in 
whatever way. With the new way of working you are no longer on the site. We do not have 
a hut there either. The contractor has all the documentation. The client no longer controls 
all the drawings. No red marks before they go back to the contractor. No. We are going to 
do a risk analysis. This forms the basis for surveys, audits or tests. We focus on some critical 
issues and so does the contractor. We focus on critical moments in the design process: 
from the provisional drawing to a detailed drawing and a final drawing. You check a few of 
them and then you say: “it’s all right”. And then you leave it with that. When the contractor 
tries to pull our legs, it is his own responsibility. We no longer “approve” things, to use the 
juridical slogan. We “accept”. We give a “certificate of incorporation” to show that from 
what we have seen there is no reason to object. But the responsibility remains with the 
contractor. We no longer use a pocketbook to write down notes day by day. Based on a risk 
analysis we perform our surveys and this is the agenda of the project team: an x-amount of 
audits. Once a week might already be too much. But even if it is once a week: compared to 
sticking your nose in everything every single day, it is a big change (trainer 1).

During the training, the trainees were taught to adapt their terminology. Rather than 
“supervising the work” that was being done, they would start “evaluating the process”. The 
use of a different jargon should reflect the different roles and responsibilities. They were 
told, for instance, never to use the word “to control”, as this gave an opinion. Documents 
could only be signed for “acceptance” and no longer for “approval”. The rationale behind this 
was that by using words like “to approve” the trainees would take over the responsibility 
of the contractor, who would think that Rijkswaterstaat would be OK with whatever he 
was doing. When the trainees would continue to “approve” things, the contractor would 
continue to be lazy. The trainers encouraged them to use words like “to accept”, which was 
defined as “having no objections”. Contrary to saying that they would approve things this 
would make the contractor feel more responsible. 
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Changing the terminology, however, wouldn’t suffice if the trainees wouldn’t change 
another routine. The new contract philosophy was grounded in risk analysis rather than 
(daily) supervision on site. As the following fragment from the training shows, this was a 
sensitive topic:

The Construction Site … To Be or Not To Be?
“This means that you cannot continuously walk around a construction site any more.” [trainer 2]
“But … still I can simply walk over a site …” [Says a trainee, after some hesitation]
“That’s not a sign of trust, is it?” [trainer 2]
“And the UAV GC is based on trust.” [Adds trainer 3]
“Initially I will be working around the site intensively – as soon as I see that everything is running fine, 
then I will cut back.” [Adds the trainee]
“How would you feel when somebody would be walking around in an orange jacket [the colour of 
Rijkswaterstaat’ surveyors] all the time?” [Asks trainer 3]
“I would see it as a sign of interest.” [Replies the trainee]
“It’s very thoughtful, isn’t it?” [Adds another trainee]
“How many risks do you want to take?” [Asks the first trainee]
“Only based on risk sessions you will be able to enforce measurements of control.” [Continues Leo – 
referring to the previously discussed slides]
“And only when you have verified that the contractor is not doing a good job.” [Adds trainer 2 – using 
the previously established terminology] 
For a few seconds, everybody is talking through each other. Then one of the trainees comes up with a 
solution: 
“We could install cameras. Besides reducing interim stops at the construction site, we could always 
look back.” [Says the trainee]
“How would you feel when your boss is continuously filming you?” [Asks trainer 2]
“It’s not just a matter of trust. It’s simply more fun” [Responds the trainee] 
“Now you are being honest!” [Comments trainer 3]
“Contractors are begging for trust. Try to image what it means when there are always Rijkswaterstaat 
employees around, even though they claim to keep a distance” [Continues trainer 2, thereby ending the 
discussion] (observational notes – 9 October 2006). 
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Apart from confronting people with this so-called “old behaviour” and teaching them the 
vocabulary of the required “new behaviour”, the trainers also tried to make people feel 
responsible for further distributing the body of thought that was being developed within 
UNIVERSE. One way of doing this was by asking the participants whether their manager 
actually knew the ins and outs of system-based contract management. Whether the 
answer was yes or no, the trainers always tried to make people accountable for any further 
action:

A question we always ask is: “Do you think your manager within the CED knows what 
system-based contract management is all about?” If yes: “How do you know?” If no: 
“What are you going to do about it?” It’s a very tough question for people to get. Because 
whenever the answer is: “No, my boss doesn’t know”, we let them know that it is their 
responsibility, now that they have taken this course, to tell him. This … they don’t like. It is 
very hard and they all say that it is not their role. But the answer then is: “Yes, it is your role. 
You now know the new way of working within the Waterstaat that has been enforced by 
the DG. And if your boss doesn’t, then it is your responsibility to tell him” (trainer 2).

The trainers did not allow room for discussion. They all emphasized that people simply did 
not have a choice: this was the new way of working, whether people liked it or not. They 
did not tolerate any form of disobedience or critique and they all continuously emphasized 
the wide managerial support for the approach they were teaching: 

We no longer tolerate this attitude of “this is a disastrous plan and we will frustrate it”. 
That’s finished (…) I just say: “Do I really hear this?” This is anecdotal. “Do you really use 

Translation: Hands-off … inspection at distance!!! Is this far enough??
Source: Presentation SBCM training

Image 16   Inspection at a distance
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the word disastrous? Look, the door is that way. That’s enough. Do you collaborate or not? 
What will it be”. I just say: “I have been given an explicit assignment from Bob. Stop wining, 
just work. Nothing else …” (trainer 1).

I have an assignment to get some things done. And that’s what I do. And whenever I don’t 
succeed, I will inform Bob: “Hey, this isn’t working or they don’t want to”. You have to do 
something in order to enforce those kinds of things. If I am unable to do it directly, we will 
do it top down. That’s the way it works. Because what we have here is a solid assignment 
to arrange things using system-based contract management. And we no longer enter into 
discussions about it. To those people who say that SBCM doesn’t work, I reply with: “No, 
the boss has said, the DG has decreed, that this is what we are going to do: we are working 
under SBCM. Minimal Rijkswaterstaat; maximal market involvement. And if you don’t 
agree with that, you don’t have to tell me, but you have to be in The Hague” (trainer 2).

Within UNIVERSE we question things and we confront people with the idea that our 
DG has said about certain things: “Thou shall be a professional client and Thou shall use 
system-based contract management”. At least, that’s my translation of what he has said. 
But what do we see? That people start searching for what he means with that, and in so 
doing they always get back to their own ideas. But as good as those ideas might be, they 
do have to test it against the “Thou shall …” (trainer 3).

The UNIVERSE Philosophy Starts to Delegitimize

UNIVERSE put pressure on the traditional division of roles and responsibilities and this 
created tensions between different groups involved. The tensions were both role-bound 
(i.e. between different areas of responsibility) and cultural (i.e. between actors representing 
different groups or organizations). UNIVERSE was organized according to the so-called IPM 
role model. IPM stood for integrated project management. It differentiated between five 
roles: the overall project manager, the project control manager, the stakeholder manager, 
the technical manager and the contract manager. One of the most salient divisions within 
project UNIVERSE ran between the “new professionals” within the central project team 
(contract- and risk managers and project controllers) and the technical engineers involved 
in the project. The other division ran between the central project team – allocated at the 
CED – and RWS’ regional departments. The critical stories of those groups formed the 
ingredients of the delegitimizing discourse surrounding project UNIVERSE. 
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Ingredient 1 – The Engineers – UNIVERSE is a One-sided and Short-sighted Story
As became clear from the project manager’s and central project members’ discourse, 
resistance was typically associated with the ‘technical guys’, whose character was seen 
to be square to the attitude and behaviour that they deemed necessary within the new 
way of working. Although the engineers involved in the project were indeed critical, they 
did not see their own attitude and behaviour as problematic. They merely distanced 
themselves from what they saw as a one-sided story. The manager of the technical 
team saw the lack of enthusiasm for UNIVERSE among the engineers as a result of the 
continuous emphasis by both the corporate management and the central project team on 
the supposed need to distance oneself from the engineering. According to the technical 
manager, this not only was an unattractive story for engineers and therefore difficult to 
sell, but he also questioned the need for it. Although he acknowledged that engineering 
was getting a different role within the overall project, he tried to reframe the story into a 
more appealing one: with the new way of working, technical knowledge and experience 
would not become less important, but it would become more important than ever before, 
although in a different way:

We have to realize that, eventually, it is about the engineering. After all, something has to 
happen outside. The focus is mainly on new types of contracts, the new market approach, 
the competitive dialogue … much more than on the engineering, because that’s what we 
had to say good-bye to. And that doesn’t make it any easier to get those men to contribute 
to the result of UNIVERSE. At times this has been very difficult. It means that you have to 
communicate a lot. One of the most important things is that they have the feeling that they 
are still being listened to. At the same time, we need to show them the boundaries so that 
they continue working within the philosophy of UNIVERSE. So, they shouldn’t try to control 
everything, at least not in the way we used to do in the past. We are making demands 
rather then telling others what to do. And that’s even more difficult. We shouldn’t think 
that we, the Waterstaat, are the only ones with technical expertise. The market is able to 
do it as well. Others are able to do it as well. They might do things different than we used 
to do, but they are able to do it. And when we want it differently, we need to tell them 
what we want better, rather than telling them how we want it, because that’s what we 
used to be very good at, telling the contractor how to do it. That transition might be the 
CED’s biggest one: doing less things by yourself, taking a distance, but also telling them 
better what it is that you want. That demands a great amount of knowledge. Maybe even 
more knowledge then when you are standing aside in order to say “this is how I want it”. 
You need more knowledge. But you need to use it differently (manager technical team).
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Contrary to the managerial change discourse, the technical manager did not want to focus 
on engineering as a threatened discipline, but as something with a lot of challenges. The 
technical manager attempted to regain a legitimate role for the engineers by focusing 
attention on the continued need for technical expertise. He lamented the fact that the 
engineers were only told what they had to refrain from within the future. In his opinion, 
the managerial narrative of change concentrated too much on what was lost with the new 
way of working, that is, the design and construction work. No wonder the engineers were 
unenthusiastic: the project was seen to undermine the core of their existence. Statements 
from several members of the technical team supported the technical managers’ idea 
that the dominance of contract management within the UNIVERSE approach had a 
disempowering effect on the engineers. As exemplified in the following, the engineers felt 
not taken seriously within the project: 

The technical team sometimes has the feeling that one is insufficiently involved, lately 
involved, or that one does not do a lot with their comments, critique or feedback. So the 
feeling of “our role is not so important within this work” remains. Our input is not used 
enough. It has been an issue from the beginning (member technical project team 1).

The engineers emphasized that the initial lack of enthusiasm should not be interpreted 
as a sign of resistance. In fact, they got really angry when they were accused of not being 
committed to the project’s goals. The following is a typical example of the friction that 
developed between the engineers on the one hand and the project manager and the 
contract management people on the other hand. The fragment comes from an interview 
with an experienced employee from the CED’s engineering department who was feeling 
misunderstood by the central project team. Significant is not just what he said, but how 
he said it:

“How we look at UNIVERSE? That’s quite a question you are asking me. You want to know 
what my colleagues think of the new way of working?” 
X is clearly getting uncomfortable. I get the feeling that I have been asking the wrong 
question. It seems as if there is something he rather doesn’t want to talk about. X continues: 
“Gosh, that’s a difficult question, a very difficult question. Also because there have been 
tensions between our department and Bob about the commitment and attitude of the 
people of my department regarding UNIVERSE. This is a very tricky one. I certainly have my 
own ideas about it, which I have also told Bob. He knows about it …”. 
X pauses again and asks me why I am staring at him. I am getting the feeling that he thinks 
I have been told by Bob to ask him this question and to report back on the answer. X again 
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mumbles something like: “What do you want me to answer … it’s a very tricky question”. 
I decide to explain that I wasn’t aware of a conflict between his department and UNIVERSE, 
neither am I interested in his opinion regarding specific individuals. I explain to him that I 
am interested in how people with a different background may have different ideas about 
the new way of working and how this affects a new project such as UNIVERSE. X seems 
to relax a bit. He then starts telling me why the relation between his colleagues and the 
project team has been rather tense: 
“I have to tell you that maintenance hasn’t been an issue for years. Year after year, we have 
tried to get attention for the risks and we indicated where and why. But the political realm 
was never interested. We had to beg for money and we barely got half of it, or even less, 
to tackle all the problems; until it became a political issue. We really tried to get attention 
for the fact that we were running a lot of risks: within the regional departments, with 
the CED over here, and at the headquarters. But they wouldn’t hear of it. Many of us saw 
it happening. And then it suddenly became an issue and we were overtaken by a whole 
bunch of people, groups of people, who suddenly became interested in maintenance. Those 
people did not know anything about the technical content, but they were looking at what 
the political realm was asking, which was a smart and efficient way of tackling everything 
as soon as possible. So we were overtaken, until those people realized themselves: ‘we 
can’t do without those engineers’, and then they came back towards us to say: ‘hey guys, 
we need you’ (member technical project team 2).

The example shows how the project engineers struggled with being “overtaken” by the 
project team as they felt a strong sense of ownership over the maintenance issue. They 
frequently emphasized how they tried to get attention for problems with maintenance way 
before UNIVERSE: “the problem has been known for quite a long time. Several employees 
made an effort to get the management to see that”. Accusations of not being committed 
to the project goals were seen as illegitimate and caused feelings of resentment towards 
the central project team. The former affiliation of some key figures in the central project 
team, who explicitly positioned themselves as coming from outside the CED, further 
fuelled a kind of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ thinking within the project team:

It started out small. Bob came from outside the CED, from the HSL-South. And the three 
of us, we all came from the CED. Bob had – of course – developed sort of an “anti-CED 
feeling”. I think that he also looked at us as people from the CED, from the technical corner. 
Thus he quickly added people to the project team from a familiar corner: the HSL-South. I 
have the impression that Bob has consciously chosen to do it like that; to distance himself 
a bit from the CED and the engineering and deliberately bring fresh blood – new people – 
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into the CED who would not be frightened by new contract forms and who were already 
familiar with different contract/tendering forms and a different way of dealing with those 
contracts (member technical project team 1).

Note how this project member explicitly distinguished between the “CED-corner” and the 
“HSL corner”. Again, it is clear that these labels meant more than simply dividing between 
technical and “non-technical” disciplines. As we have seen in the previous paragraph, 
membership of either one of those two groups included the assignment of particular 
kinds of subjectivities to its individual members. The engineers from the technical team 
constantly felt that they had to prove themselves against a prejudiced image the others – 
including the project manager – had of them. An image in which they were the principal 
adversaries, unfamiliar with new contract forms and mainly frightened of it. Every passing 
reference to the need of making differentiations in contracts or wanting additional 
(technical) information was translated by the “HSL corner” as old and unwanted behaviour. 
An engineer about discussions between him and one of the SCB-trainers: 

My reaction probably made them fear that I wanted to go all into details, that I wanted 
too much depth in the demand requirements. Later they have learned that I am definitely 
a supporter of the new way of working and that I had experience with risk analysis and 
setting demands with respect to those risks (member technical project team 2). 

But the engineers for their part also held a particular image of the other corner. A typical 
example was the “all those drawing tables” story. At the core of this critique was the idea 
that top management’s view of the shop floor was out-dated:

Of course we did a lot of things ourselves, however, gradually that was no longer the 
case. But the image of the top management sometimes seems to be that we were doing 
a whole lot of things ourselves. When you asked what they meant and what they thought 
we were doing, it appeared that we were actually outsourcing quite a lot already. But 
that’s something our top management didn’t see. Really, I remember one of those sessions 
down here, in the building, with X and X, whose tongues were tied because they were told: 
“You tell me to withdraw, while the only thing I’m doing is outsourcing work. You think 
I’m spending my time with doing things myself, but I’m actually looking after external 
companies all the time. I’m not doing anything myself”. There was such a difference, that 
those people started saying: “They don’t understand us, they are just enforcing something, 
and they are forcing the matter too far” (manager technical team).
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Questioning the know-how of the organization’s top management could be seen as a 
means of trivializing the managerial change discourse. At the same time it served to recast 
the engineers as competent players in the new way of working. The engineers emphasized 
the importance of technical and experiential knowledge:

Nobody in the central UNIVERSE team has actually built something. They are all people 
from the stationer’s shop. The members from the central UNIVERSE team have never 
walked around a construction site during a building process and seen something being 
welded of which you would think … hmm … Take X, for instance, who is a very intelligent 
guy, but he has never been on a building site. Neither has Y … never really participated in 
the actual construction process (member technical project team 3).

The point here is, that according to the engineers, only the seasoned project engineer 
was in the position to determine specification demands, to engage in a dialogue with the 
contractor and to assess whether the solutions provided by the contractor were adequate:

You only get technical quality when the people who need to check that know what they 
are doing. With only processes, accounting and signatures, well … I am afraid that if you do 
that, UNIVERSE comes to stand for cosmetic, rather than for UNIVERSE (member technical 
project team 3).

The engineers were also of the opinion that the new way of working relied too much on 
juridical procedures and guarantees. They accused the central project team of living in a 
fool’s paradise. These procedures, so the argued, were far away from the actual practice 
‘out there’. When being confronted with a problem on the road, the average road worker 
would directly call upon a contractor to fix the problem, rather than start with all kind of 
paper work: 

A lot of problems are ad-hoc problems. When you encounter an ad hoc problem with 
a bridge, or something like that, most regional departments will decided for an ad hoc 
solution. They won’t delve into all kinds of five to ten-year old Excel sheets to find out 
whether the problem is still covered by guarantee and to find out which contractor he 
needs to contact. He just makes a phone call. He contacts a company such as Hollandia 
and tells them to repair it that night. We’ll look at the rest later (member technical project 
team 3). 
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They called the managerial project discourse short sighted and its followers naïve: 

You might not have traffic hindrance during the initial work activities, but the hindrance 
will come after the work has been done. Because things will break down. This receives 
far too little attention. The reasons for that is that politically you score higher if the work 
you do right now results in little traffic hindrance and we’ll see how it works out later. 
That’s the atmosphere here. That’s bad. Take the Brienenoord bridge where we have those 
problems. The government is making false demands (member technical project team 2).

The manager of the technical team knew that these kind of troubles did no good to 
the image of the project among the engineers: “it gives engineers the impression that 
UNIVERSE is doing as it pleases”. The repair of expansion joints at the Brienenoord bridge 
was frequently used by the engineers as an example of how the lack of knowledge had 
already resulted in impossible demands. Not only did they call the timeslots of ‘permissible 
road unavailability’ (i.e. the maximum amount of time that the contractor was allowed to 
close the road from being used) in the contract naïve. They also thought it was unbefitting 
a professional client: 

Whatever way you do it, it is impossible to repair expansion joints within 5 hours. It’s very 
simple. Those expansion joints, even if you take the worst type, if you want to make them 
within five hours … they need 3 hours to cool down, for instance. But within those three 
hours, they are already being used. This means that, within the first two hours they are 
being used – let’s say that they will last for 5 years – you may subtract three years. So you 
are destroying it while you’ve just made it. This is, I think, a kind of naïve balance in the 
demands we have. It’s hardly possible to speak of a professional client here – I say it rather 
carefully – because a professional client should know how to find another balance (…) And 
the worst of it is that those who had given the orders, they didn’t know, because they 
didn’t listen enough to the experts within our organization here. Those people felt the 
lobby from the traffic managers breathing down their neck and they thought … we’ll just 
write down that it has to be done in this way (member technical project team 3). 

Ingredient 2 – The Region – UNIVERSE Wants to Be Everything and Everywhere
Tensions also existed between the central project team at the CED and the regional project 
teams responsible for the various work packages. In the past, the CED had often been 
accused of being arrogant and inward looking. Despite Bob’s efforts to disassociate himself 
and his project from that negative image, UNIVERSE easily ran the risk of being pushed in 
the same corner. Before the regional teams actually got off the ground, the central project 
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team had already been working on the project for months. A regional project manager 
recounts how UNIVERSE long seemed of little interest to them: 

I once joined the provider for a meeting in Utrecht, where a bunch of hotshot were inventing 
how to set it up. It didn’t mean a lot to us. Here in the region not that much was being 
done about it, except for the Quickscan that came during the mid-term break and that was 
pushed through in between things. Later this was used as the foundation for UNIVERSE. 
The whole time I had the feeling that it didn’t concern us and we didn’t really have the time 
to go deeply into UNIVERSE either. We were involved in a major reorganization and all that. 
I was given a package of work, with at the bottom of that list ‘a little UNIVERSE’. But I didn’t 
have a clue about what it meant. Nobody knew (regional project manager 1).

 
When the regional departments finally did become involved, many people found it difficult 
to catch up. An illustrative example comes from an interview with an employee from a 
road district who aptly describes how UNIVERSE was seen to invade into the region with a 
vocabulary that they were completely unfamiliar with:

Time and time again I got stuck. Not in the last place because of the fact that we were 
searching for the right way to do this. Those contracts were completely new to me. 
I had never seen this before. System-based contract management, risk sessions and 
all those kind of things. Everything was new to me: what do you write in the contract? 
Which conditions? Which milestones? We used to have a contract in which we indicated 
everything: on this road between kilometre one and two you have to remove 5 cm of the 
upper layer and apply a new 5-cm thick layer. It has to satisfy those criteria, it has to be 
this thick, it has to be this wide and you have to lineate it. This is no longer the case. Now 
we tell the constructor that the surface of the road is in a bad condition but that it is up to 
him to decide what to do, as long as it doesn’t need maintenance for the next seven years: 
“come with a proposal and if we agree you can go ahead”. That’s what happens within 
UNIVERSE. Included in the contract intake were site inspections of the objects within the 
scope. This only included an assessment of the objects’ problems. It’s up to the contractor 
to come with a plan for traffic management. And he needs to find the cause of the objects’ 
problems. That’s all for him to find out. For us that’s a whole new way of working. And then 
you also have the technical inspection: how are you going to assess the quality of the work? 
Within risk sessions you have to assess the risks for the contractor and for ourselves: you 
have to identify them, categorize them and ask yourself how big is the risk? What kind of 
a risk is it? How often could it occur? What measurements can we take? I wasn’t familiar 
with all those things. You need time to grow into that. You try to describe everything in 
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the contract as well as you can. After that, the only thing you can do is wait and see if you 
get what you want. For us technicians this is quite a transition and not everyone is happy 
with it. Sometimes we say: “Maybe we should do a few projects ourselves here within 
the district”. But you are not given space to do so. One of Rijkswaterstaat’s spearheads is 
“market unless”. So it’s probably a matter of getting used to it, I guess. And we’ll see how 
it goes and whether we get what we want. You kind of lose a feeling for your techniques, 
when you don’t pay attention. Basically you leave everything to the contractor. You then 
need to swallow anything he says. But you actually don’t want that. You want to have a 
reply to that. Because you feel that you are not in control of it. It also is an emotional story, 
partially. I have to let go the things I have been doing for years, of course. And things you like 
to do. Yes, indeed ... We used to hire people who designed entire highways. Nowadays you 
run the risk of telling Arcadis: “Here you see a line. It needs to carry this amount of traffic 
every year. Go ahead and make a plan”. So you run the risk of losing that, and if you don’t 
like that, you will need to go somewhere else. It’s a combination of things. Emotionally. We 
have always enjoyed doing it. And why should it be different now? That is the case at all 
levels. Take the roadmen, for instance, who have been upgraded to surveyors. Roadmen 
used to be hired to dredge ditches to keep the water running. When you look at a surveyor 
nowadays, they have a mobile office with a computer in their car. It’s a totally different 
way of working. Those former roadmen used to have thick fingers! They used to be good 
in spreading sand with a shovel, not with a screen and a keyboard. You cannot stop this 
development. Yet, it’s hard (stakeholder manager regional project team).

The idea of the central team was that they were supportive of the regional teams. One of 
the SCBM trainers compared UNIVERSE with an octopus: “UNIVERSE is an octopus that 
disperses into the periphery – it is the staff from the regional teams that fulfils it, and next 
to that we have a central unit, that’s us”. The regional teams found the central project team 
much more directive than that. A member of a regional team used the metaphor of a waltz 
to illustrate this: “If you stand in front of that ball, you will be flattened by it”. A central 
element in the stories of the regional project members was the feeling of losing control: 

Bob’s advantage is that our director general highly values his project and also Leo supports 
it for the full 100%. The people in the region know that. It happens to them and they can’t 
influence it (regional project manager 2). 

From the perspective of the region, the relationship between the central project team and 
the regional project teams was one of inequality. The central project team was inventing 
the new way of working and the regional project teams followed. While Bob had a project 
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team with seasoned contract managers, risk managers and the like, the regional project 
teams were not always an equal partner in the discussion: 

The central team consists of very qualified people, qualitatively and quantitatively. This 
means that the decentralised teams are not always an equal partner in the discussion. At a 
certain point in time, for instance, I was in need of a forecaster. We don’t have forecasters 
because they are all located in the central team. We ended up having a lot of discussion 
about their availability, about the confidentiality of data … then I find it very difficult to 
get heard within UNIVERSE’s central team, because they have so many people with such a 
strong belief. That’s just … I find it hard (regional project manager 2). 

This was further complicated by the confidentiality in the competitive dialogue. Although 
the project was about structures that the regional departments were responsible for, the 
dialogue with the contractors was highly confidential and involved only a few people. 
After a long period of radio silence, when the rest of the team could finally be informed, 
they felt being confronted with a fait accompli. A regional project manager remarks:

The confidentiality within the whole process is difficult. During the competitive dialogue 
only the team participating in the dialogue knows what kind of things are being discussed. 
Only after awarding the contract we are able to give more information. What you 
see is that the people around those teams give up and they feel confronted with a fait 
accompli. Confidentiality is given a prominent position within UNIVERSE at the expense 
of cooperation. The idea is to make arrangements with different contractors during the 
dialogue. Since those arrangements may differ they have to be confidential; it’s competitive 
information, so we keep it a secret. It has much to recommend it, however, it also means 
that the others have absolutely no idea what to expect. That’s difficult within the project 
team, but even more so for those who are not part of the project team; people with the 
water or road districts. It’s extremely difficult because they are even further away and 
they continuously wonder what’s going to happen: “why am I not involved”, “I’m being left 
behind”, “I don’t have any influence” or “you are busy with my objects and I have nothing 
to say”, those kind of reactions (regional project manager 2). 

The regional departments were responsible for stakeholder management. They often 
remarked that in the absence of knowledge this was a difficult task: 

The local authorities simply say: ‘Sir, I don’t care about UNIVERSE, I just want to know when 
and for how long that bridge will be closed’. I could answer: ‘Wait until we’ve awarded 
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the contract’. But that’s not the right answer, I’m afraid. And even the Managing Director 
would then tell me that this is impossible. We can’t leave those people in the dark and 
what’s more, we can only do the work with their permission (regional project manager 1).

According to the regional project teams, the central team departed from a rather 
theoretical point of view about the way one should organize the competitive dialogue, 
system-based contract management and so on. Stakeholder management, so they argued, 
was not something the central team understood: 

What you see then is a natural tension between the CED where people are generally 
thinking from the technical point of view – from the theoretical concept of UNIVERSE – 
and the regional department that is used to think as traffic manager in terms of traffic 
disruption and communication with local and regional authorities. The central team and 
also those people in my team who come from the CED – the technical manager and the 
contract manager – they have a particular point of view (regional project manager 2).

The regional project managers also found it hard to sell the UNIVERSE story to the road 
and water districts. UNIVERSE was about ‘their’ structures, but now they had nothing to 
say about it:

Take for instance the water district, a district that has been doing the maintenance of 
sluices and bridges for a very long time. As a result they have a vision on the way things 
should be done: “those gates have to be taken out; a new sluice gate needs to be placed; 
the one that has been taken out needs to be cleaned so that it is free of rust and all that 
stuff; it needs to be painted again; it needs to be preserved and it needs to be replaced”. 
UNIVERSE says: “we don’t prescribe things any more; we tell the constructor that he needs 
to provide a seven-year guarantee and that’s it” (regional project manager 2).

At times, there were real conflicts. The following (abbreviated) story comes from an 
interview with a director from one of the regional departments who clashed with 
UNIVERSE’s central project team about the structures that would be included in the scope 
of the project:

There was a dilemma concerning two national highways. When this [UNIVERSE’s list of 
structures] was an issue, we were amidst negotiations with the Provincial authorities on 
the transfer of ownership of those bridges. We therefore marked those bridges, having 
in mind the fact that – while maintenance indeed had to be carried out – the negotiation 
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with the Province was leading. The Minister also thought this was very important, more 
important than UNIVERSE so to speak. (…) [Several months later] it became clear that the 
transfer would indeed take place and that the Provincial authorities wanted to take care of 
the bridges’ maintenance by themselves. 

Before this information trickled down to UNIVERSE – before it had only come to their 
attention – November had come round. Bob was furious: “We are in the middle of a public 
tender and we clearly stated to the contractors what is included in the contract. We have 
to review the contract and we don’t allow that to happen. Those bridges remain in the 
contract”. I understand the emotions – imagine you were the project manager. But they 
were totally unaware of the fact that they could have noticed this during the preparatory 
stage. It made us very angry: “That’s the limit. We set up a list. We communicated that this 
was on its way. But they didn’t hear us, because they were too busy with other things. And 
when it comes to the point, we get the blame!” 

I told Bob that we would need to find a clever way out, and that it was up to him to go to 
the Minister and tell her that she shouldn’t continue with the transfer because we included 
those structures in project UNIVERSE. So we had reached a state where … well we put all 
those emails in a file, because we were thinking: “Darn it! This time we’ve done a good job”. 
So we made a file to show that we actually did communicate, but that lines within the CED 
were long. On the other hand we didn’t have a project leader who was on to it, and if you 
know those lines are long, they [his own project team] could have given me a ring: “Hey, 
do you realise that the transfer is getting serious before they start tendering”. That neither 
happened. In a certain sense, that doesn’t clear us either. 

So both departments [the CED and the regional department] are going through a 
transition and fall into the same trap. You could almost see them thinking at the CED: 
“Fortunately we still have UNIVERSE”. That’s what they held on to: “what we are praised 
for”. This had to be successful no matter how. And nobody will be able to put a single blot 
on it. That’s what I felt. So when this occurred, in particular when they [UNIVERSE] were 
subjected to pressure, they tackled it with full power: it’s “impossible”, “that’s the region 
again”, “as corporately agreed” – all those terms were on the table. Apparently we did not 
have a collective aim and eventually it helped to say: “let’s leave it behind for a while. If we 
were to be the Minister, who is both responsible for the transfer and for UNIVERSE, what 
would we do? And we solved it. Also because Bob – fortunately – swallowed his words a bit 
by recognizing that they hadn’t done a very good job either, that they could have known 
what was going on and by acknowledging that he had played “power politics” (director 
regional department).
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Note how this director put the clash into the context of a changing organization: “I could 
tell though – and this is part of the context – that it [UNIVERSE] was the pearl of the CED. 
The CED was on its last legs due to all the commotion, but UNIVERSE kept people going”.

Approaching the Tipping Point – When Success Becomes a Burden

The drive within UNIVERSE is ‘this won’t fail’. Everybody is focussed on that and we shall 
firmly grab the first one to criticize us. That’s the strength of UNIVERSE. Nobody says: “this 
is impossible”; a few maybe, but those are having a hard time. I am sure that the moment 
you dare to say such a thing, seven out of ten UNIVERSE-ers want to enter into a discussion 
(…). It just can’t fail. UNIVERSE won’t fail. You can talk long or short about it. Let’s do it 
short: UNIVERSE will be successful (trainer 3).

Ever since the start of the project, UNIVERSE received a lot of managerial support. Given 
the innovative and corporate aspects of the project, UNIVERSE seemed the ultimate story 
for the CED’s directorate to legitimate the new CED. Therefore, the project was often used 
as an example of the new way of working in the CED’s newsletters, in the New Year’s 
speech or during road shows along the regional departments. With the awarding of the 
price for “RWS project team of the year” the DG also openly showed his enthusiasm and 
commitment to making the project a success. Initially, the managerial support was received 
with enthusiasm: it was seen to legitimate the course taken and people felt empowered to 
continue with what they were doing: 

Within my own department it has been clearly communicated to us that we need to cut 
back on staff. You always have to wait and see what kind of a cut backs they are talking 
about: are people really being eliminated or do they have new positions for those people? 
Being part of one of the crucial projects gives you a bit more security: it’s a safe feeling 
(contract manager regional project team).

Members of the central project team often referred to themselves as frontrunners, as 
showed the various metaphors they used for describing the project team. One member 
compared UNIVERSE with a “roller coaster”, adding that he was “not averse to roller coaster 
rides”. Another member described the central project team as a “puppy team”, referring to 
the internal drive and tremendous energy amongst the team members. Reference was also 
made to “doing top sport”, and “not everybody is suitable for top sport”. 
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Throughout time, people started to realise that the continuous reference to UNIVERSE 
as an example of the new way of working also had its drawbacks. As one of the CED’s 
directors remarked: 

What I feel is that we stick to UNIVERSE for too long. We have to be careful not too … it 
can backfire as well … At a certain moment, people can’t stand it any more and then it 
is counterproductive. So it is about time that we come up with new ‘UNIVERSE’ projects 
[“UNIVERSES”]. What strikes me is that we find that very hard. This is partly due to the fact 
that we only have a small group of people – within the CED, but also within the entire 
Rijkswaterstaat – capable of making such a shift as we did with UNIVERSE. Time and time 
again, whatever you want to do, we get back to a select company of people who are able to 
do the job. These people are overcharged. We are talking about 10-20% of our manpower 
to fall back on, time and time again. The risk is that the gap between those 10-20% and the 
other 80-90% of the organization is getting bigger and bigger … (CED director).

Being in the spotlight not only led to a certain “UNIVERSE-weariness”, people also started 
to recognize that a lot of people wouldn’t mind for UNIVERSE to take a nose-dive:

You often hear … UNIVERSE, there we go again … It’s killing that UNIVERSE is always in 
the positive spotlight; that it is always presented as the “the best boy in the class”. That 
is what’s happening. The automatic reaction is … “the best boy in the class is not very 
popular”. That’s how it used to be at school … it leads to active opposition from certain 
individuals (trainer 2).

I don’t see real obstruction yet. But I also think that at the moment things really go wrong 
… the shit will hit the fan then. I mean … the risk with UNIVERSE is that it becomes a solo 
performance. By giving the CED more and more responsibility … the regional departments 
may drop out … or rather corporate just a little, half-heartedly, while waiting for things to 
go wrong and then use that to say that it’s not so clever organized after all (regional project 
manager 2).

Conclusion

For individuals in UNIVERSE’s project team, the project represented an opportunity 
to establish their personal reputations as innovators or specialists of the new way of 
working. For the CED’s management, the project was a means of impressing vital external 
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stakeholders (like the RWS Board), as well as it was a means of solving the ambiguity 
surrounding the narrative of change. Paradoxically, the emphasis on the project team’s 
uniqueness and the single-focus on UNIVERSE as the ultimate new standard by the CED’s 
management severely politicized the project. The emphasis on not being a CED project, the 
recruitment of key project members from outside the CED, the strong and the stereotypical 
image of the engineer as the adversary of the new way of working, and the late involvement 
of the regional departments, created the seeds for a an ‘us versus them’ way of thinking 
(see also Van Marrewijk, 2007; Van Marrewijk et al., 2008). The managerial attention and 
the time pressure put a lot of stress on the members of the project team: UNIVERSE was 
to succeed, no matter what. This empowered the project team, yet also created the image 
of the central project team as a bunch of know-alls, claiming to work together, but turning 
to power play once needed. And this was precisely the image the CED’s management was 
desperately trying to avoid. 
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Discussion and Conclusion

In the previous chapters I have given a detailed analytic description of the unfolding 
organizational negotiations on the process of change within Rijkswaterstaat. In the final 
chapter I will further analyse the findings and reflect on the contributions of this study. It 
starts by reviewing the contributions of the different chapters. What follows is a discussion 
of the main highlights of this study. From that I will answer the research question and 
reflect on further research. 

Calls for Change in the Infrastructure Sector

Throughout the first decennium of this millennium the Rijkswaterstaat organization 
engaged in a revolutionary change program instigated by both internal and external calls for 
change. A series of public inquiries into the conduct and practices within the infrastructure 
sector had sketched a disconcerting picture of an industry pervaded by inefficient and 
fraudulent practices. Infrastructure projects were frequently overrunning on costs or 
falling behind schedule. The lack of integrity and transparency on the side of construction 
companies and the alleged incompetence of public infrastructure organizations challenged 
the legitimacy of existing organizational constellations and practices, kindling widespread 
feelings that construction industries in the Netherlands and elsewhere were in need of 
a cultural change. Rijkswaterstaat seemed to embody all the critiques: it was generally 
depicted as a technical driven organization, a ‘bastion’ with a strong internal focus, mainly 
using its own logic when interacting with the environment. The organization was typically 
seen as ‘arrogant’, ‘intrusive’, ‘outdated’, and not in control of its financial and operational 
management. A new era seemed to have arrived for the infrastructure sector at large, and 
Rijkswaterstaat in specific. 

The discourse of change within the infrastructure sector was dominated by the 
doctrine of New Public Management (NPM), which introduced a discourse of market-
related principles into the public sector. Public infrastructure executive departments 
and implementation organizations had to transform into flexible, professional expert 
principals in contracting out projects. Public engineers were to become supervisors of 
innovative collaborative arrangements. This required a process of reorientation and 
repositioning with implications for the professionals involved. They were held accountable 
for the reliability and safety of our infrastructures, while no longer designing, constructing 
or maintaining those structures themselves. The aim of the ethnographic study reported 
on in this book was to gain insight into the processes through which organizational actors 
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within Rijkswaterstaat sought to produce or deny legitimacy to their role and position in 
a changing infrastructural sector. I decided to approach the process of legitimation as a 
rhetorical game of managing meaning (Granlund, 2002). 

Discursive (de)Legitimation in Organizational Negotiation

In the first chapter I presented the theoretical framework of this study. Several scholars 
have argued that the literature on organizational legitimacy would benefit from a more 
process-oriented view. Based on the growing body of work that addresses the role of 
discourse in society at large and within organizations in specific, I argued that a discursive 
analytic framework would be useful in doing so. Discourse scholars are interested in the 
relation between discourse and social reality. They focus on the production, dissemination, 
and reception of texts: written texts, spoken words, pictures, symbols, artefacts, and so 
forth. Discourse analysts are concerned with how particular interpretations or practices 
come to be accepted as legitimate and taken for granted. In the last decade, discourse 
scholars from various backgrounds have contributed to a conceptualization of legitimation 
as a socially constructed and discursively produced phenomenon (Brown, 2003; Golant & 
Sillince, 2007; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Phillips & Hardy, 1997; Vaara & Tienari, 2008; 
Van Leeuwen, 2007). 

The literature study in chapter 1 reviewed the contribution of three groups of discourse 
studies to the conceptualization of legitimation as a discursive practice. The first group of 
studies, the critical discourse literature, provides a lens for addressing the role of power 
and ideology in discursive processes of legitimation. This body of literature focuses on the 
micro-examination of the discourses mobilized and the strategies used to legitimate or 
delegitimate change. The literature on discursive institutionalization teaches us to take 
the recursive relationship between discourse and action into account when trying to gain 
insight into the discursive dynamics of legitimation. It draws attention to the question 
of how discursive legitimation is validated or negated through the course of events 
and decisions. The dialectical-discourse literature, in addition, is useful for its relational 
approach to legitimation. It focuses on processes of legitimation in everyday interactions 
and calls for the inclusion of plurivocality and negotiation into the analysis. It draws 
attention to the ways in which discursive legitimation is strategically used to preserve a 
sense of individual identity and to protect social agency. Taken together, this allows a view 
of legitimation as a (micro) political, recursive and relational concept. 
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Case 1 – Talking Future Perfect

The first case (chapter 3) analysed the content of a series of speeches by the Director 
General of Rijkswaterstaat and the chairmen of the various works councils. The analysis 
shows that the Director General and the chairmen of the works council revert to different 
types of discourses, each of them providing a distinctive discursive framework to create a 
sense of legitimacy or illegitimacy around the reorientation process. 

The analysis of the Director General’s speeches over the period of 2003-2008 identified 
five discourses that together formed the answer to the question of ‘why should we do 
this’ and ‘why should we do this in this way’. The societal discourse and the operational 
discourse set the stage. With the societal discourse, the DG placed the organization 
into a larger societal framework. It drew on societal reflections – the changing role of 
governments or discussions concerning climate changes and mobility – more than on a 
managerial rhetoric. The main message was that “traditional solutions” would no longer 
suffice. Contrary to the societal discourse, the operational discourse drew attention to the 
internal problems of the organization. Within the operational discourse, the organization 
was depicted as a technical stronghold where bureaucracy was reaching a “deadlock”, 
management was not in control, and departments each went their own way. 

The public oriented discourse, the marketization discourse and the managerial discourse 
provided the answer to the ‘how’ question. With the public orientedness discourse, the DG 
tried to (re)focus attention to public satisfaction and functionality, rather than technical 
quality per se. This involved taking a user- and network oriented perspective and becoming 
more visible to the public. The marketization discourse focused on the shifting roles between 
the public and the private sector and was grounded in efficiency thinking. It emphasized 
the importance of working towards a healthy and clear division of roles with the market. 
This included restoring disturbed relationships and paving the way for innovative solutions 
from the market, while simultaneously drawing attention to what Rijkswaterstaat should 
remain responsible for and how (“market, unless”). The managerial discourse, finally, 
focused on the internal organization of Rijkswaterstaat: the organizational structure, its 
operational management procedures, staffing and organizational culture. It highlighted 
the importance of standardization of procedures, cutbacks in staffing and the need for a 
particular kind of employees. 

The DG uses a variety of legitimation strategies (Erkama & Vaara, 2010; Vaara & 
Monin, 2010; Vaara & Tienari, 2008; Vaara et al., 2006; Van Leeuwen, 2007). In regard to 
authorization (i.e. reference to character and authority), the repositioning was legitimated 
by referring to calls for changes from a variety of internal and external stakeholders, 
such as the Minister, society, road users, the political arena, the parliamentary inquiry 
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committee, the private sector, or the employees itself. By locating his narrative of change 
within a broader development of public sector reforms – “in line with government policy” – 
and by building on the rhetoric available from the widely spread New Public Management 
discourse, the DG tried to establish a sense of fact-of-life. Rationalization (i.e. reference 
to goals and uses) was also used, in particular through the marketization discourse 
and the managerial discourse in which utility, time and cost efficiency and the added 
value of increased market involvement played an important role. The argumentation is 
presented in such a way as to give the audience the idea that it is rather stupid not to 
involve the market: private sector parties are smart(er), (more) creative, practical oriented 
and innovation is key to their success. Other rationalizations included pointing out that 
uniformity and standardization was needed to get back in control, let alone to make life 
easier. Moralization strategies (i.e. reference to value systems) were also used, such as 
when rejecting the former way of doing business as immoral and by introducing a new 
vocabulary full of ‘integrity’, ‘transparency’ and ‘trust’ terminology. Moralization was 
also used when pointing out that getting one’s house in order and (re)establishing the 
relationship with the private sector was the organization’s duty to the tax payer, after all, 
the taxpayer should get value for its money. The analysis further highlighted the ways in 
which the DG played with the notion of time. 

The Director General employed a variety of temporal strategies, such as the 
juxtaposition of a negative past with an attractive, desirable future to create pressure 
for the change; the use of New Year meetings to create a unfolding change story with an 
apparently happy ending; and applying the concept of future perfect thinking to justify the 
present undertakings. 

It probably does not come as a surprise that the discourse of the chairmen of the 
works council – compared to that of the DG – reverted more to moralization, although 
rationalization strategies were also used. Staffing and the implementation of the DG’s 
Business Plan were the main themes in the speeches of the chairmen of the works 
councils. Moralization strategies included humanizing the abstract number-rhetoric of the 
DG, pointing to the victims of the change (older and low scale employees) and referring 
to employees’ loyalty and hard work. The implementation discourse reduced all issues 
– employee resistance, motivation, (dis)satisfaction, uncertainty or a lack of support – 
to communication problems and critically evaluated management’s competencies as 
“change agent”. It pressed forward the idea of “good employment” by pointing out that 
it was management’s duty to correct what it had neglected in the past (investing in 
employees). It was built upon a clear juxtaposition of two groups of organizational actors: 
management as opposed to the rest. Rationalizations, in turn, involved discussing the issue 
of understaffing, framing the employees as the organization’s capital and highlighting 
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the importance of investing in human resources and establishing an attractive working 
organization for organizational continuity. Moreover, the delegitimation of rationalization 
by the chairmen involved questioning the feasibility of the DG’s narrative of change and 
highlighting one of the DG’s discourses – the public values narrative – over others. 

In sum, the first case focused on identifying the building blocks of the managerial 
narrative of change and on gaining a first insight into elements of the delegitimation 
discourse within the organization. However, the textual versions of the speeches do not 
give insight into the process of producing and consuming those discourses. In the following 
chapter we therefore shifted attention from the corporate to the departmental level in 
order to track the on-going negotiations as part of the unfolding process of change within 
Rijkswaterstaat’s Civil Engineering Division.

Case 2 – A Semantic Discussion about Old and New

The second case (chapter 4) focused on how the narrative of change within the Civil 
Engineering Division became manifested in change actions as the process of change 
evolved. The analysis elucidates the recursive dynamics between discursive legitimation 
and organizational action. 

The CED was one of the first departments within Rijkswaterstaat to reorganize. The key 
building blocks of the DG’s narrative of change can all be found within the CED’s managerial 
narrative of change. Initially, the CED management started out with a visionary, yet rather 
abstract story about becoming a partner in business, a network organization and an 
innovative knowledge organization. Many people found this story hard to make sense of. 
Throughout time, the managerial discourse focused on defining between “old” and “new” 
work: old work referring to those activities that would be overtaken by the private sector. 
The introduction of the Shared Capacity department was the physical materialization of 
this. Introduced as a tool to facilitate the transition from the old to the new organization 
and as a symbol of good employment, Shared Capacity was based on the idea that there 
was a clear division between old and new work and that by following the adagio that 
‘people followed work’, an objective selection in staffing was made. The old-new discourse, 
however, turned out to be rather problematic. 

Being one of the frontrunners in the RWS change process, the new way of working still 
had to crystalize itself out. Defining between old and new work was not so straightforward 
and allowed much room for interpretive flexibility. What’s more, people increasingly 
realized that getting your name connected to the new way of working – whatever it 
referred to – was a ticket to placement in the new CED. As soon as it became clear that 
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doing old work meant that you were ‘out’ and doing new work meant that you were ‘in’, 
people increasingly started to act upon this by labelling their activities as ‘new’. Soon there 
was a bewildering intermingling of old and new talk: next to the division between old 
and new work, people started differentiating between old and new projects, old and new 
behaviour, old and new contracts and so on. 

At the same time, the ‘people follow work’ discourse served as a means of hiding other 
motivations related to the reorganization, such as the impulse towards quality. This not 
only referred to the cut in low-salary scale positions, but also to the aspired cultural change. 
The old CED wasn’t prone for bringing people to account. The middle management and 
HR managers responsible for the placement procedure had been told that the placement 
interviews marked a cultural change in itself: the past was not important anymore and 
jobs would no longer be guaranteed. As a result, alongside the ‘objective’ criterion of 
competence for a particular position, the Placement Advisory Committees introduced 
a second criterion, that of “fit” with the new CED. This resulted in a division of people 
suitable or unsuitable for the new CED, a much more subjective division than the division 
in work activities. The crisis surrounding the placement letters only strengthened the 
image of Shared Capacity as the waste bin of the old CED and delegitimized the story that 
placement in Shared Capacity was based on a clear cut between old and new work. Neither 
did it do any good to the idea of Shared Capacity as a sign of good employment. Not only 
did it stigmatize people, they also wondered how well an employment practice it was to 
ignore people’s accomplishments in the past.

As a result of all this, the division between old and new increasingly got a normative 
connotation. Initially it referred to the handing over of “traditional” engineering activities 
such as drawing, calculating and designing, to the market. But gradually, old and new 
became substitutes for ‘suitable versus unsuitable’, ‘interesting versus uninteresting 
projects’ and ‘able versus unable to change’. These associations severely undermined the 
image of those members as skilful workers. The counterstrategies ranged from pointing 
to the importance of the work being done, denying the differentiation between old and 
new, to arguing that one was, in fact, doing new work already. The most salient example in 
this case is probably Janus’ circus story. Where the author of this story had already voiced 
criticism before, the impact of the children’s story, in which he drew a parallel between the 
CED and a circus, was much higher. Not only because it was send to a large audience (the 
entire organization, including the Director General), but mostly because of the eloquent 
way in which he ridiculed the situation by writing a fictional story. The story travelled 
around the other RWS-departments and soon reference to ‘Janus’ was enough to know 
that one was referring to the CED’s change ‘debacle’. By drawing an analogy between the 
situation of the engineer and the lion tamer/animal tamer, the author was able to make a 
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mockery of the change process. The power lied in its recognisability – no explanation was 
needed to understand the analogy with the CED – and in the fact that it was hard for the 
CED’s management to react to it. Yet, ignoring it seemed equally harmful, that’s why one 
chose to use the MD’s blog in stead.

The legitimacy of the old-new discourse was further challenged when it turned out 
that the people that were placed in the Shared Capacity department, were not only doing 
old work, but also new work. It also turned out that Shared Capacity was swamped with 
work as a result of questions from the Regional Departments, which was not a sign of the 
disappearance of traditional engineering work either. This could be the consequence of the 
continued ambiguity around the division between old and new, the purposeful attempts 
of members of the Regional Departments to disassociate themselves from old work out of 
fear to end up in a Shared Capacity department themselves, or differences in the tempo of 
change within the rest of the organization. All this challenged the initial idea that ‘old’ work 
would disappear, and that so would the people doing this. 

In sum, case 2 particularly focused on the ways in which discursive negotiations are 
linked with concrete organizational action. The analysis in this chapter highlights the risks 
of focusing only on specific issues. The legitimacy of the new CED and Shared Capacity 
were closely linked. This case shows that discursive legitimation also depends on concrete 
results and points to the consequences if expectations are not met (Vaara & Monin, 2010). 
Throughout the course of time, the CED’s management tried to create a broader base for 
their change story; they increasingly started looking for example projects with regard to 
the new way of working. Case 3 focused on such an exemplary project. 

Case 3 – Politicizing the Project - The Project as a Battle Field

The third case (chapter 5) focused on how the managerial narrative of change was enacted 
in the daily practices of individual project members. The analysis highlights the unintended 
consequences of increasing politicization of example projects. 

Ever since the process of organizational change started, the CED management 
proclaimed that the new way of working was to be enacted in projects currently in 
progress. Being one of the frontrunners in the change process, however, examples were 
scarce and the CED management often reverted to the same example project to resolve 
ambiguity and confusion surrounding the new way of working: UNIVERSE. Although those 
involved in the project pointed out that UNIVERSE had not been initiated as an example of 
the new way of working, the choice for the project’s name suggests that the initial project 
members at least wanted to convey the message that the project was breaking new 
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grounds. The project manager was the principal merchant of the new project philosophy. 
He was the epitome of the “market unless” story. His story was about functionality and 
about finding the optimal solutions, rather than the best solutions. He talked about 
shifting roles and responsibilities and the concept of “risk taking”. It was about redefining 
the meaning of maintenance and about Rijkswaterstaat’s tasks and duties as a public 
infrastructure organization. A large part of his work was selling the UNIVERSE story: to the 
board of RWS, to the CED’s management, to directors of the regional departments and – 
not in the last place – the private sector. In particular in the beginning of the project, when 
no work outside was being done yet, it was all about story selling. And UNIVERSE thrived 
on those stories: it was the right story at the right moment. Both the RWS board and the 
CED’s management were in need of examples of the new way of working. The UNIVERSE 
story did precisely that.

The managerial support empowered the project team, but also had unintended 
consequences. The strong focus on the project’s uniqueness also set the project team 
apart from the rest of the organization. Members of the project team felt proud to be 
part of something special. They were enthusiastic about the internal drive and tremendous 
energy amongst the team members and often referred to themselves as frontrunners, 
differentiating themselves from what they referred to as the “average” Rijkswaterstaat. 
The members of the central project team had a clear picture of the “old culture”, also 
referred to as “the character of the engineer”. Characteristic of the engineer – within this 
picture – was the focus on details, the pride in one’s work, the joy of working outdoors, 
the desire to be right on the ball, a lack of trust in the contractor, and, as a result of all 
this, a reluctance to turn over responsibility to the contractor. It was their mission to show 
the rest of the organization that a new way of working was doable. Yet, central members’ 
strong identification with the project and ones own profession also formed an impediment 
to its success and let to tensions between the contract/risk managers on the one hand 
and engineers on the other hand, and between the central project team and the regional 
departments. 

The engineers from the technical team constantly felt that they had to prove themselves 
against a prejudiced image the others – including the project manager – had of them. An 
image in which they were the principal adversaries, unfamiliar with new contract forms 
and mainly frightened of it. The technical engineers tried to distance themselves from 
the discourse of the central project team. The strategies ranged from emphasizing the 
importance of their expertise and experiential knowledge; pointing out that they had, in 
fact, been asking for this project themselves; to changing the story into a more appealing 
one when arguing that rather than less important, engineering would become more 
important than ever before, albeit in a different way. They argued that top management’s 
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view of the shop floor was out-dated and that the central project team was living in a fool’s 
paradise; the new way of working relied too much on juridical procedures and guarantees 
and was far away from the actual practice ‘out there’. They sought for examples to show 
that the incompatible demands that the project team set for the contractor were not only 
short sighted, but also naïve and unbefitting a professional client. The regional project 
teams, for their part, felt overwhelmed by the approach taken by the central project team. 
Similar to the engineers, they pointed to – potential – risks and incongruities in the project’s 
philosophy, such as with regard to market unless and stakeholder management. Their late 
involvement and unfamiliarity with the UNIVERSE language and terminology, in addition 
to the confidentiality around the competitive dialogue, however, put them in the position 
of inequality. What’s more, they felt that the central project team often wouldn’t listen, 
afraid of being retarded.

The analysis highlights the risks involved in putting things in a spotlight. The emphasis 
on the project team’s uniqueness and the single-focus on UNIVERSE as the ultimate 
new standard by the CED’s management severely politicized the project. For individuals 
in UNIVERSE’s project team, the project represented an opportunity to establish their 
personal reputations as innovators or specialists of the new way of working. The emphasis 
on not being a CED project, the recruitment of key project members from outside the CED, 
the strong and the stereotypical image of the engineer as the adversary of the new way 
of working, and the late involvement of the regional departments, created the seeds for 
the development of an ‘us versus them’ way of thinking (see also Van Marrewijk, 2007; 
Van Marrewijk et al., 2008). The managerial attention and the time pressure put a lot of 
stress on the members of the project team. UNIVERSE was to succeed, no matter what and 
whether you liked it or not. The project members were willing to explain the rationale over 
and over again, but it was not open to discussion. This created the image of the central 
project team as a bunch of know-alls, claiming to work together, but turning to power play 
once needed. And this was precisely the image the CED’s management was desperately 
trying to avoid.
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Discursive Strategies for Legitimation and Delegitimation

This study shows that the organizational actors within Rijkswaterstaat used a variety of 
discursive strategies to create senses of legitimacy or illegitimacy in the negotiations around 
the organizational repositioning. These included the three elements of classical rhetoric 
also referred to as authorization (reference to character and authority), rationalization 
(reference to logic and rationality) and moralization (reference to moral, value and 
emotion) in previous studies on the (de)legitimation of organizational restructuring 
(Erkama & Vaara, 2010; Vaara & Monin, 2010; Vaara & Tienari, 2008; Vaara et al., 2006). 
In addition, the analysis shows how legitimation and delegitimation involve various 
forms of narrativization: accounts about the past, the present and the future (reference 
to temporality), accounts of success or failure (reference to exemplarity) and humorous 
accounts (reference to mockery). See table 7 and 8 for a concise overview of the various 
legitimation and delegitimation strategies that have been identified in the cases, including 
their characteristic discursive features and a few examples. Looking at the variety of the 
strategies, it becomes clear that the first three strategies are similar to strategies that have 
been identified in other studies as also described in the theoretical chapter (Erkama & 
Vaara, 2010; Vaara & Monin, 2010; Vaara & Tienari, 2008; Vaara et al., 2006; Van Leeuwen, 
2007). The contribution of this study lies in the identification of the other three strategies 
as strategies for legitimation and delegitimation: temporality, exemplarity and mockery. 
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Strategy type Typical strategy Characteristic 
discursive features

Examples

Authority Referring to internal and 
external authorities and 
experts

Personification 
of impersonal 
authorities

Establishing self-
authority

Inclusion (supposed 
consensus)

Giving attributes of persons to impersonal nouns: “society wants”, 
“the private sector or the Hague demands …”

Reference to experts: “the auditor / the committee on 
fraud in the building industry requires to do …”

Reference to the DG: “the boss has said, the DG has decreed, 
that this is what we are going to do …” (UNIVERSE)

Reference to one’s own expertise: I am allowed to say this because I 
have a background in maintenance (PM UNIVERSE)

Telling employees/the private sector that they have said themselves 
that change is inevitable 

Rationality Referring to the benefits of 
market involvement

Referring to the importance of 
standardization, uniformity 
and “being into control”

Efficiency, optimization, risk 
thinking

Abstraction
Predictions
Managerial 

vocabulary

This way of working saves our organization time, money and 
a lot of legal hassle (DG)

The market is able of inventing smarter solutions. Creativity and the 
desire for innovation are part of the corporate culture (DG)

The CED will become an accountable, slender, flexible and professional 
core unit (CED management)

Optimization thinking: “The good solution is an optimal mix between 
a technical solution and no raffic hindrance” (PM UNIVERSE)

Risk thinking: Rijkswaterstaat is not paying for the work a contractor is 
doing, but for the risk that he is taking (PM UNIVERSE)

Morality Moral basis in better serving 
society

Moral basis in stimulating the 
private sector (good for the 
national economy)

Focus on the right procedures 
within the reorganization 
process

Abstraction
Objectification

Reference to the tax payer and the organization’s duty to invest this 
money wisely and to provide safe and reliable infrastructures

Focusing on creating a “fair”, “unbiased” placement procedure, based 
on an “impartial” measurement of skills and competencies. 

Framing Shared Capacity as a “new future”, rather than as a 
department for redundant employees (CED management)

Temporality Idealizing the future and 
dispraising the past

Dividing between ‘old’ and 
‘new’ working practices

Juxtaposing
Closure
Talking Future 

perfect 
Othering
Stereotyping

Presenting the business plan as a “watershed” or a “major change of 
the tide” (DG)

“We have put ourselves back on the map” (DG)
“Now, on the building site of 2015, we have learned to speak each 

other’s language” (DG)
Old work will disappear - Shared Capacity is for those doing old work 

(CED)
With the average Rijkswaterstater, this would not have been possible 

(UNIVERSE)

Exemplarity Referring to examples of 
successful projects

Referring to people that 
incorporated new working 
practices

Labelling
Generalization
Metaphors

Awarding UNIVERSE with the price for “project of the year” 
(RWS Board)

Using UNIVERSE in road shows about the new way of working (CED 
management)

Putting interviews in a newsletter with “old” employees who after 
initial hesitation have become enthusiastic about the new way of 
working (UNIVERSE’s project team)

Metaphors: UNIVERSE is like doing top sport; the central project team 
is like a puppy team; UNIVERSE is an octopus that disperses into the 
region; it is a laboratory where new things are being developed.

Mockery/ 
Humour

Use of humour to ‘break the 
ice’ and help people to be 
self-reflexive

Self-mocking
Irony
Cartoons

Caricature images of the “old” culture
Cartoons of the new managers’ personality, management style and 

the envisioned “new” culture/way of working

Table 7  Legitimation strategies

Strategy type Typical strategy Characteristic 
discursive features

Examples

Authority Negotiating competence Discrediting
Othering
Professionalising

They [central project team] are all people from the stationer’s shop – 
nobody has actually built something (UNIVERSE)

Drawing attention to the expertise and knowledge necessary to draw 
adequate conclusions (UNIVERSE)

Rationality Drawing attention to the 
(supposed) immaturity of 
the market and incompatible 
demands in the managerial 
discourse (market involvement vs 
public values)

Discussing what it means 
to become a professional 
commissioning authority

Predictions
Questioning 

Increased involvement of the private sector leads to low quality and 
will eventually be more expensive (CED / UNIVERSE)

You might not have traffic hindrance during the initial work activities, 
but the hindrance will come after the work has been done, because 
things will break down (UNIVERSE)

How will the CED become an innovative knowledge centre and a 
professional commissioning authority when much of the work is 
being outsourced (CED)

Morality Demoralizing managerial practices
Emphasizing Rijkswaterstaat’s 

responsibilities as a public sector 
organization (public values 
debate / safety)

Victimizing
Emotionalizing
Humanizing

We are drowning in work and things only seem to become more and 
more complicated with experienced people leaving the organization 
(Chairmen works council) 

Pointing out that behind numbers and abstract references to “the 
shrink” one talks about employees/humans (Chairmen works council 
/ CED)

Emphasizing that by dumping loyal and competent employees the 
organization acts immoral (Chairmen / CED)

Emphasizing that the process is not doing justice to people’s 
accomplishments in the past (CED)

Referring to Shared Capacity as a “stigma” (CED)
UNIVERSE is not a laboratory, it’s about real works out there

Temporality Questioning the differentiation 
between old and new

Juxtaposing
Othering
Stereotyping

There is a continued demand for “old work” (CED)
Innovative contracting/market unless is not new – we have been doing 

this for quite some time now (CED)
Top management’s view of the shop floor is out-dated (UNIVERSE)

Exemplarity Referring to examples of failure
Discrediting examples used in 

legitimation discourse 

Labelling
Generalizations
Metaphors

The amount of work that Shared Capacity is being confronted with, 
proves that we are not there yet (CED)

“In this case, the new way of working is not possible” (UNIVERSE)
The UNIVERSE story is only a story yet – we haven’t seen real work out 

there (UNIVERSE)
Metaphors: Shared Capacity is a waste bin, a house of the deceased; 

UNIVERSE is a waltz that flattens you; UNIVERSE is no test garden; 
UNIVERSE is a ‘black box’.

Mockery/
Humour

Drawing on (humorous) emotions 
to playfully distance oneself from 
the managerial language 

Drawing on shared (humorous) 
language to draw boundaries 
between insiders and outsiders

Fictionalizing
Ridiculing
Dialecting
Analogies 
Mocking
Irony
Cartoons

Janus’ fictional children’s circus story
Column of the bottom-man
New Year’s Speech in a regional dialect
Analogies that strengthen the image of the engineer as important 

player, i.e. comparing the engineer with the bottom man 
(emphasizing essential qualities such as working together) or a lion 
tamer (heroic image, capable of taking risks)

Analogies that question the competence of ‘the other’: i.e. presenting 
the (middle) management and HRM advisors as “clowns”

Table 8  Delegitimation strategies
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this for quite some time now (CED)
Top management’s view of the shop floor is out-dated (UNIVERSE)
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Discrediting examples used in 

legitimation discourse 

Labelling
Generalizations
Metaphors

The amount of work that Shared Capacity is being confronted with, 
proves that we are not there yet (CED)

“In this case, the new way of working is not possible” (UNIVERSE)
The UNIVERSE story is only a story yet – we haven’t seen real work out 

there (UNIVERSE)
Metaphors: Shared Capacity is a waste bin, a house of the deceased; 

UNIVERSE is a waltz that flattens you; UNIVERSE is no test garden; 
UNIVERSE is a ‘black box’.
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Drawing on (humorous) emotions 
to playfully distance oneself from 
the managerial language 

Drawing on shared (humorous) 
language to draw boundaries 
between insiders and outsiders

Fictionalizing
Ridiculing
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Mocking
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Cartoons

Janus’ fictional children’s circus story
Column of the bottom-man
New Year’s Speech in a regional dialect
Analogies that strengthen the image of the engineer as important 

player, i.e. comparing the engineer with the bottom man 
(emphasizing essential qualities such as working together) or a lion 
tamer (heroic image, capable of taking risks)

Analogies that question the competence of ‘the other’: i.e. presenting 
the (middle) management and HRM advisors as “clowns”
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Temporality
The cases show how temporal sensemaking is an inherent part of the legitimation process. 
Temporal sensemaking involves constructing particular representations of the past, 
the present and the future by contrasting one period against the other as good versus 
bad, wanted versus unwanted, or desired versus despised (Chreim, 2005; Ybema, 2004). 
Various studies have focused on the ways in which the past, the present and the future 
are discursively constructed in organizational change narratives (Chreim, 2005; Erkama 
& Vaara, 2010). However, little attention has been paid to how temporality is socially 
constructed, and deployed hegemonically in organizational (de)legitimation narratives 
(Brown, 2006: 741). As we have seen, the change process within Rijkswaterstaat was 
tantamount to talking about old and new. The DG’s narrative set the stage. It is emblematic 
of what Ybema (2004) calls “managerial postalgia”, that is, the idealization of the future by 
dispraising the past. The Director General is simultaneously rewriting the organization’s 
history (Buchanan & Dawson, 2007) and constructing imaginaries for what could happen 
in the future (Fairclough, 2005). Most organization development is about getting the 
present and future clear. Ist-soll, was-become, present state-desired state analyses are 
“fairly unremarkable techniques for finding out where you are, where you want to be, and 
how you are going to get there” (Bate, 2000b: 487). This study shows, however, that old 
and new labelling can have problematic implications for the subject positions of particular 
actors.

The analysis shows how temporal sensemaking constructs particular kinds of subject 
positions for organizational actors, with empowering or disempowering effects. The 
explicit dichotomy of old versus new in the managerial change narrative (unintentionally) 
resulted in a very strong juxtaposition between, and stereotyping of those practices and 
people, belonging to the past and those belonging in the future. The differentiation of 
old and new is in itself an imminent insult or disqualification of those actors doing old 
work, portraying them as being old-fashioned and conservative, while at the same time 
attributing the actors who are part of the new work with status and competency. The 
new discourse legitimates the authority position of those representing ‘the new’ but in 
so doing it simultaneously undermines and disempowers the agency and subjectivity of 
those representing ‘the old’ (cf. Laine & Vaara, 2007). In the case of the CED, the managerial 
change narrative started out in seemingly neutral terms by referring to old and new work, 
yet soon this was being connected to a particular kind of people: those who are suitable 
to do new work, versus those who were not, those who were able to change versus those 
who were not. Precisely because the old and new dichotomy is such a strong discursive 
construct, organizational actors continuously tried to recast the old and the new in ways 
that served their own benefit. This leads to stereotypical representations of ‘old’ and 
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‘new’ and these categories are constructed in such a way that they are mutually exclusive, 
meaning that ultimately, in both discourses, the identity of ‘the other’ as skilful workers is 
being challenged. 

The analysis shows how technical engineers tried to distance themselves from the 
management-initiated discourse. The counter-discourse of the engineers was a mixture of 
reverting to their professional expertise and experiential knowledge and questioning the 
competence of the management and other (mostly ‘new’) occupations such as contract- 
and risk managers. In their view, the expert role represents the essence of the organization 
and the only way forward was to keep that as a central role in the work. These findings are 
not very surprising as such resistance by specific worker groups has been found elsewhere 
too (Laine & Vaara, 2007). Several scholars have pointed out that these kind of strategies 
are part of political and symbolic processes through which individuals and groups attempt 
to render dominant a particular understanding of the actions, events, motives or outcomes 
in ways that legitimates their own actions, protects their interests and preserves their 
self-esteem (Brown, 1994, 1995, 1998; Brown & Jones, 1998; Brown et al., 2008; Currie 
& Brown, 2003; Humphreys & Brown, 2002). The optimization discourse, employed by 
UNIVERSE’s project manager and the SBCM-trainers, can be seen as the opposite of the 
expertise discourse. It holds that the market can adequately deal with the tasks at hand 
and implies that the thorough knowledge of the ‘traditional’ RWS employee is often 
redundant, unnecessary, or even counterproductive as it takes away responsibilities from 
the contractor. Where the expertise discourse is characterized by maximisation thinking 
and a desire for perfection, the optimization discourse is a form of satisficing and efficiency 
thinking: it is focused on what is functional rather than ‘the best’. 

The dichotomous nature of the two discourses of ‘old’ and ‘new’ has created a 
situation in which both sides can only construct a positive picture for themselves by 
disqualifying and disempowering the other. The extreme, stereotypical discourses are 
in a way counterproductive to the change process. The unintended consequences of the 
‘old’ and ‘new’ constructions in the management’s narrative of change has led to extreme 
polarization and fragmentation, while a more nuanced discourse could in fact work to 
merge ‘old’ and ‘new’ roles in a more productive way. One of the few examples of a more 
nuanced view is found in chapter 4, where the manager of UNIVERSE’s technical team 
argued that engineering, rather than a disappearing job, would become more important 
than ever before, yet in a different way, thereby actually bringing the ‘expert role’ into 
the narrative of change. This involves redefining ones role and professional identity in 
response to on going challenges (Sanders & Harrison, 2008) instead of sticking to the static 
interpretation of ‘old’ and ‘new’ roles that creates an ‘all or nothing’ dilemma (“either you 
fit with the new or you don’t, there is nothing in between”). 
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What this analysis shows is that legitimation is not only about strategies to justify 
changes and new practices, but that it deals with much more profound processes of 
identity work and the construction of roles (Vaara & Tienari, 2011).

Exemplarity
This analysis highlights the dynamics involved in the use of exemplary behaviour or 
practices. Various scholars have pointed to the use of examples by management as a 
discursive legitimation strategy for its plans. Exemplification in those studies took the form 
of referring to examples of employees who appropriated newly desired attributes (Chreim, 
2002) or by referring to other successful companies or to the lack of contrary examples 
(Vaara & Monin, 2010). Very few studies have highlighted the use of exemplification in 
delegitimation attempts and neither did they focus on the political aspects involved in 
exemplification. The present study shows that exemplification can simultaneously be 
used both as a legitimation as well as a delegitimation strategy, making it a somewhat 
paradoxical strategy. Exemplification can be interpreted as a strategy to move from 
‘imaginaries’ (Fairclough, 2005) to real and factual manifestations. Although concrete 
examples of success can be influential, argumentation by examples presupposes that 
people share the same definition of ‘success’. Apart from the fact that success and failure 
can be defined along different criteria, the interpretations are also highly dependent upon 
the perspective of the different stakeholders involved. Examples of success and failure are 
not arbitrary constructions, but social constructions that can be used by individuals and 
groups to legitimate their actions or interests or delegitimate others’ actions or interests 
(Brown, 1998; Brown et al., 2008; Fincham, 2002; Vaara, 2002).

As a legitimation strategy, exemplification in the present study took the form of 
searching for examples of projects that would qualify as ‘new’ and of focusing on employees 
who embraced the transition from the old to the new way of working. It should be noted 
that stories about projects occupy a special place in the (technical) culture of the CED. 
Project members’ accounts of projects, or so-called ‘project narratives’ are the common 
medium through which people talk about their work and through which particular project 
developments are being discussed, contested or recounted (Veenswijk & Berendse, 2008). 
Ever since the CED’s management started propagating its narrative of change there was a 
constant quest for illustrative projects amongst organizational members. The ambiguity 
surrounding the differentiation between old and new working practices increasingly led to 
a search for concrete examples of ‘old’ and ‘new’ work or ‘old’ and ‘new’ practices, or better, 
‘old’ and ‘new’ projects. The explicit reference to project UNIVERSE as a manifestation of 
the new way of working was used by the CED’s management to proof that its view was 
correct and realizable (“look at this project, it is actually doing what we envisioned”). In 
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a similar vein, the central project team searched for examples of specific employees – in 
particular those with status and a longstanding career within the organization – who 
successfully adopted the ‘new way of working’ to proof that the new philosophy made 
sense and could be enjoyable too (“if these – older – employees are willing and able to 
adopt to the new way of working, you should consider it too”). 

Given that the change process within the CED was still on its way, examples of projects 
that could be attributed with the label of ‘the new way of working’ were scarce. The only 
option was to look at projects in progress. It is important to recognize that this put an 
enormous pressure on the project team. Advocates had a need for the project to become 
a success, while opponents might (secretly) wish for it to fail. Although the analysis shows 
no instances of sabotage or hindrance, project members knew that every possible mistake 
would immediately be magnified by those waiting for the project to take a nose-dive. The 
single-focus on UNIVERSE as the ultimate new standard by the CED’s management created 
a strong polarization between insiders and outsiders. In a way, this strategy entails an 
(implicit) disqualification of those who are (still) “non-believers”. But it also (unintentionally) 
gave resisting employees a means to scrutinize the project (“is it really a success, nothing 
has happened yet outside?”), to downplay the ‘newness’ (“that is not innovative, we have 
been doing that for years”), or to explicitly contest the generalization of the example (“that 
is only one project, but in other projects it won’t work”) and thereby in fact delegitimize 
the change narrative. The analysis of project UNIVERSE shows that turning this project into 
a – almost the – example of the new way of working – led to politicization of the project. 
The emphasis on the project team’s uniqueness created the seeds for a strong ‘us versus 
them’ way of thinking (see also Van Marrewijk, 2007; Van Marrewijk et al., 2008). It led to a 
strengthening of internal divisions and growing confrontation, rather than a constructive 
dialogue about the way to move forward. 

Mockery
Finally, the study draws attention to the strategic use of humour (in particular through 
mockery and self-mockery) in negotiating legitimacy. One of the most prominent 
examples of humour to create a sense of illegitimacy in this study is probably Janus’ circus 
story (chapter 4). Other examples are the column about the so-called bottom man (chapter 
4), or the New Year’s speech that was written in a dialect and full of incomprehensible 
managerial abbreviations (chapter 3). In all, it is the playful use of language that creates 
a realm of interaction to comment upon (and in a way even to ridicule) the managerial 
narrative of change. It allows the narrators to discursively distance themselves and the 
audience from the formal language of change and to be rebellious in a playful and ironic 
way, but without showing too much personal emotions (Gabriel, 2000; Yarwood, 1995). The 
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circus story expresses the resentment that cannot be expressed in straight talk. Humour as 
a discursive strategy makes it acceptable for the author to mock and ridicule something, 
without being held personally accountable for the opinions that are expressed. The broad 
recognition of the circus story contributes to the widespread idea that ‘something’ is, 
indeed, rather odd. This probably helped the author to maintain self-identity and (re)gain 
a sense of dignity. In the case of the dialectical speech, speaking in a shared language, 
while at the same time ridiculing the management langue through the exaggerated use of 
management abbreviations, helps to arouse solidarity and to constitute a common sense 
of identity. It serves as a mechanism through which identity work is accomplished and 
boundaries between insiders and outsiders are constructed (Allen, 2001). 

Apart from the use of humour to delegitimate the managerial discourse, the 
management itself also turned to humour in its attempts to legitimate the change 
narrative. Take for instance the cartoons used as illustrations of the DG’s neo-liberal 
discourse of change (chapter 3). The cartoons were drawn on the spot during a series of 
‘best practices’ conferences held late 2005 and early 2006 and then published in a tear-
off calendar. Similarly, the CED’s management hired journalists and business cartoonists 
to interview the new middle managers about their new departments and to visualize this 
in the form of cartoons to be used in the leaflets for a large-scale consultative meeting 
about the ‘new CED’. Various scholars have noted that cartoons can be powerful tools 
for reflection; through the mechanism of self-mockery they allow people to laugh at 
themselves and each other and as such they also help people to face problems in a playful 
and less threatening manner (Bate, 2000b; Collinson, 2002; Ginman & Ungern-Sternberg, 
2003; Yarwood, 1995). Cartoons portray concise visual representations of organizational 
actors, their relationships, identities and organizational life (Hardy & Phillips, 1999). They 
help to make the invisible – values and basic assumptions – visible. An additional benefit is 
that they are relatively self-contained texts; as the visual representations of people’s talk 
they can be used to transmit this message across time and space. 

Humour is often classified as an emotion and emotions are generally thought of as 
irrational behaviour (Morreall, 2009). Gabriel sees humorous stories as escapes from the 
managed organization: “Stories offer a way of humanising the impersonal, highly regulated 
and unemotional spaces of modern organisations, offering an outlet which cannot 
readily be rationalised, standardised and controlled” (1991: 439). Seeing humour only as 
an emotional valve, however, disregards the political dimension and the intentionality of 
the use of humour (Ybema, 2004). The fact that there is a terrain that is not and cannot 
be managed does not mean that people cannot use it strategically. The management of 
meaning is inherently part of the struggle for legitimacy. Framing events in an a-managerial 
language is not only an emotional escape from the managed organization but can be a 
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rational act precisely because it is out of managerial control. Janus’ circus story was sent 
to everybody in the ‘managed’ organization. The CED’s management felt compelled to 
publicly react, but was puzzled as how to do that. When putting it aside they easily ran the 
risk of being accused of trivializing the matter, while taking it too serious would seem to 
confirm the author’s view. The dramatic exaggeration of the mockery in the story protects 
it against serious opposition while at the same time making it an undeniable commentary. 
If we apply Veatch’ theory of humour (1998) we see how humourizing is in fact a kind of 
(de)normalization (Vaara et al., 2006). Veatch (1998) states that humour occurs when a 
situation is simultaneously perceived as normal and as a violation of some affective 
commitment of the perceiver to the way something in the situation ought to be. If nothing 
is violated, there is nothing to laugh about. However, for this to occur there needs to be 
a shared understanding of normality, otherwise there is nothing to be violated. In this 
sense, we may argue that humour is as much an act of psychological sensemaking, as it is 
a political act of sense-breaking, nonsense-making and sense-unmaking. Veatch’ theory of 
humour also shows that one needs to be careful in selecting what situations there are to 
joke about: if the mockery is seen as unacceptable, it will not be perceived as humorous but 
as disrespectful or offensive.

 
Conclusion

Looking back upon this study, many people may wonder whether this change process has 
been successful or not. Yet, there is no objective answer to this question. The answer will 
be different for different actors involved, and even for individual actors the answer will 
change throughout time. As this study shows, the definition of success is subject of a game 
of managing meaning in which actors constantly take up different positions to reinforce 
their own desired ideas. The main contribution of this study does not revolve around the 
outcomes of the change process, but about the internal dynamics surrounding the change 
process. The analysis shows the broad variety of discursive strategies that people employ 
to frame their subject positions and create an image of success or failure. The detailed 
analysis of the use of these discursive strategies adds to the knowledge on legitimation as 
part of unfolding change processes.

This study sought to understand the construction of legitimation as a discursive process 
of making meaning and as the product of everyday interactions between individuals and 
groups of organizational actors. Through applied ethnographic research I was able to 
present a detailed account of the everyday negotiations over meaning in an unfolding 
process of change (Ybema et al., 2009a). In order to understand how meanings about 
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the reorientation of the organization are created and negotiations between alternative 
legitimation discourses evolve, I have taken the reader to different organizational levels 
where we explored the interplay between alternative and competing discourses and 
between different players around concrete events. As such, I was able to focus on the 
internal legitimation process around organizational restructuring, on both the production 
and the consumption of legitimation discourses, and on the dynamic interplay between 
discursive legitimation and action. This is a broader perspective than is typically adopted 
in studies of legitimation. The discursive approach taken allows us to view processes of 
organizational change as an argumentation game (discourse) in which a narrative is 
constructed regarding a new line of working. This narrative is by nature ambiguous and 
needs to be interpreted by individuals in their day-to-day actions. This study shows how 
the conceptualization of legitimation as a discursive game of managing meaning sits well 
with a processual analysis of change that seeks to locate this discursive interplay within 
the context of everyday interactions. In so doing, it shifts attention to the process of 
discursive (de)legitimation within organizations and as part of an unfolding organizational 
change process. The study shows that legitimation and delegitimation discourses operate 
together in producing change: legitimation discourses produce delegitimation discourses 
and vice versa. It also draws attention on the unintended consequences of discursive 
legitimation. It shows how the legitimation strategies at a particular point in time, may 
form the basis of delegitimating (counter)strategies soon after. In addition, it highlights 
the inherently political nature of discursive legitimation though identifying mechanisms 
such as juxtaposing, polarizing, othering, empowering and disempowering, generalizing 
and stereotyping.

The analysis leads to several suggestions for future research. The study shows that 
legitimation is about talking success or failure into being. It has previously been noted that 
referring to examples of success is an important legitimation and identification strategy 
(Chreim, 2002; Vaara & Monin, 2010). Besides being the principal way of working within the 
construction sector, projects are increasingly looked upon as areas where change becomes 
enacted during processes of organizational change (Nocker, 2006), that is, as places where 
changes become visible and new working practices are being shaped. Labelling projects 
as either successful or failed is part of the process of legitimation and delegitimation. 
Therefore, we should no longer consider projects solely as product-creating systems 
(e.g., resulting in public infrastructure works), and should focus on projects also as value-
creating systems in which project outcomes may be social or organizational change (e.g. 
revitalisation of the construction sector or public sector reforms) (Winter et al., 2006). 
Despite projects’ alleged importance in processes of cultural change, to date we have 
little knowledge on project members’ lived experience, or the ‘actuality’ of projects (Cicmil 
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et al., 2006; Green, 2006; Nocker, 2006; Smits, 2013; Van Marrewijk & Veenswijk, 2006). 
This study encourages viewing projects as spaces of on-going struggles over meaning. 
Future studies can go further in terms of analysing how accounts over the outcomes and 
explanations of success or failure in projects change over time; how these accounts are 
linked to events in unfolding organizational change processes; and how constructions of 
failure and success are interlinked. Future work could go also attend to the various ways 
in which accounts over success or failure are linked with power structures and identity 
constructions.

This research set out to study the legitimation-delegitimation process at several 
organizational levels – on a corporate level, on a departmental level and on the project level. 
As mentioned in the methodological chapter, the fieldwork initially involved an additional 
case study that focused on the cooperation between Rijkswaterstaat, the Dutch private 
sector and the USACE around the development of – in popular speech – a Dutch Delta Plan 
for New Orleans. Due to practical reasons it was decided to leave this case aside: the study 
simply turned out too large. Nevertheless, I am still convinced that it would have provided 
valuable insights into how negotiations around such showcase projects contribute to the 
legitimation and de-legitimation of the repositioning of Rijkswaterstaat. Cross-level studies 
on how individuals within groups within organizations, among organizations and within 
organizational fields engage in struggles over the legitimacy of unfolding organizational 
change are scarce (Deephouse & Suchman, 2008). Organizations are complex multi-level 
phenomena, comprising layers of interconnecting networks. To understand the dynamics 
of legitimation as part of unfolding change processes, researchers should attend more 
closely legitimation discourses at different levels and focus on the interconnections 
between across different organizational levels (Buchanan & Dawson, 2007). 

Finally, I would like to encourage researchers to pay attention to the wide range of 
formal and informal (communication) channels that organizational actors can use in the 
legitimation process. This study shows how legitimation and delegitimation processes not 
always involve the “official” communication channels (Vaara & Tienari, 2011) and included 
the strategic use of humour and mockery. But there is a need to better understand what 
channel is used by which actor and with what effect. Future research could further 
analyse how individuals seek alternative channels to bring delegitimizing accounts out of 
immediate managerial reach, and how managerial actors make sense of and find ways to 
react on that.
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Samenvatting (Dutch Summary)

Samenvatting (Dutch Summary) 
Verhalen over cultuurverandering. Discursieve (de)legitimering binnen 
Rijkswaterstaat

Aan het begin van dit millennium klinkt de roep om een cultuurverandering in de 
infrastructurele sector luider en luider. Het eindrapport van de parlementaire enquête naar de 
bouwfraude en andere (parlementaire) onderzoeksrapporten binnen de bouwsector komen 
met onthutsende conclusies over frauduleuze en inefficiënte werkpraktijken. Het gebrek 
aan integriteit en transparantie aan de kant van de bouwbedrijven en de veronderstelde 
onbekwaamheid van publieke infrastructuur organisaties ondermijnen het vertrouwen 
in de infrastructurele sector en leiden tot een wijdverbreide roep om een cultuuromslag 
in de bouw. Ook de 200-jaar oude organisatie van Rijkswaterstaat is onderwerp van 
kritiek. Enerzijds wordt men geroemd om infrastructurele werken van wereldfaam, maar 
tegelijkertijd bekritiseerd voor de eenzijdig technische focus. Rijkswaterstaat heeft het 
imago van een naar binnen gekeerd bastion, arrogant, een intern verdeeld eilandenrijk, 
en (financieel) niet ‘in control’. Kenmerkend voor de modernisering van de publieke sector 
sinds de jaren ’80, en zo ook voor de roep om verandering in de infrastructurele sector, 
is de op bedrijfsmatige principes gebaseerde filosofie van New Public Management 
(NPM). Voor publieke organisaties in de infrastructurele sector, zoals Rijkswaterstaat, 
betekent dit een transformatie van een rol als primair uitvoeringsorganisatie (technisch 
beheerder, meewerkend voorman, baas) naar dat van een deskundige opdrachtgever in de 
aanbesteding van infrastructurele projecten (netwerkmanager, regisseur, inkoper). Deze 
transformatie vereist een proces van heroriëntatie en herpositionering met gevolgen voor 
de betrokken professionals. Dit proefschrift is het resultaat van een langdurig etnografische 
studie binnen Rijkswaterstaat aan het begin van de jaren 2000. Het onderzoek richt zich 
op de manier waarop betrokkenen op verschillende manieren betekenis geven aan de rol 
en verantwoordelijkheid van Rijkswaterstaat in de infrastructurele sector. Het beschrijft 
het discursieve onderhandelingsspel rondom de organisatorische veranderingen binnen 
Rijkswaterstaat. Centraal staan de discursieve strategieën waarmee betrokken actoren 
een bepaald repertoire aan verhalen proberen te legitimeren (en te laten domineren) en 
andere verhalen proberen te delegitimeren (en te marginaliseren). 

Hoofdstuk 1 beschrijft de theoretisch uitgangspunten van dit onderzoek. Centraal staan 
theorieën over legitimering en (organisatie)discours. Onderzoek naar (organisatie) 
legitimiteit gaat traditioneel gezien uit van een nogal statische benadering van het 
begrip legitimiteit. In lijn met de groeiende aandacht voor discours en betekenisgeving 
in organisatiestudies, hanteert dit onderzoek een meer procesgerichte benadering van 
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legitimiteit. Deze studie ziet legitimiteit als een sociaal geconstrueerd en discursief 
geproduceerd fenomeen. Doel is om inzicht te krijgen in de discursieve strategieën die 
actoren hanteren om hun rol en positie te legitimeren. Discoursanalyse richt zich op de 
productie, verspreiding en interpretatie van teksten. Het gaat daarbij om zowel geschreven 
als gesproken tekst, beelden, symbolen en artefacten. Het uitgangspunt is dat taal een 
sociale werkelijkheid construeert. De literatuurstudie in hoofdstuk 1 onderscheidt drie 
soorten discours studies waarin specifiek aandacht is voor legitimering als een discursieve 
praktijk: kritische discoursanalyse, discursief institutionalisme en dialectische discours 
studies. De kritische discours studies kijken vooral naar de rol van macht en ideologie in 
relatie tot legitimering. Vaak gaat het hier om maatschappijkritische studies met veel 
aandacht voor hegemonisering en marginalisering, gericht op het blootleggen van de 
discursieve legitimering van ongelijkheid. De literatuur over discursieve institutionalisering 
bouwt voort op het werk van kritische discours onderzoekers. Centraal staat de idee dat taal 
betekenis geeft aan (sociale) praktijken en dat legitimering en delegitimering in belangrijke 
mate een discursieve praktijk is. Betekenisconstructies staan niet op zichzelf, maar worden 
beïnvloed door gebeurtenissen en beslissingen. Discursieve institutionalisering studies 
wijzen op de wisselwerking tussen gebeurtenissen en de productie van ‘teksten’. De vraag 
die hierbij aan de orde is, is hoe discursieve legitimatie wordt gevalideerd of teniet gedaan 
door de loop der gebeurtenissen. In dialectische-discours studies staat veelal de relationele 
kant van legitimering centraal. Binnen deze studies is veel aandacht voor processen van 
legitimering in dagelijkse interacties. Deze benadering koppelt legitimeringsprocessen 
aan processen van identiteitsconstructie en kijkt naar de manier waarop legitimering 
strategisch gebruikt wordt om een gevoel van eigenwaarde te verkrijgen of behouden. 
Samengenomen leidt dit tot een benadering van legitimiteit waarbij aandacht is voor 
het (strategisch) gebruik van taal en de verschillende – soms met elkaar concurrerende – 
verhalen, voor de manieren waarop deze verhalen in de loop van de tijd kunnen veranderen, 
en voor de rol van (collectieve) identiteitsconstructie in dit onderhandelingsspel. 

Hoofdstuk 2 beschrijft de filosofische onderbouwing, het daaruit voortvloeiende 
ontwerp en de gebruikte methoden van onderzoek. Aan dit onderzoek liggen een sociaal 
constructivistische en een interpretatieve benadering van de sociale werkelijkheid 
ten grondslag. Uitgangspunt is dat de sociale werkelijkheid geconstrueerd wordt in 
de interacties tussen mensen. Dit onderzoek is gericht op het begrijpen van de sociaal 
geconstrueerde – (inter)subjectieve – werkelijkheidsconstructies en de manier waarop 
deze continu aan verandering onderhevig zijn. Doel van dit onderzoek is om inzicht te 
krijgen in de betekenisconstructies waarmee betrokken actoren het veranderproces 
binnen Rijkswaterstaat trachten te legitimeren of delegitimeren in dagelijkse interacties. 
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Het onderwerp van deze studie, en de constructivistische en interpretatieve benadering, 
verklaren de keuze voor een etnografische methodologie van onderzoek, met veel 
ruimte voor participatieve observatie, diepte-interviews en (kwalitatieve) tekstanalyses. 
Voor de uitvoering is ongeveer 2 jaar veldwerk gedaan binnen Rijkswaterstaat. In deze 
periode heb ik veel tijd doorgebracht binnen de Bouwdienst van Rijkswaterstaat. Ik had 
beschikking over een werkplek bij bureau HID, waar naast de Hoofd-Ingenieur Directeur 
en de overige directieleden, ook communicatie en HRM gehuisvest waren. Daarnaast nam 
ik deel aan diverse bijeenkomsten in het kader van de reorganisatie van de Bouwdienst; 
participeerde ik in een serie werkbijeenkomsten van een landelijke project; interviewde ik 
vele medewerkers van de Bouwdienst en andere Rijkwaterstaat diensten en verzamelde 
ik talloze documenten (nieuwsberichten op internet en intranet, nieuwsbrieven, emails, 
memo’s, rapporten, presentaties, enzovoort). Uiteindelijk is gekozen voor een meervoudige 
casestudy waarbij drie cases centraal staan. De cases worden beschreven in hoofdstuk 
3 t/m 5. De eerste case is gericht op het corporate niveau van Rijkswaterstaat. Het 
betreft een tekstuele analyse van (nieuwjaars)toespraken van de directeur-generaal van 
Rijkswaterstaat en de voorzitters van de verschillende ondernemingsraden. De tweede 
case is gericht op het reorganisatieproces van de Bouwdienst en betreft een analyse van 
de manier waarop groepen medewerkers betekenis geven aan het door het management 
geïntroduceerde onderscheid tussen oud en nieuw, en hier (strategisch) naar gaan handelen. 
De derde case speelt zich af op projectniveau en bevat een analyse van de manier waarop 
diverse bij dit project betrokken professionals betekenis geven aan ‘de nieuwe werkwijze’ 
in een zogenaamd voorbeeldproject. Het doel van deze cases is niet om te vergelijken, maar 
om op elkaar voort te bouwen; ze zijn ook gericht op verschillende organisatieniveaus. 
De eerste case biedt als het ware de context voor de volgende twee cases: hoe wordt op 
corporate niveau een zogenaamde “narrative of change”  geconstrueerd en hoe krijgt 
dit vervolgens vorm in de dagelijkse werkelijkheid van de rest van de organisatie, op 
respectievelijk organisatie- en projectniveau? Het onderzoek is niet zomaar een etnografie, 
maar valt onder de noemer ‘toegepast’ organisatieonderzoek. Als onderzoeker maakte ik 
aanvankelijk deel uit van een klein team van interne en externe adviseurs die de directie van 
de Bouwdienst begeleidde bij de gewenste cultuurverandering. In hoofdstuk 2 reflecteer ik 
op de voor- en nadelen van deze positie. 

Hoofdstuk  3 analyseert een reeks (nieuwjaars)toespraken van de directeur-generaal (DG) van 
Rijkswaterstaat en de voorzitters van de verschillende ondernemingsraden over de periode 
2003-2008. Het veranderverhaal (“narrative of change”) van de DG bestaat uit een vijftal 
discursieve bouwstenen: een maatschappelijk, een operationeel, een publieksgericht, een 
marktgericht en een management discours. De eerste twee geven antwoord op de vraag 
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‘waarom doen we dit’. Het maatschappelijk discours plaatst de organisatie in een breder 
kader van maatschappelijke veranderingen, terwijl het operationele discours de aandacht 
vestigt op de interne organisatieproblematiek. De overige drie discoursen geven antwoord 
op de vraag ‘waarom doen we dit op deze manier’. Het publieksgerichte discours benadrukt 
het belang van gebruiksvriendelijkheid en functionaliteit en zet dit af tegen de – traditionele 
en eenzijdige – focus op technische kwaliteit. Het marktgerichte discours is gericht op de 
verschuiving van taken van de publieke naar de private sector. Hierin aandacht voor herstel 
van de verstoorde relaties in de bouwsector, het belang van een gezonde en duidelijke 
rolverdeling met de markt, efficiency- en markt (tenzij) denken. Het management discours 
is vooral gericht op de interne organisatie van Rijkswaterstaat (de organisatiestructuur- 
en cultuur) en benadrukt het belang van standaardisering, bezuinigingen en de behoefte 
aan een bepaald soort – andere – medewerkers. De analyse laat tevens zien hoe de DG 
speelt met de notie van tijd. De DG maakt gebruik van diverse temporele strategieën om 
de verandering in het heden te legitimeren: het naast elkaar plaatsen van een negatief 
verleden en een aantrekkelijke toekomst; het gebruik van de nieuwjaarsbijeenkomsten 
zelf als momenten van reflectie, en van de serie nieuwjaarsbijeenkomsten als zijnde een 
verhaal met een begin en een (ogenschijnlijk) gelukkig einde; en het gebruik van voltooid 
toekomende tijd. Het verhaal van de voorzitters van de ondernemingsraden maakt gebruik 
van het duidelijk tegenover elkaar plaatsen van twee groepen actoren: het management 
en de rest. Personeel en het proces van implementatie zijn de belangrijkste thema’s. Het 
personeelsdiscours verpersonaliseert het abstracte, numerieke denken van de DG door te 
wijzen op de slachtoffers van de verandering (ouderen en werknemers in lagere schalen) 
en de grote loyaliteit die de cultuur van Rijkswaterstaat kenmerkt. Het implementatie 
discours reduceert issues als weerstand, (de)motivatie, (on)tevredenheid of een gebrek aan 
draagvlak tot een communicatieprobleem tussen het management en de werkvloer. Het 
wijst het management op het belang van ‘goed werkgeverschap’. Het stelt bovendien dat 
de interne organisatorische problemen een management probleem zijn (in plaats van een 
personeelsprobleem) en het wijst het management op de ‘plicht’ om te corrigeren wat zij 
in het verleden verwaarloosd heeft: investeren in personeel. 

Hoofdstuk 4 beschrijft de verschillende, deels rivaliserende verhalen die ontstaan rondom 
de herpositionering van de Bouwdienst van Rijkswaterstaat. De Bouwdienst is een van 
de eerste diensten binnen Rijkswaterstaat waar een grootschalige reorganisatie wordt 
doorgevoerd. Het verhaal van het management is sterk gebaseerd op het definiëren 
van het onderscheid tussen ‘oud’ en ‘nieuw’ werk; oud werk zijnde de uitvoerende 
werkzaamheden – tekenen, rekenen, ontwerpen – die worden overgenomen door de markt; 
en nieuw werk zijnde die activiteiten die passen bij de nieuwe positie van de Bouwdienst 
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als ‘netwerkorganisatie’ en ‘innovatieve kennisorganisatie’. Dit oud-nieuw discours blijkt 
echter problematisch. Het ‘mens-volgt-werk’ principe bepaalt of medewerkers wel of niet 
geplaatst worden in de nieuwe Bouwdienst. Organisatorisch krijgt dit vorm middels de 
introductie van een nieuwe, tijdelijke afdeling: Shared Capacity. Shared Capacity is ‘voor 
mensen die oud werk doen’. Gedurende een transitiefase van drie jaar kan men werken en 
het zoeken naar nieuw werk combineren: een symbool van goed werkgeverschap en tevens 
noodzakelijk om de transitie van de oude naar de nieuwe organisatie te bewerkstelligen. 
Shared Capacity is gebaseerd op het idee dat er een duidelijke scheiding te maken is tussen 
oud en nieuw. Echter, als een van de koplopers in het RWS-brede veranderingsproces moet de 
nieuwe manier van werken zich nog uitkristalliseren. Het onderscheid tussen oud en nieuw 
werk is niet zo eenduidig – niet voor het management, noch voor de overige medewerkers 
– en er is veel ruimte voor interpretatieve flexibiliteit. Bovendien beseffen medewerkers 
maar al te goed dat het label ‘nieuw werk’ een ticket is voor plaatsing in de nieuwe 
Bouwdienst. Dit leidt al snel tot een semantische discussie over oud en nieuw werk, oude 
en nieuwe projecten, oude en nieuwe werkwijzen, oud en nieuw gedrag, oude en nieuwe 
contracten, enzovoort. Daarbij krijgt de scheiding tussen oud en nieuw steeds meer een 
normatieve connotatie. Daar waar het ‘mens-volgt-werk’ principe een objectieve selectie 
is, streeft het management ook een kwaliteitsverbetering en een cultuurverandering na. 
De plaatsingsprocedure is een cultuurverandering op zich: alle medewerkers moeten op 
gesprek, het verleden is niet belangrijk meer en banen worden niet langer gegarandeerd. 
Dit leidt ertoe dat de door het management ingestelde plaatsingsadviescommissie (PAC) 
twee criteria hanteert bij de plaatsingsgesprekken. Naast de ‘objectieve’ maatstaf van 
‘geschiktheid voor een functie in de nieuwe Bouwdienst’, hanteert men het criterium van 
‘passendheid in de nieuwe Bouwdienst’. Het resultaat is een onderscheid in mensen die 
geschikt zijn voor de nieuwe Bouwdienst en mensen die ongeschikt zijn voor de nieuwe 
Bouwdienst; een veel subjectiever onderscheid dan dat tussen ‘oud’ en ‘nieuw’ werk. Oud 
en nieuw komt zo steeds meer te staan voor ‘geschikt versus ongeschikt’ en ‘in staat om 
te veranderen versus niet in staat om te veranderen’. Het versterkt het imago van Shared 
Capacity als afvalbak van de Bouwdienst en ondermijnt de identiteit van deze medewerkers 
als capabele werknemers. Tegenover het oud-nieuw discours van het management 
ontstaat een discours waarin het bestaan van een dergelijk onderscheid wordt ontkend 
door te wijzen op het belang van ‘oud’ werk of door te beargumenteren dat men al lang 
‘nieuw’ werk doet. Het meest saillante voorbeeld in dit hoofdstuk is Janus’ circus verhaal; 
een fictief geschreven kinderverhaal waarin de auteur een analogie legt tussen de 
Bouwdienst en een circus. Het fictieve verhaal drijft de spot met van de gang van zaken 
binnen de Bouwdienst. De kracht ligt in de herkenbaarheid – er is geen uitleg nodig om de 
karikaturale vergelijking met de Bouwdienst te begrijpen – en omdat het moeilijk is voor het 
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management van de Bouwdienst om op een dergelijk verhaal te reageren. De legitimiteit 
van het oud-nieuw discours komt verder onder druk te staan als blijkt dat een deel van 
de medewerkers in Shared Capacity naast oud werk ook nieuw werk doet, en bovendien 
de vraag naar medewerkers uit Shared Capacity vanuit andere Rijkswaterstaat diensten 
groot blijft. De casus laat zien hoe het discursieve onderhandelingsspel verweven is met 
concrete gebeurtenissen waardoor de betekenis van verhalen aan verandering onderhevig 
is. De legitimiteit voor de nieuwe Bouwdienst en die van Shared Capacity zijn bovendien 
(te) sterk met elkaar verweven. In de loop van de tijd gaat het management van de CED op 
zoek naar een bredere basis om het oud-nieuw discours te legitimeren, namelijk door te 
verwijzen naar voorbeeldprojecten voor de nieuwe manier van werken. Hoofdstuk 5 zoomt 
in op een dergelijk project. 

Hoofdstuk 5 analyseert hoe op projectniveau het spel van betekenisgeving omtrent de 
organisatieveranderingen vorm krijgt. De focus in dit hoofdstuk ligt op een project dat 
door het management van de Bouwdienst continu wordt aangehaald in discussies over ‘de 
nieuwe manier van werken’: project UNIVERSE. UNIVERSE is weliswaar niet opgezet met als 
doel om een voorbeeld te worden voor de nieuwe manier van werken, toch zegt de naam 
van het project al dat het hier gaan om een ‘baanbrekend’ project. Het hoofdstuk beschrijft 
hoe de projectmanager van UNIVERSE en enkele leden van het centrale projectteam de 
projectfilosofie definiëren en een verhaal proberen te vertellen dat verkoopt aan de rest 
van de Waterstaat. De projectmanager is de personificatie van het ‘markt-tenzij’ verhaal. 
Zijn verhaal gaat over functionaliteit in plaats van technische kwaliteit, over het vinden van 
‘optimale’ oplossingen, in plaats van ‘de beste’ oplossingen, en over het herdefiniëren van 
de betekenis aan onderhoud. Een groot deel van zijn werk is de verkoop van het UNIVERSE-
verhaal: aan het bestuur van Rijkswaterstaat, aan het management van de Bouwdienst, 
aan directeuren van andere Rijkswaterstaatdiensten, en - niet in de laatste plaats – aan 
de markt. Zeker in de opstartfase van het project, wanneer er nog geen zichtbaar werk 
‘buiten’ wordt gedaan,  bestaat de legitimering van UNIVERSE uit het vertellen van het 
verhaal. En UNIVERSE vertelt precies het juiste verhaal op het juiste moment, althans, 
voor zowel de RWS directie al voor het management van de Bouwdienst, waar men grote 
behoefte heeft aan voorbeeldverhalen van de nieuwe manier van werken. De missie van 
het centrale projectteam is om de rest van de organisatie te laten zien dat de nieuwe manier 
van werken werkbaar is. De leden van het centrale projectteam hebben een duidelijk beeld 
van de ‘oude cultuur’, oftewel, dat van de ‘techneut’. Kenmerkend voor de techneut is de 
focus op details, de trots op het werk, het ‘buiten’ werken, de neiging om overal bovenop te 
zitten, een gebrek aan vertrouwen in de aannemer, en - als gevolg van dit alles - een grote 
weerzin om verantwoordelijkheid over te dragen aan diezelfde aannemer. De techneuten 
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in het projectteam hebben voortdurend het gevoel dat ze zich moeten wapenen tegen 
het stereotype beeld van de rest van het projectteam. In dit beeld zijn zij de belangrijkste 
tegenstanders van de nieuwe manier van werken. De techneuten proberen zich van het 
discours van het centrale projectteam te distantiëren door te wijzen op het belang van 
hun expertise en ervaringskennis of door men eraan te herinneren dat zij zelf aan de wieg 
hadden gestaan van project UNIVERSE. Een andere strategie is het herdefiniëren van de 
rol van techniek: in plaats van minder belangrijk, wordt kennis van techniek in de nieuwe 
filosofie juist belangrijker dan ooit tevoren, zij het op een andere manier. De techneuten 
stellen dat het beeld van het management over de werkvloer verouderd is, dat het centrale 
projectteam te veel vertrouwt op juridische procedures en garanties, en dat het een naïef 
beeld van de werkelijkheid heeft. Door te verwijzen naar concrete voorbeelden proberen 
zij aan te tonen dat het projectteam onverenigbare en kortzichtige eisen stelt aan de 
aannemer, eisen die niet passen bij de beoogde rol van professioneel opdrachtgever. De 
regionale project teams voelen zich vooral overrompeld door het centrale projectteam. Ook 
zij wijzen op de potentiële risico’s en tegenstrijdigheden in de projectfilosofie, bijvoorbeeld 
als het gaat om markt-tenzij en omgevingsmanagement. De late betrokkenheid en 
onbekendheid met de taal en terminologie van het UNIVERSE project, plaatsen de regionale 
teams op achterstand. Bovendien heeft men de indruk dat het centrale projectteam lang 
niet altijd wil luisteren uit angst om de krappe tijdsplanning niet te halen. De analyse van 
de dynamiek in dit project legt de risico’s bloot van het in de spotlight plaatsen van een 
lopend project. De nadruk op het unieke karakter van het projectteam en de eenzijdige 
focus van het management op UNIVERSE als de ultieme nieuwe norm, leidt tot politisering. 
De sterke focus op het unieke en bijzondere van UNIVERSE geeft het projectteam een 
soort status aparte. De leden van het projectteam zien in hun betrokkenheid bij UNIVERSE 
een mogelijkheid om zichzelf neer te zetten als ‘vernieuwer’ of ‘specialist’ van de nieuwe 
manier van werken. Ze onderscheiden zichzelf – of hun collega-projectleden – van wat zij 
de ‘gemiddelde’ Rijkswaterstater noemen. Een deel van het centrale projectteam is ook 
(bewust) van buiten de Bouwdienst geworven. De sterke identificatie met het project en 
de eigen ‘bloedgroep’ in combinatie met het stereotype beeld van ‘de techneut’ als de 
tegenstander van de nieuwe manier van werken, en de late betrokkenheid van de regionale 
afdelingen, leidt tot fragmentatie en een ‘wij tegen zij’ manier van denken binnen het 
centrale projectteam (de contract- en risicomanagers enerzijds en de techneuten anderzijds) 
en tussen het centrale projectteam bij de Bouwdienst en de decentrale projectteams in 
de regio. De bestuurlijke aandacht en de krappe tijdsplanning zet veel druk op de leden 
van het projectteam. UNIVERSE moet slagen. De projectleden willen de filosofie keer op 
keer uitleggen, maar staan niet open voor discussie. Hierdoor ontstaat een beeld van het 
centrale projectteam als een stelletje betweters, die weliswaar beweren samen te werken, 
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maar powerplay spelen zodra dat nodig is. En dit is precies het beeld dat het management 
van de Bouwdienst juist probeerde te vermijden. 
De discussie en conclusie van dit boek staan in het teken van de verscheidenheid aan 
discursieve (de)legitimeringsstrategieën die in dit onderzoek naar voren zijn gekomen. De 
analyse van de drie cases laat zien dat actoren binnen Rijkswaterstaat allemaal gebruik 
maken van de drie basiselementen uit de klassieke retorica: ethos, logos en pathos, oftewel, 
(de)legitimatie middels een bepaalde claim op autoriteit (op basis van gezag, kennis of 
karakter), door middel van argumenten (logica en rationaliteit), en door in te spelen op 
emoties (morele waarden). Deze vormen van (de)legitimering komen ook in andere studies 
terug en zijn ook beschreven in het theoretisch hoofdstuk (hoofdstuk 1). De bijdrage van dit 
onderzoek ligt voornamelijk in de identificatie van drie andere discursieve strategieën voor 
legitimatie én delegitimatie: verhalen over het verleden, heden en de toekomst (gebruik van  
temporaliteit), verhalen over succes of falen (gebruik van voorbeelden) en humoristische 
verhalen (gebruik van spot en karikaturisering). Allereerst laten de drie cases allemaal 
zien dat temporele zingeving een inherent onderdeel is van het (de)legitimeringsproces. 
Temporele zingeving gaat over de manieren waarop mensen (strategisch) gebruik maken 
van  tijd. In veel veranderprocessen wordt onderscheid gemaakt tussen de oude (danwel 
de huidige) en de gewenste nieuwe situatie. De analyse laat zien hoe actoren strategisch 
gebruik maken van de ‘interpretatieve flexibiliteit’  van het oud-nieuw onderscheid en 
toont aan hoe dit ogenschijnlijk objectieve onderscheid kan leiden tot problematische 
subjectposities – eenzijdige of stereotyperende representaties – voor bepaalde groepen 
of mensen.  De oud-nieuw dichotomie in dit onderzoek stond in eerste instantie symbool 
voor een onderscheid in oude en nieuwe werkwijze, maar werd al snel gelijkgeschakeld aan 
een onderscheid in groepen mensen: zij die geschikt waren om nieuw werk te doen versus 
zij die ongeschikt waren hiervoor; zij die in staat waren te veranderen versus zij die hier 
niet toe in staat waren. Dit leidt tot fragmentatie en wij-zij denken (oude versus nieuwe 
professies, jonge versus oude medewerkers …) en ondermijnt bovendien de (collectieve) 
identiteit van bepaalde groepen medewerkers. Naast temporaliteit, laat dit onderzoek het 
belang en de onbedoelde gevolgen van het gebruik van voorbeelden van succes of falen in 
(de)legitimeringsprocessen zien. In dit onderzoek komt dit vooral naar voren in het labellen 
van projecten als ‘voorbeeld van de nieuwe werkwijze’. Enerzijds geeft het identificeren 
van ‘voorbeelden’ antwoord op vragen als ‘waar bestaat de nieuwe werkwijze uit’ en ‘hoe 
krijgt dit vorm in de dagelijkse praktijk’. Anderzijds zijn er meerdere antwoorden te geven 
op de vraag of de nieuwe werkwijze hiermee succesvol is. Succes of falen zijn allesbehalve 
arbitraire labels, maar worden door betrokken groepen of mensen strategisch gebruikt om 
eigen belangen veilig te stellen en/of die van anderen te ondermijnen. Dit onderzoek laat 
tevens de onbedoelde gevolgen zien van de aandacht voor voorbeeldprojecten. Omdat het 

hfst 6.indd   273 20-09-13   08:27



274

Samenvatting (Dutch Summary)

hier niet meer gaat om het project op zichzelf, maar om het project als representant van 
een groter geheel (‘de nieuwe werkwijze’), is ook hier is al snel wij-zij denken aan de orde 
tussen bepaalde groepen of mensen: zij die baat hebben bij slagen van het project, versus 
zij die het project liever zien falen, met als gevolg  politisering en interne verdeeldheid. 
Een derde bijdrage van dit onderzoek ligt in het (strategisch) gebruik van spot en humor 
in (de)legitimeringsprocessen. Een van de meest prominente voorbeelden van humor als 
delegitimatie strategie in dit onderzoek is het circus verhaal in hoofdstuk 4. Door op een 
speelse manier en middels ironie afstand te nemen van de taal van het management, is 
het mogelijk om, zonder hierbij teveel (persoonlijke) emoties te tonen, kritiek te leveren. 
Ook hier zijn wij-zij constructies aan de orde; het middels humor ridiculiseren van de ander 
draagt bij aan een gevoel van (gedeelde) identiteit en solidariteit en het is vaak moeilijk voor 
de ander – in dit geval het management – om te reageren op dergelijke uitingen van kritiek. 
Tegelijkertijd laat dit onderzoek zien dat humor ook ingezet wordt door het management 
en andere vertegenwoordigers van het veranderverhaal. De cartoons in de verschillende 
hoofdstukken bijvoorbeeld, zijn voorbeelden van illustraties die zijn opgetekend om te 
reflecteren op bestaande normen en waarden. Het zijn de speelse visualisaties van de 
argumenten achter het veranderverhaal. Het onderzoek laat zien hoe zowel voor- als 
tegenstanders van de verandering gebruik maken van humor en (zelf)spot om sympathie 
te winnen voor hun argumenten. 

De analyse leidt tot een aantal suggesties voor toekomstig onderzoek. De studie toont aan 
dat legitimatie in grote mate gaat over het definiëren van succes of falen. Het labellen van 
projecten in termen van een ‘succesvoorbeeld’ danwel een ‘mislukking’, is een essentieel 
onderdeel van het proces van (de)legitimering en (collectieve) identiteitsconstructie. Het is 
belangrijk om infrastructurele projecten niet alleen te beschouwen als instrument om een 
product te creëren (zoals publieke werken), maar tevens als waardecreërende systemen 
waarbij projectresultaten ook sociale of organisatorische veranderingen kunnen zijn. 
Dit maakt ook dat projecten onderdeel kunnen zijn van een ‘strijd’ om betekenisgeving. 
Toekomstige studies naar organisatieculturele veranderingen in de bouwsector zouden 
verder kunnen gaan en een bijdrage kunnen leveren aan de vraag hoe de definitie van succes 
of falen in de looptijd van projecten aan verandering onderhevig is, hoe constructies van 
succes en falen onderling verbonden zijn en welke rol (collectieve) identiteitsconstructies 
hierin spelen. Dit onderzoek was gericht op het (de)legitimeringsproces op verschillende 
organisatieniveaus. Cross-level studies gericht op de manieren waarop individuen binnen 
groepen, binnen organisaties, tussen organisaties en binnen de organisatorische velden 
onderhandelen over de legitimiteit van organisatieverandering zijn schaars. Organisaties 
bestaan uit diverse lagen van onderling verbonden netwerken. Om de dynamiek van (de)
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legitimeringsprocessen te begrijpen moeten onderzoekers zich richten op verschillende 
niveaus en op de onderlinge verbindingen hiertussen. Tot slot zou ik andere onderzoekers 
willen aanmoedigen om aandacht te besteden aan het brede scala van formele en 
informele (communicatie) kanalen die organisatorische actoren kunnen gebruiken in 
(de)legitimeringsprocessen. Dit onderzoek laat zien hoe (de)legitimeringsprocessen lang 
niet altijd plaatsvinden middels ‘officiële’  communicatiekanalen en toont bovendien het 
strategisch gebruik van humor en spot aan. 
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This is a story about legitimation and delegitimation as part of an unfolding process of 
change. It is based on an ethnographic study within the organization of Rijkswaterstaat 
and focuses on the interpretive struggle amongst so-called narratives of change – the 
alternative, partially competitive, narrative constructions about the change process. 
Three cases are used to show that organizational actors use a variety of discursive 
strategies to legitimate or delegitimate the organizational repositioning. In addition 
to the three elements of classical rhetoric – authority, rationality and morality – the 
analysis illuminates the use of temporality, exemplarity and mockery. The study 
further illustrates that legitimation and delegitimation discourses operate together 
in producing change: legitimation discourses produce delegitimation discourses 
and vice versa. In addition, it shows how accounts over success and failure are linked 
with processes of identity construction through identifying mechanisms such as 
juxtaposing, polarizing, othering, empowering and disempowering, generalizing and 
stereotyping. 
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