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Summary 
Introduction and background 

Against the background of wicked environmental problems, governance dynamics and 
post-truth politics, scientific advice to governments is increasingly needed, but also 
becomes unavoidably exposed to public scrutiny and distrust. Scientific advice is still 
crucially important as one element in the governance of environmental problems and 
policy-makers do not abandon their reliance on expert bodies, but the detached and 
objective status of these bodies is increasingly called into question. This situation in 
scientific advice to governments is identified as the ‘paradox of scientific authority’: 
expertise is needed more and more, while it is trusted less and less.  

Reflexive science is promoted by scholars in science–policy studies as one way for 
navigating the paradox, but its implementation in government scientific advice is 
identified as a huge challenge. Reflexive science appreciates the limits of science in 
providing unquestionable authoritative understanding of wicked environmental 
problems in society. Experts may learn to transparently and responsibly indicate the 
limitations of their own knowledges, to explicate the social and normative aspects 
involved with wicked issues and to ‘stage’ their work differently to differed audiences. 
At the same time, the techno-bureaucratic system is firmly institutionalised in the 
everyday practice of government expert organisations and not likely to change 
fundamentally or disappear. When novel, more reflexive ways of working are introduced 
in these settings, they tend to become encapsulated within expert-driven technocratic 
ways of working. Reflexive attempts appear to deviate little from, and can even 
reinforce, a technocratic style of working.  

What we see happening in practice is that experts find themselves in-between logics: 
they are inclined to adopt reflexive ways of working, but are bounded by the limits 
imposed by modernist structures, norms and ways of working. Two logics of scientific 
advice – titled ‘reflexive’ and ‘modernist’ in the context of this thesis – are essentially 
incommensurable: their representations of the role and nature of science are in conflict. 
Chapter 2 illustrates how these logics have emerged and have informed the principles 
that are today guiding the practice of scientific advice to governments.  
 
Research focus 
This thesis sets out to explore how environmental experts operate in-between logics 
within the everyday practice of acting out or merely discussing the (potential) use of 
participatory assessment methods (including participatory backcasting, normative 
foresight, extended peer review and reflexive evaluation). The study has been conducted 
in a Dutch government expert organisation, the PBL Netherlands Environmental 
Assessment Agency. The overall research question of this PhD thesis is:  

RQ.  How do environmental experts at the PBL work under co-existing modernist and 
reflexive logics?  

The PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency serves as a paradigmatic case 
for the situation in government-funded expert agencies. The narratives that have been 
developed in this thesis about this case can pertain more widely to organisations which 
seek to (re)orient their identity and role under influence of governance dynamics, 
wicked problem conditions and post-truth politics, but are simultaneously bounded by 



 

institutionalised expectations and ways of working. Chapter 4 introduces the PBL 
organisation at the nexus of its past and present.  

 

Research design and findings 

By adopting a practice view of organisational life, this study examines the emergence 
and accommodation of practical concerns which govern and affect PBL practitioners in 
their day-to-day work under co-existing logics. Two research questions have guided the 
empirical study:  

1. Which practical concerns arise when PBL practitioners attempt to connect 
participatory forms of knowledge production to their traditional assessment 
repertoires?  

2. How do PBL practitioners cope with co-existing logics in their day-to-day work? 

Chapter 3 introduces the research design and methodology. In my role as engaged 
researcher in the practice context under study, I made use of various data collection 
techniques, including participant observation, interviewing and document analysis. In 
the period from 2008 to 2015 I participated in three assessment studies with 
participatory aspirations: the Sustainable City study, the Nature Outlook study and the 
Assessment of the Environment study. I also coordinated and participated in knowledge 
exchange activities organised by the Department of Information, Data and Methodology 
about expert roles, open assessment methodology and boundary work, and I derived 
material from the strategy-formation process. During my research, I iterated four 
reflective research angles to gain deeper insight the way practitioners at PBL conduct 
their daily operations in-between logics. The orientation of my reflective research and 
my practitioner role as full-time employee at PBL were closely entwined, as the various 
chapters illustrate in the following ways: 

Chapter 5 –  A ‘first grasp’ serves as the starting point for reflection on what is going on 
in practice. Chapter 5 provides a detailed account of PBL’s Sustainable City project to 
illustrate how this first grasp originated in my early experience (in the period from 2008 
to 2010) as project team member within the PBL organisation. The chapter describes 
how the advancement of participatory assessment in this project was both scrutinised 
for its limited social robustness (indicative of quality concerns informed by reflexive 
logic) and its limited scientific rigour (indicative of quality concerns informed by 
modernist logic). Thus the chapter illustrates, without going into analytical depth and 
reflection, how quality issues emerge in participatory assessment processes under the 
co-existence of modernist and reflexive logic. 

Chapter 6 – I subsequently started exploring in detail why concerns about the scientific 
quality and policy relevance of participatory assessments had been left largely 
unattended – in my perception at least – during the assessment process. This direction 
for further inspection was motivated by my engagement from spring to autumn 2012 in 
a project evaluation of the Nature Outlook project, a (four-yearly) national foresight 
study on nature perspectives. Chapter 6 reports on the perceived quality impacts of 
stakeholder participation in PBL’s Sustainable City project and PBL’s Nature Outlook 
project. My reflective research centred on the repertoire in use for quality assurance. I 
analysed how the building of a repertoire took shape in these two projects as a balancing 
act between three quality attributes of salience, credibility and legitimacy. The chapter 
reveals how the construction of the (balance between) salience, credibility and 



 

legitimacy was informed by path-dependency, functional choices, disciplinary 
preferences and socio-political dynamics. 

Chapter 7 – I observed, but also intervened in (the design of), reflexive evaluation in the 
period from 2011 to 2012 as project team member responsible for the participatory 
design of the Assessment of the Human Environment project. A reconstruction of this 
project provided insightful material for analysing how practitioners reflect-in-action 
upon their role and activities in response to (changing) expectations about the policy 
function of the study. I identified how modernist expectations about the purpose of 
policy evaluation study were in tension with appeals for innovation towards a more 
reflexive orientation. The chapter illustrates how practitioners aligned these differing 
expectations by decoupling the intentions, approaches and outcomes of the various 
parts of this study. In this way, they created space for different evaluation approaches to 
be used interchangeably. The strategy of decoupling allowed for innovation to occur 
locally, while it ensured connectivity to the traditional roots of policy evaluation at PBL. 

Chapter 8 – Three frames of PBL’s identity as a Dutch expert agency appear to co-exist: 
PBL as integrated assessment specialist, PBL as think tank and PBL as trustworthy 
expert. I analysed actors’ perceptions of PBL’s core task and activities in view of the 
(future) developments and challenges confronting the agency. The resulting three 
frames contain contradictory ideas (marked by frame differences) of what is needed to 
properly enact these identities in the future. On the one hand, it appears that actors 
promote acts of participation and humility to prevent normative bias from going 
unnoticed. On the other hand, they still appear to believe in a detached and objective 
idea of scientific advice. Apparently the PBL organisation is opening up towards a more 
reflexive mode of advising, while its institutions still remains firmly rooted within its 
modernist constituents. 

Chapter 9 – The norm of objectivity provides orientation to practitioners who 
experiment with participatory methods and techniques. In deliberating about the merits 
and challenges of participatory knowledge production practitioners restructure what 
objectivity means so that they can validly say that they conform to the norm of 
objectivity. The chapter illustrates how modernist representations of the objectivity 
norm (i.e. as value-free and detached) are loosely connected with reflexive 
understandings of objectivity (i.e. as value-neutral and interactive) whenever 
practitioners consider that of help in increasing the relevance and credibility of their 
participatory attempts. Apparently the practitioners create loose connections between 
the different meanings of objectivity employed within the organisation.  

 

Conclusions 

The answer this thesis provides to the first research question – which practical concerns 
arise? – is that PBL researchers are concerned about (1) the quality of participatory 
assessment processes and outcomes, and (2) their legitimate expert role in participatory 
assessment settings. The practitioners wonder how participatory activities may 
contribute to, without putting at risk, the independence, credibility and policy relevance 
of their scientific advice. This thesis explicates how dynamics in the research context 
inform their everyday working under co-existing logics. The way in which they mobilise 
modernist or reflexive logic is influenced internally by path-dependency, functional 
choices and disciplinary understandings, and externally by the particularities of the 
policy context, such as the characteristics of policy issues, the stage of policy formation 



 

and political commotion, as well as trends and developments in science and society. 
Reflexive logic offers direction in case of wicked problems, lack of coherent policy 
direction, or when multiple responsible parties hold different opinions about the nature 
of and solutions for the problem, yet are open (enough) to listen and learn from one 
another. Modernist logic provides the basis for action in case of (assumingly) structured 
issues with limited societal urgency for discussion. By highlighting the dynamics ‘at 
work’ in the specific project settings of the Sustainable City, Nature Outlook and 
Assessment of the Human Environment studies, this thesis points out the contingent and 
partial manner of the ways in which modernist and reflexive elements are mobilised in 
everyday practice. 

The answer to the second research question – how are concerns coped with? – is that 
practitioners apply alignment strategies to reconcile both logics. I distinguished three 
strategies: (i) encapsulation, (ii) decoupling and (iii) loose connections. Encapsulation is 
most commonly known in science–policy literature, whereas the other two alternative 
interpretations of alignment resulted from this thesis and offer a more nuanced picture 
of the ways in which co-existing logics are coped with in everyday practice.  

i. Encapsulation means that reflexive aspirations become unavoidably embedded 
within institutionalised structures, norms and routine ways of working, established 
under a modernist paradigm. The strategy of ‘alignment through encapsulation’ 
implies, in fact, that practitioners start to reflect upon their practice (i.e. upon 
normative bias in their models or upon dominant policy frames), but remain within 
the confines of possibilities offered by the persistent modernist knowledge system.  

The other two alignment strategies illustrate how practitioners affiliate to elements of 
modernist or reflexive logic in a pragmatic manner, which allows them to justify their 
actions in accordance with diverse expectations and circumstances. In so doing, they 
start challenging their routine ways of working, norms and identities. Modernist logic 
provides no longer the ‘normal’ grounds on which they derive legitimacy, but reflexive 
logic neither is the new default.  

ii. This thesis coined the term ‘decoupling’ to explain why contradictory quality 
perceptions identified in chapter 6 and the patchworked evaluation style in chapter 
7 did not result in frictions, but appeared to be quite productive in reconciling the 
different logics. I understand ‘alignment through decoupling’ as a tailor-made 
strategy in which practitioners differentiate the various parts of their work to 
diverse situationally-informed preferences for purpose, approaches and outcomes 
of the study, without essentially losing track of the idea of a coherent practice.  

iii. The third strategy of loose connections further explains how coherence is created. I 
particularly derived this strategy from my analysis of frame differences in chapter 8 
and my reflection upon the complexity of the objectivity norm in chapter 9. I 
understand ‘alignment through loose connections’ as a pragmatic strategy in which 
practitioners bring the two logics together under a convincing rhetoric of how to 
create scientifically sound, policy-relevant and independent knowledge. 

Returning to the main research question, this thesis concludes that a shift in the 
epistemic and social nature of scientific advice to governments is complex and is less 
like the replacement of one logic by another. An ongoing recombination of 
assessment approaches, roles and principles takes shape in day-to-day practices of 
government expert organisations. In so doing, the practice of government scientific 
advice is slowly transformed, while its durability is assured.  



 

Contribution to research and practice 

This thesis aims to contribute to ongoing academic debate in science–policy studies 
about the identity and authority of government expert organisations under wicked 
problem conditions, multi-level and multi-actor governance dynamics and post-truth 
politics. The paradox of scientific authority challenges the practitioners employed within 
these organisations: they need to firmly uphold the image of neutral and detached 
advisers, while they also need to be increasingly transparent about the political nature 
of their work. A practice view on organisational life in a Dutch government agency has 
been useful in deepening the understanding of the daily operations of government 
expert organisations in-between logics. This thesis has demonstrated how zooming in 
on the practical knowledge employed by ‘reflective practitioners’ can be a fruitful way 
forward in science–policy studies for exploring how novel representations of scientific 
advice emerge and how these representations are conditioned by, but also challenge, the 
institutional systems of knowledge production. My detailed accounts of the ways in 
which practical knowledge is employed in participatory assessment settings are 
illustrative of the ‘messiness’ of transformation within government expert organisations. 

It makes sense, therefore, to further study the production of environmental expertise by 
asking how ‘reflexive’ experts really are or can be about the paradoxical situation they 
find themselves in.  

Most of all, this thesis has benefited from the rich ‘practice stories’, which I derived from 
the reflections of and exchanges among the PBL practitioners. These stories are not only 
of interest to academics in science–policy studies, who want to understand how 
participatory forms of knowledge production work out in scientific advisory practice, 
and affect its change and stability. I also hope that these practice stories inspire 
practitioners in government expert organisations to actively generate, share and learn 
from practice stories themselves. A ‘learning by doing’ attitude may stimulate 
practitioners to problematise taken-for-granted assumptions, appreciate new insights 
and creatively engage with them in a situated manner. In this way, practitioners may 
learn to improve their everyday practice, and may go beyond persistent institutional 
frames of reference in order to advance the practice of government scientific advice in a 
changing society. 
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